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Lent 5. The Canticle of Creation




9 March 08

St James Hampton Hill

I’m here today as a representative of A Rocha, an ever growing group of Christians who are working together to promote the issues and to undertake practical projects to help conserve God’s creation.  A Rocha means ‘The Rock’ in Portugese.  It was on the Algarve that the first practical project was established, 25 years ago this year, to record, monitor and protect what was considered to be the last natural estuary area from the tide of golf courses, marinas and hotels that was sweeping along that coast.  Today there are A Rocha projects in 19 countries - including here in the UK, where we have well over 4000 friends who share and support our work, and who we try to help to make a difference where they are.

And so, with that background, I’m excited to share some thoughts today about this wonderful prayer of St Francis, sometimes called the Canticle of Brother Sun or the Canticle of the Creatures. I’ve  also seen it called the Canticle of Creation and I think that probably best describes his celebration of the whole of creation and of our Creator God.  

As a child of the 50s I grew up with a picture on my bedroom wall of St Francis.  As  I recall  it was painted in pale pastel colours, in a pleasant rural setting, surrounded by very English looking birds and soft furry animals who were watching him, and presumably listening to him.  But I must admit I missed the point.

St Francis was born in Umbria in Italy at the end of the 12th century, the son of a wealthy merchant.  He grew up with all the priviledges that would bring and, as expected for such a young man, he had careers in the commercial world and the military.  During a period of captivity and of illness he had a profound religious experience which caused him to change his life.  Much to his family’s despair he rejected his inherited rights and possessions and sought a life based on simplicity, poverty and humility before God.  He felt called to a life of teaching and preaching the Gospel.  He also wanted to follow Christ’s life of service, in a very practical way.   His devotion to Christ gave him a deep compassion for the poor and the outcasts and particularly for lepers.  He also had a profound love for all creation and we hear stories of special relationships with animals and birds - hence my bedroom picture!

The canticle was written towards the end of his life, when his sight was limited but his passion for God and His creation not at all dimmed.  As I’ve been reading and studying it, I believe there are 3 particular challenges that I want  to share with you today.

I’d like to read the main part of the prayer...........
Most High, all-powerful, Good Lord, all praise is Yours,
all glory, all honour, and all blessing.
To You, alone, Most High, do they belong.
No mortal lips are worthy to pronounce Your name.

All praise be Yours, my Lord, through Brother Sun, who brings the day;

And through whom You give us light.

How beautiful is he, how radiant in all his splendour;

Of You, Most High, He bears the likeness.

All Praise be Yours, my Lord, through Sister Moon
and the Stars; in the heavens You have made them, 
bright, and precious, and fair.

All praise be Yours, my Lord,
through Brothers Wind and Air, and fair and stormy, 
all the weather's moods, 
by which You cherish all that You have made.

All praise be Yours, my Lord, through Sister Water,
so useful, humble, precious and pure. 


All praise be Yours, my Lord, through Brother Fire,
through whom You brighten up the night. 
How beautiful is he, how cheerful! 
Full of power and strength.

All praise be Yours, my Lord, through our Sister
Mother Earth, who sustains us and governs us, 
and produces various fruits with coloured flowers and herbs.

St Francis was deeply aware of the beauty of creation but did you notice that his understanding didn’t stop  there.  Each section is a prayer of praise and thanks to God for this wonderful provision – the sun, moon, wind, water, fire and earth.  All he sees in creation points him to God in thanks and praise.

It reminds me of some of the psalms........

“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies speak of his handiwork”  Ps 19

“Praise the Lord from the heavens, praise him in the heights above.

Praise the Lord from the earth, you great sea creatures and all oceans depths.”  Ps 148

St Francis also recognised God’s hand everywhere.

Last week we visited some friends, and since we had last seen them they have started to collect rather beautiful and rather expensive pieces of glass, largely from one particular designer.   They showed us a book  about him and as we browsed through it we began to recognise the style and types of design that point to his particular work.  And so gradually, we could see that these often very different glass works of art that they had bought each spoke clearly of the one designer and his particular creative talent.

St Francis, had a deep relationship with God in Christ and he could clearly see His hand as he looked at very different aspects of creation round him.  The same God that had given him a transformed new life.  The same God who, in our OT reading, could breathe life into the dry bones of Eezekiel’s prohesy.  That same God had also breathed life into his creation.

And praise flowed from St Francis.  

And that is our first challenge – to recognise, as St Francis did, and as Ps 24 says – the earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.  To see God’s fingerprints and his signature on this earth as his work of art and to praise him for it.

In Genesis 1 we read of the elements of creation ......light, sun, moon, stars, waters, vegetation, creatures of the sea, air and  land.  And when it was made, God saw that it was good.

It is good – it’s fantastic – and we have series after series of  tv programmes to tell us and show us.

But as Christians we miss so much if our vision stops there.  The challenge of St Francis prayer is to see all this as God’s world and to turn to praise.  To allow it to invade and shape our lives and our worship.

I clearly remember a sunny day, cycling through a beautiful peaceful valley in the Bavarian Alps when, as from nowhere, I found my heart singing “when through the woods and forest glades I wander/cycle and hear the birds sing sweetly in the trees............

And the chorus?  Then sings my soul, my Saviour God to Thee, How great Thou art!

The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it! – Let’s acknowledge that and  praise Him for it.

But that brings us to our second challenge.  

It wasn’t enough for St Francis to have an armchair view of creation, he lived in relationship with it.  There’s an intimacy in his prayer that is not based on theory.  It’s full of adjectives that tell us how Francis felt about it.  The light of the sun is beautiful, the stars are bright, precious and fair.   The the wind and air are fair and stormy, “all the weather’s moods”.

This is my second challenge – to be in touch with God’s creation.  I believe that it is this personal interaction that so many of us are missing today – and we are the poorer for it.

God has made us to live in relationship with Him and with His creation.  We are made both  “from the dust of the earth” and also “in the image of God”.  God, earth and humanity like the 3 points of a triangle – each joined to the other 2.

But if we lose on of the 3 points or get the balance between them wrong we fail to take our true part in God’s world:

If we are just another carbon life-form, as some claim, we become less than human.

If we believe the created world is made purely for our convenience, use and pleasure, we lose our purpose - because we are called to care for and look after the earth.

If we think that our spiritual relationship with God is all that matters we’ve missed so much of the Bible message that tells us that we are not merely spirits or souls. Our material bodies and the material world matter too.  Our gospel reading should remind us of that.

Romans 1 tells us that those who ignore God are without excuse – because “since the  creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen , being understood from what has been made.”

It worries me today that not only have people lost sight of God but also of his creation.  I’m sure there is a link.  How can folk see and recognise the Creator God without seeing and engaging with his creation?

What are we doing in our western urban culture when we hear of children who don’t know where milk or their food comes from?  Who play onlyin man-made activity centres or on their computers?

I heard a someone tell the tale of a young lad from central London who was at a field study centre in deepest Suffolk.  One evening he realised he’d left his jumper put on the field and the leader  offered to go out with him to find it.  But as they stepped out into the dark he was clearly upset and very frightened by something.  It transpired that he had never seen the stunning glory of a full starlit night and it scared him.

How could he understand Ps 8?  “When I consider your heavens, the works of your fingers, the moon and the stars which you have set in place.........”

And St Francis reminds us its not just the moon and stars.  Sun, earth, water, weather, plants.........

Oor engagement  does have to be complicated or technical.  

I can’t put our second challenge any better than the Archbishop of Canterbury.   He called for simple, accessible ways of learning again what it is to be part of the created order :

“Receive the  world that God has given.  Go for a walk, Get wet.  Dig the earth.”

And  so, briefly to our 3rd challenge.

The relationships in our triangle, between God, humanity and the earth have clearly gone wrong.  As Christians we are well aware of the broken relationship between God and humanity and of Christ’s work of redemption.

But the evidence of other breakdown is clearly evident.  All around us we see the syptoms and the effects – climate change, pollution, waste, injustice, unfair trade, expoitation.

As forgiven people of God we are called to act in Christ’s name about all of these.  It is not just a hobby for the few but a fundamental part of the outworking of our faith.  They should be an offence to all who love God.  This includes matters of creation care.  

Dave Bookless (National Director ARUK) tells this story:

At the end of a family self-catering holiday on St Martin’s in the Scilly Isles  in 1989, they had collected quite a bit of rubbish.  On asking where to put it they were told to burn the paper and directed to “the tip” at one end  of the island for the rest.  So they took their bags across the grass, past the wonderful beaches, to the point where they found a small cliff and a rocky bay containing “the tip” – full of rusting cars, mouldy cans, broken glass and multi coloured plastic blowing about. As they added their bags they felt a deep sense of contrast with the idyllic holiday setting.  Dave sensed God saying “How do you think I feel about what you are doing to my world?”

That was his challenge and it is also our 3rd challenge.

It caused them to go back to the Bible to look at the issues, to look at their own lifestyle and to seek others who shared their concerns – and they found them in a Christian conservation project in Portugal – called A Rocha!

Dave went on to spearhead a project in his local parish in London which saw the restoration of  70 acres of wasteland – broken cars, pollution, car boot sales and general neglect, into a country park at the heart of the community.  That is ARUK’s flagship  project, but others are now happening at various scales all over the country. 

As you pray this prayer of St Francis this week I ask you to reflect on our 3 challenges

· consider God’s creation and praise him

· engage with creation in some way

· ask God whether there is something you should  be doing - with your own lifstyle, as a church, in some practical project – to bring repair to our damaged world and our relationship with it.

At A Rocha  we’d love to help you if you wish.

We have resources and materials to help you think this through 

We have a lifestyle challenge and advice – called Living Lightly 

We have a programme for churches called Eco-congregation

We have projects that can inspire you and that need support – both financial and volunteers

We have 4000 friends who can share your journey.

Please take a leaflet and please just ask.

