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Hear the Earth Call
What would it mean to have faith in the earth?
Rev. Joe Cleveland
April 25, 2020

I’ll echo these words of Robert Weston:

This is the wonder of time; this is the marvel of space; 
out of the stars swung the earth; life upon earth rose to love.
This is the marvel of life, rising to see and to know;
Out of your heart, cry wonder: sing that we live.

And to echo the words of Carole Martignacco from her story The Everything Seed: A 
Story of Beginnings  — Where did we come from?  A seed that contained everything, that 1

burst because that’s what seeds do, and a process of evolution began — that process a 
glory all its own — itself a wonder.  The process of unfolding — that process is life, that 
process is sacred, and of that process we are a part.  That unfolding shapes us.  And we 
shape that unfolding.  

Beautiful.

But what kind of a basis for faith is this?  

When I went on my sabbatical, one of my goals was to explore that question.  
This sermon is sort of a what I did on my summer vacation sermon except that it was 
winter and so I wasn’t hanging out at the pool with my disreputable friends.  I was 
hanging out at home with a bunch of high-fiber books about a path of faith called 
religious naturalism. 

Why would I do such a thing to myself?  I wouldn’t go so far as to say that an 
unexamined life is not worth living, as Socrates is supposed to have said.  But over the 
last few years, as I’ve heard that term more, religious naturalism, and pondered my 
own spirituality and where I put my faith, I’ve been wondering if I’m a religious 
naturalist.  

I picked up the term from a friend who described himself as a Religious 
Naturalist.  I’d never heard anyone describe themself that way before.  And I thought, 
hey! I like nature.  I am religious.  I could be a religious naturalist and not even know it!  

 The Everything Seed: A Story of Beginnings.  by Carole Martingnacco.  Illustrated by Joy Troyer.  Dyeing 1

Arts, 2015. 



Page 2

And, seriously, I think I’ve been preaching a religious naturalist gospel for a while now, 
so it felt like it’s about time I actually look in to this.  

So welcome today to my first explicitly religious naturalist sermon.  There will be 
more.

What is Religious Naturalism?  The heart of it is this: 
Religious naturalists interpret nature in whole or some aspect of nature, rather 
than the supernatural, as having maximal religious importance.2

Those are the words of Michael Hogue, a scholar of religious naturalism.
More poetically, the biologist Ursula Goodenough writes:

And so, I profess my Faith. For me, the existence of all this complexity and 
awareness and intent and beauty, and my ability to apprehend it, serves as the 
ultimate meaning and the ultimate value. The continuation of life reaches 
around, grabs its own tail, and forms a sacred circle that requires no further 
justification, no Creator, no superordinate meaning of meaning, no purpose 
other than that the continuation continue until the sun collapses or the final 
meteor collides.3

I think that sounds beautiful — and I can feel the potential starkness in the lack of a 
superordinate meaning, and no purpose other than that the continuation continue.  But 
the fullness, the abundance that I experience in nature feels like a kind of joy to me.  

I remember walking down a lane on my college campus with one of my 
roommates.  I went to college at St. John’s University in central Minnesota northwest of 
St. Cloud.  It is a Catholic college sponsored by one of the biggest Benedictine 
monasteries in the world.  It was a beautiful day and the campus lane is lined with 
trees, mostly pine.  There are two lakes that border the campus, no motor boats allowed, 
and acres and acres of woods.  A dorm I lived in one year overlooked one of lakes, and I 
remember being in my dorm room at night and listening to the loons call and yodel.  I 
was walking down the lane with my roommate and he asked me why I had stopped 
going to mass.  I told him that the talk about God in those services didn’t connect with 
me, especially in the comparison to the experience of exuberance and beauty that 
seemed to be all around me.  

The prospect that nature is all there is, and all that is is nature— the prospect that 
I am and humans are just one critter part of a whole network of life—that feels right to 
me.  And most of the time it feels comfortable and refreshing.

 Michael S. Hogue. The Promise of Religious Naturalism.  Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2010.  xx.2

 Goodenough, Ursula. The Sacred Depths of Nature (p. 171). Oxford University Press, 1998. Kindle Edition.3
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One of the things that seems to be happening more during this time of shelter in 
place, flattening the curve on the covid pandemic, is that people are out walking more.  
And this makes total sense to me.  Last Sunday, Lale mentioned tree-bathing and the 
benefit of spending some time in the woods.  And for the emotionally exhausted, for the 
grieving, for the frustrated, there is a restorative that nature provides.

When I think about nature that way, it feels all comfortable and nice.  But then I 
think, you know, this virus that is killing people—it’s a totally natural thing.  And it is 
destructive and cruel.  Donald Crosby tells this story:

I once lived on a lake.  I was standing on the back porch of my house, looking 
out at the shore of the lake through my binoculars.  There were some Canadian 
geese there, and, as it was late in the spring, there were some yellow gosling 
swimming in the water with their parents.  Everything was pretty routine, and 
after watching for a while, I started to lower my binoculars.  Suddenly, from the 
right, a coyote began to run toward the water at high speed.  In an instant, it 
grabbed four goslings right out of the shallow water, turned around, and began 
running back toward the trees and bushes on the shore with eight tiny black legs 
dangling froths mouth.  I felt revulsion and horror, even though I knew that the 
coyote was probably taking the babies back to its den to be consumed by its own 
newly born young.4

His story called to mind one of my favorite memories.  I was at a friend’s cabin way out 
in the woods in northern Minnesota.  It was just past dawn and I was on the deck 
looking down the steep bank to the lake.  Trees everywhere.  Then from above and 
behind me, over my left shoulder, a bald eagle flies over the tree tops, out toward the 
lake.  The eagle flapped and soared down, closer and closer to the lake, closer and closer 
to the water, until it swooped down and reached down into the water and snatched out 
a fish.  Then the eagle rose and kept flying across the lake, over the trees on the far 
shore, then disappeared over a tree-covered ridge, still flying, the snatched fish held 
with its head into the wind.  One of the sublime moments of my life.  And the sublime is 
not simple.  While the sublime can mean awe and wonder, what is sublime is also often 
terrible.  Nature is sublime.

This is why some religious naturalists interpret only an aspect of nature as 
having ultimate religious importance.  But I am intrigued by Donald Crosby’s efforts to 
take account of these troubling aspects of nature in his religion of nature.

Donald Crosby advises us that “We should not pretend that the eating of one 
species by another [. . .] is an intrinsic good.”   He wants us to be aware that 5

 Donald A. Crosby.  A Religion of Nature.  SUNY Press, 2002. 137-138.4

 Crosby, 138.5
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The nature that is the focus of a religion of nature has a radical ambiguity, as far 
as considerations of good and evil are concerned.  It is partly good but also 
partly evil.  It contains rampant disvalues as well as rampant values.6

A faith in nature, as Crosby describes it, is going to be a difficult thing.  We can’t 
just imitate everything in nature, just like we don’t advise imitating the God in the Bible 
who carries out genocide.  The sublime ambiguity of nature that Crosby describes felt 
troubling to me and difficult when I read it.  It still does.  But I was first reading that 
before the covid virus really got going.  And I’m having a different experience of this 
now.  I am relieved, actually.  I don’t have to cling to a sentimental picture of nature, as 
much as I sometimes like to.  Nature isn’t sentimental.  It is sublime.  I don’t have to 
think that the virus is good or benign because it is natural.  Natural as it is, it is still 
something to be resisted.  It is a terrible evil to be countered with good.

The scholar Carol Wayne White, in her book Black Lives and Sacred Humanity, 
introduced me to the writer Anna Julia Cooper.  She was an educator and activist and 
scholar who had been born into slavery, and she worked for black liberation her whole 
life.  Looking for the seeds of an African American Religious Naturalism in Cooper, 
White notices this: 

An interesting aspect of Cooper’s theoretical worldview is that in it some forms 
of conflict are inevitable among the individual parts, because each has its own 
unique persuasion and will to be, which, ideally, contributes to the whole.  

And then she quotes Cooper 
The beautiful curves described by planets and suns in their courses are 
the resultant of conflicting forces.  Could the centrifugal force for one 
instant triumph, or should the centripetal grow wary and give up the 
struggle, immeasurable disaster would ensue—earth, moon, sun wold go 
spinning off at a tangent or must fall helplessly into its master sphere. . . . 
A proper equilibrium between a most inflammable explosive and the 
supporter of combustion, gives us water, the bland fluid that we cannot 
dispense with.  Nay, the very air we breathe, which seems so calm, so 
peaceful, is rendered innocuous only by the constant conflict of opposing 
gases.  Were the fiery, never-resting, all-corroding oxygen to gain mastery 
we should be burnt to cinders in a trice.  With the sluggish, inert nitrogen 
triumphant, we should die of inanition.7

 Ibid.6

 Carol Wayne White.  Black Lives and Sacred Humanity: Toward an African American Religious Naturalism.  7

Fordham University Press, 2016.  56. 
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Nature is never still.  It is always in process, unfolding, becoming.  We are part of 
that unfolding.  It’s not simple.  Crosby says that nature doesn’t give us a blueprint for 
how to live, but nature has given us this gift: “There is something in us that aspires 
toward goodness.”   What we are to do is to commit ourselves to giving “expression to 8

the forces for good that lie latent in nature.”    9

So praise be, as Christine Valters Paintner says, “for the seas and rivers, forests 
and stones who teach us to endure . . .”  Paintner’s Praise Song for the Pandemic is a 
religious naturalist prayer.  Even when she is praising the medical workers “bent over 
flesh to offer care” and all the acts of bravery and compassion on the part of people — 
she is praising nature — for we humans are part of nature, too.

A faith in the earth, in nature, is as complicated as any faith in the supernatural.  
Nature is sublime and powerful and worthy of reverence.  If we wake our senses, as 
Thomas Mikelson urges us in his fabulous hymn, we will hear the earth call and feel the 
deep power of being—not alone—but in all.  In the words of another of Thomas’s 
hymns, we will sing of living, sing of dying, parts of an eternal process.  We are to open 
ourselves more to suffering, Thomas has us sing.  We will not deny our suffering or the 
suffering of others, other humans, other non-humans, the plants, the biosphere.  We will 
respond to it with compassion.  We will respond to evil with good.  And in the words of 
Carolyn McDade, wondrous, our faith will settle deep in the earth, rising green to bring 
— not just to meet or to greet, but to bring a new day.

May it be so.

 Crosby, 165.8

 Ibid.9


