The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for the Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost (Proper 23), Year C

Psalm 111:1-4

Delighting In What God Has Made

Little children think that most of the things they see are wonderful. “Look, Daddy, isn’t this a beautiful sea-shell?” How many of your children have shouted in wonder,“Isn’t it wonderful!?” 
What a pity children lose their sense of wonder over God’s creation as they grow up. Perhaps our adult lack of wonder is responsible. Instead of being awed by the marvels of the created world, because we see them so often they become common and ordinary to us. Our expression of “a nine days’ wonder” suggests the limit of many people’s ability to be amazed. 

People in past centuries possessed a more permanent sense of wonder over the beauty of God’s creation. Because God’s works were expressions of divine wisdom, Christians felt they repaid research. No wonder today’s text was chosen to grace the entrance of the Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge, a scene of many of our great discoveries about nature: 

“Praise the LORD! I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart, in the company of the upright, in the congregation. Great are the works of the LORD, studied by all who delight in them. Full of honour and majesty is His work, and His righteousness endures forever.”

These verses are an excellent charter for both artist and scientist as well as en encouragement to join the psalmist in praise of God’s wonderful creation. The longer we live, the more we should be astonished over this marvellous earth, our temporary home, while we await our permanent home in heaven.

The Bible tells us, “The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof.” If it belongs to Him, we cannot simply do with it as we like. We have been created together with all the creatures on this earth. No wonder then that Proverbs 12:10 defines a righteous person as someone who takes care of animals. At the end of the Book of Job, God shared with us His joy over the creatures He has made. They tell us a lot about His glory. God didn’t just make useful things. He filled the world with beautiful things. He calls His creation “very beautiful”, whether we appreciate its beauty or not. By looking at nature simply in terms only of its use, we miss its beauty.

We don’t honour our Creator by depreciating His creation. There’s nothing particularly spiritual about making our environment ugly. The Bible says the earth cries out when it is mistreated. God cares for all of His creation and has compassion for everything He has made. Our psalm calls what God has made “the works of His hands” to emphasize the close relationship He has to His creation. His works praise Him and bring Him joy. What a rich blessing God’s creation is for those who take time to look and see His goodness revealed there: “the earth is full of the goodness of the Lord.” We sing in our Holy Communion service: “the whole earth is full of His glory”. 

In our love of novelty, we can easily lose a sense of the wonder that surrounds us. God wants our lives to be wonder-full, full of wonder. Something is no less wonderful because it happens every day. 
Luther had a deep appreciation for the marvel of everyday things. He saw the dew which fell at dawn and particularly in spring, as an image of the Holy Spirit, who delights in creating Christians. The red morning sky resembles the comforting, joyful proclamation of the Gospel. A mild breeze points to the good news which melts the heart. Luther loved preaching about the birds of the air as examples of faith and trust in God.  In their carefreeness, God offers us a foretaste of the Resurrection.
God’s best gifts are the most common, like the sharp eyesight of a dog. The way a dog earnestly begs for food can teach us how to pray. Through that insignificant bird, the sparrow, Jesus teaches us how we too receive everything from God without any merit or worthiness on our part. The birds have the Gospel inscribed on their throats, Luther believed. “While we contemplate in all creatures, as in a mirror, those immense riches of His wisdom, justice, goodness and power, we should not merely run them over cursorily, and, so to speak, with a fleeting glance, but we should ponder them at length, turn them over in our mind seriously and faithfully, and recollect them repeatedly.”
Luther affirms that with the eye of faith one can see miracles all through creation. If we truly understood the growth of a grain of wheat, he observes, we would die of wonder. The Reformer was once delighted that his wife was so happy about her good catch of fish. Being redeemed by Christ brings with it a new and more vital relationship with nature. “Now if I believe in God’s Son and bear in mind that He became man, all creatures will appear a hundred times more beautiful to me than before. Then I will properly appreciate the sun, the moon, the stars, trees, apples, pears, as I reflect that He is Lord over and the centre of all things.”
Jesus invites us to behold the beauty of birds and wildflowers as a way of diminishing our anxieties. In His parables, He used aspects of creation to help us understand God’s ways. After His temptation He spent time with some animals. Sun and rain are gifts freely bestowed on all people. Snakes remind us not to be foolish, doves call on us to lead lives free of blame. Everything in the physical world can point to something in the spiritual realm. Seed, growth and harvest speak of God’s promise for our lives. St. Paul tells his audience of non-believers that God “did not leave Himself without witness, for He did good and gave you from heaven rains and fruitful seasons, satisfying your hearts with food and gladness (Acts 14:17).” In being so kind to them, God hopes His undeserved kindness would lead them to repent. “Do you not realize that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance (Romans 2:4)?”
Jesus said His Father was still working His wonders in our world now. The shepherds were filled with amazement at the birth of Jesus. People were constantly astonished at the wonderful things Jesus did. On Pentecost Day, people were amazed to hear of the mighty acts of God, accomplished in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.
How do we respond to God’s mighty works of creation and redemption? Does His amazing grace continue to fill you with astonishment at how He continues to treat us better than we deserve? The gifts of creation and redemption are too good to take for granted. God wants us to express our enjoyment of these gifts in praise of Him. As we praise Him we discover the beauty of His creation in places we never expected, like right under our noses. Treasure the beauty of God’s handiwork around you before its beauty is diminished or destroyed. Study His handiwork just for the sheer pleasure of it.

Luther believed that the failure to rightly use and enjoy God’s works lies inside us: “Human nature, which is corrupted by original sin, is unable to enjoy without abuse the things created and given by God, not because this is the nature of created things, but because the heart of him who uses them is evil. But if the heart has been reformed by the Spirit, it makes use of both the useful and the delightful thing, in a holy manner and with thanksgiving.”

What makes the difference isn’t how many of God’s gifts we possess, but how many of them we can praise and thank God for. To praise God for His wonderful works increases our enjoyment of them. To praise God is telling God “I love You”. For the psalmist to sing “hallelujah” with meaning is to express how much in love He is with God. To love God is also to love what He has made.

Psalm 92 says: “You make me glad by Your deeds, O Lord. I sing for joy at the work of Your hands. How great are Your works, O Lord.”

Amen.

