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When	the	Earth	Groans	(Joel	1.	8-12,	17-20)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	
‘To	live,	we	must	daily	break	the	body	and	shed	the	blood	of	creation.	When	we	do	it	

knowingly,	lovingly,	skilfully,	reverently,	it	is	a	sacrament.	When	we	do	it	ignorantly,	

greedily,	destructively,	it	is	a	desecration’.	These	words	from	Wendell	Berry	(the	

American	farmer,	poet	and	environmentalist	who	recently	died)	express	what	seems	

to	me	a	deep	truth	about	our	relationship	with	the	earth.		

On	the	one	hand,	we	cannot	but	break	her	body	and	shed	her	blood	if	we	

ourselves	are	to	be	sustained.	No	matter	how	mindfully	and	simply	we	live,	our	food	

is	grown	in	ground	that	is	ploughed,	sown,	cultivated;	our	houses	are	hewn	from	

wood,	stone	and	steel;	our	household	appliances,	our	means	of	transport,	our	

clothing,	our	artistic	expression	–	everything	we	do	and	are	is	resourced	by	the	life	of	

the	world,	draws	on	the	life	of	the	world,	impacts	the	life	of	the	world.	And	yet,	Berry	

seems	to	say,	it’s	possible	that	our	‘consumption’	of	the	life	of	the	world	might	occur	

in	such	a	way	that	it’s	not	just	a	regrettable	necessity,	nor	a	heedless	appropriation,	

but	a	kind	of	hallowing	or	consecration.	What	we	receive	from	the	earth	can	become	

for	us	a	sacrament	which	leads	us	to	fuller	reverence	for	and	relationship	with	the	

sacred	mystery	of	life’s	exchange.	In	this	exchange,	our	life	too	can	be	given	as	an	

offering	–	one	which	tends	and	celebrates	the	gift	of	the	whole.	

In	the	biblical	vision	–	as	in	many	other	cultures	–	there’s	profound	

recognition	of	the	interdependence	of	the	well-being	of	human	and	more-than-

human	life.	Where	the	crops	fail,	where	the	flames	burn	the	trees	of	the	field,	human	

communities	suffer	in	body,	mind	and	spirit.	And	where	human	communities	live	

without	gratitude,	and	are	forgetful	of	their	vocation	to	respect	and	praise	the	world,	

then	the	earth	and	her	creatures	are	wounded	deeply.	Our	reading	from	the	prophet	

Joel	is	one	of	many	passages	in	the	Hebrew	bible	that	vividly	depict	this	shared	hurt.		
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In	this	text,	the	immediate	cause	of	the	woe	is	a	plague	of	locusts.	As	the	

prophet	puts	it:	‘What	the	cutting	locust	left,	the	swarming	locust	has	eaten.	What	

the	swarming	locust	has	left,	the	hopping	locust	has	eaten,	and	what	the	hopping	

locust	left,	the	destroying	locust	has	eaten’	(Joel	1.4).	Yet	the	text	is	somewhat	

ambiguous	about	what	exactly	the	‘locusts’	signify.	They	could	be	insects,	but	they	

might	also	represent	the	devastation	wrought	by	an	invading	army.	Either	way	–	

whether	this	is	a	natural	catastrophe	or	an	act	of	war	–	the	prophet	understands	that	

the	faithlessness	of	God’s	people	lies	at	the	root	of	the	destruction.	Which	means	

that	its	remedy	is	also	in	their	hands.	‘Put	on	sackcloth	and	lament,	you	priests	…	

Gather	the	elders	and	all	the	inhabitants	of	the	land	…	and	cry	out	to	the	Lord’.	

At	one	level,	this	response	to	the	disaster	can	seem	unenlightened	and	

superstitious.	The	crops	have	failed,	the	locusts	(or	the	invading	horde)	have	

devastated	the	land,	and	the	prophet’s	immediate	assumption	is	that	‘we’	must	have	

done	something	to	offend	God	or	the	gods.	Although	having	said	this,	it’s	worth	

noting	what	an	advance	this	sense	of	‘we’	is	over	much	more	unenlightened	

tendencies,	both	ancient	and	contemporary,	which	attribute	blame	for	communal	

devastation	not	to	‘us’,	but	to	‘them’	–	to	the	foreigner,	the	witch,	the	heretic.	Here	

there’s	no	hint	of	this	kind	of	scapegoating.	Joel	is	speaking	to	a	community	which	

imagines	itself	collectively	somehow	accountable	for	what’s	befalling	them,	and	they	

take	collective	action.	

And	although	I	said	the	theological	assumptions	underlying	this	response	can	

seem	to	us	somewhat	primitive,	we’re	increasingly	recognising	a	kind	of	wisdom	

here.	Yes,	we	struggle	to	take	seriously	the	idea	of	a	god	who	punishes	‘his’	people	

by	causing	crops	to	fail	when	they	transgress.	But	we	know	all	too	well	that	the	

effects	of	human	heedlessness	and	greed	ultimately	do	rebound	for	ill	on	the	life	of	

all.	The	earth	does	bear	scars	when	human	lives	are	out	of	balance.	Likewise,	we	

know	that	restoration	of	our	own	and	the	earth’s	well-being	is	connected	to	the	

restoration	of	right	relationship	in	every	sphere	…	to	ourselves	and	each	other,	to	

God	and	the	natural	order.	How	then	is	this	restoration	of	right	relationship	enabled?	
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How	is	a	community	converted	from	ways	of	being	that	bring	destruction	and	

desecrate	the	earth	to	ways	of	being	that	honour	and	reverence	her	gifts?	

This	week,	the	Season	of	Creation	invites	us	to	focus	on	wilderness	and	in	

wilderness,	I	think,	many	of	us	have	had	the	experience	of	the	earth	herself	

converting	and	even	consoling	us,	restoring	us	to	awareness	of	our	rightful	

relationship	with	the	whole.	In	his	beautiful	poem,	‘The	Peace	of	Wild	Things’,	

Wendell	Berry	wrote:	

	

When	despair	for	the	world	grows	in	me	
and	I	wake	in	the	night	at	the	least	sound	
in	fear	of	what	my	life	and	my	children’s	lives	may	be,	
I	go	and	lie	down	where	the	wood	drake	
rests	in	his	beauty	on	the	water,	and	the	great	heron	feeds.	
I	come	into	the	peace	of	wild	things	
who	do	not	tax	their	lives	with	forethought	
of	grief.	

	

In	a	similar	vein,	Belden	Lane	writes	of	what	he	calls	‘the	solace	of	fierce	

landscapes’.	This	is	a	solace	which	comes,	not	just	from	the	wonder	and	beauty	of	

the	world,	but	from	the	way	that	her	‘fierce	landscapes’	relativise	our	human	drama,	

reveal	the	futility	and	pettiness	of	so	many	of	our	preoccupations.	In	the	Book	of	Job,	

when	God	wants	Job	to	realise	that	his	demands,	even	his	sufferings,	are	not	at	the	

centre	of	the	world,	God	draws	Job’s	attention	to	wild	places	and	wild	creatures:	

‘Where	were	you	when	I	laid	the	foundation	of	the	earth?’	God	asks.	‘Is	the	wild	ox	

willing	to	serve	you?	…	Do	you	have	faith	in	it	that	it	will	return,	and	bring	your	grain	

to	your	threshing	floor?’	(Job	39:	9,	12).	Says	Lane,	the	‘inattentiveness’	of	the	

wilderness	to	human	anxiety	provides	‘an	inexplicable	healing’.1	Little	wonder	that,	

again	and	again	in	our	spiritual	tradition,	those	who	seek	God	and	the	fuller	truth	of	

their	own	place	in	the	world	are	drawn	by	or	sent	into	the	wilderness.	

																																																								
1 Lane,	Solace	of	Fierce	Landscapes,	p.57. 
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But	what	happens	when	the	wilderness	itself	is	threatened	by	human	

destruction?	When	(as	Joel	puts	it),	‘Even	the	wild	animals	cry	to	you	because	the	

watercourses	are	dried	up,	and	fire	has	devoured	the	pastures	of	the	wilderness’	

(Joel	1.20).	Then,	it	seems,	we	are	bereft	indeed.	Not	only	do	we	suffer	the	grief	of	

our	own	and	the	world’s	hurt,	but	we	suffer	the	deprivation	of	the	very	thing	to	

which	formerly	we	might	have	turned	for	some	kind	of	solace	and	perspective,	some	

kind	of	peace.	And	it’s	this	double	loss,	this	doubled	grief,	that	brings	us	–	as	it	does	

the	prophet	Joel	–	to	the	place	of	anguished	lament.		

I	know	that	many	of	us	experience	this	place	deeply.	Some	in	our	community	

have	gathered	at	Benedictus	and	with	other	groups	to	reflect	and	share	together	the	

suffering	of	ecological	grief;	some	among	us	write	or	paint	or	compose	music	on	this	

theme;	many	others	bear	it	quietly,	yet	constantly.	In	lamenting,	whether	silently	or	

aloud,	we	express	our	love	for	what	is	being	lost	and	the	pained	awareness	of	the	

earth’s	devastation	for	which	we	both	are	and	are	not	individually	responsible.	And,	

according	to	the	biblical	vision,	coming	to	this	place	of	Iament	matters.	Because	God	

meets	us	there.		

This	is	not	to	say	that	our	lamenting	guarantees	a	happy	ending	to	our	current	

crisis	–	as	if	all	we	have	to	do	is	don	sackcloth	and	ashes,	and	God	will	somehow	

make	things	better.	Nor	is	lament	a	substitute	for	taking	what	action	we	can	to	

ameliorate	harm,	restore	ecosystems,	simplify	our	lives,	advocate	for	the	earth	and	

transform	how	we	consume	her	resources.	But	lament	matters	because	it	names	our	

own	and	the	earth’s	cry;	it	brings	us	into	solidarity	with	all	who	suffer.	Lament	

undergoes	the	truth	of	our	shared	pain;	it	feels	it	and	refuses	to	betray	it.	It	is	the	

necessary	ground	for	the	real	conversion	of	our	hearts,	and	one	of	the	most	powerful	

ways	we	offer	ourselves	to	be	broken	for	the	life	of	the	world	so	to	share	in	the	

mystery	of	life’s	exchange.	May	it	make	of	our	sorrow	a	sacrament	of	our	belonging	

and	care;	may	it	change	our	common	life.	

	

	


