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Our reading today comes from the Christian lectionary (a three-year cycle of biblical 
readings). Today Christian churches of different denominations are also sharing that 
text from the prophet Isaiah. To understand this text, it is helpful to know that Jewish 
and Christian theology share a sense that when God created the world, God placed the 
first people (Adam and Eve) into the Garden of Eden (a beautiful paradise of growing 
plants and peaceful animals and flowing water). There was no disagreement or fighting. 
People didn’t wish for more than they had. People never took more than they needed. 
People and animals lived in harmony together.  
 
But then greed came along and the desire for even more than they had. In an impulse 
to gather more and more resources and knowledge, they took from the forbidden tree 
and sin was born. And, suddenly, separations that did not exist before were suddenly 
there. Adam and Eve felt separate from one another. Adam and Eve felt separate from 
God. Adam and Eve felt separate from animals and the natural world. Because of their 
separateness, life in the Garden of Eden no longer made sense and they were forced to 
figure out how to live elsewhere in this new state. 
 
In this new separateness, people and nations fought all the time. People saw what other 
people had and tried to get more and more for themselves. The world became a place 
where some people had too much to eat and other people didn’t have enough to eat. 
Where some people lived in a really big houses and other people didn’t have any house 
to keep warm and to sleep. In this world, people took so much from animals and nature 
that certain species of animals were going extinct. And other animals like chickens and 
cows were so plentiful that they were becoming a burden on the land and on the 
environment. In this new world was born racism and sexism and other ways of arbitrarily 
putting people down. People grew impatient with one another and built systems that 
held some people back while letting others thrive. 
 
And for many centuries, Jewish prophets imagined a messiah who would come and 
right that cosmic wrong and return our world to harmony and peace. The Hebrew 
prophet Isaiah promised us a savior who would be wise and strong, and discerning and 
humble. And he would change the world with his words and actions. The world would be 
turned upside down by this messiah and peace (not separation) would be the way once 
again. And in that restored paradise, “The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall 
lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall 
lead them…They will not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain; for the earth will be 
full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea.” 
 
This Hebrew passage is read by Christians at this time of year because Christians 
believe that Jesus was their guy (that messiah, that prince of peace) that the prophets 
promised. Jesus is the baby born to dismantle that illusion of separateness and to 
restore harmony. 
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"The wolf shall dwell with the lamb and a little child shall lead them." When I imagine it, 
what comes to mind is one of those Precious Moments figurines with the baby lamb and 
the big wolf spooning together in a little nap, inspired toward peace by a sweet little 
child whose imagination for peace has not yet been destroyed by the kind of apathy or 
cynicism that adults tend to take on. It is a view of paradise that modern religions 
(including our own) fail to imagine because the shapers of religion (that is to say “grown-
ups”) are afraid to imagine beyond what we can see in front of us. 
 
And like Isaiah, Jesus found himself also railing against the injustice of the time. Like 
the ancient prophets before him, he had the hope of a small child believing still in a 
world where prejudice and greed need not be our reality. And the children of today are 
still railing against this strange world. 
 
Greta Thunberg, the sixteen-year-old from Sweden who skipped school on Fridays to 
protest outside the Swedish Parliament, offered these words at a film and tv awards 
event in Germany earlier this year, 
 
“We live in a strange world, where all the united science tells us that we are about 
eleven years away from setting off an irreversible chain reaction, way beyond human 
control, that will probably be the end of our civilization as we know it.  
 
We live in a strange world, where children must sacrifice their education in order to 
protest against the destruction of their future. 
 
Where the people who have contributed the least to this crisis are the ones going to be 
affected the most. 
 
Where politicians say it’s too expensive to save the world, while spending trillions of 
euros subsidizing fossil fuels. 
 
We live in a strange world, where no one dares to look beyond our current political 
systems even though it’s clear that the answers we seek will not be found within the 
politics of today.  
 
Where some people seem to be more concerned about the presence in school of some 
children than the future of humankind. 
 
Where everyone can choose their own reality and buy their own truth. 
 
Where our survival is depending on a small, rapidly disappearing carbon budget. And 
hardly anyone even knows it exists.  
 
We live in a strange world, where we think we can buy or build our way out of a crisis 
that has been created by buying and building things. Where a football game or a film 
gala gets more media attention than the biggest crisis humanity has ever faced.  
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Where celebrities, film and pop stars who have stood up against all injustices will not 
stand up for our environment and for climate justice because that would inflict on their 
right to fly around the world visiting their favourite restaurants, beaches and yoga 
retreats… 
 
…We live in a strange world that my generation has been handed. It’s the only world 
we’ve got.  
 
We are now standing at a crossroads in history. We are failing but we have not yet 
failed. We can still fix this. It’s up to us.” (Thunberg, “A Strange World” delivered at the 
Goldene Kamera Film and TV Awards, Berlin, March 30, 2019) 
 
And Thunberg urges people, adults in particular (because they are the ones with 
decision-making power and financial resources), to listen to the scientists who for 
decades have been using words like “crisis” and “disaster” to articulate a problem that 
has time-limited solutions that many people around the world have chosen to ignore. 
She asks us be part of the movement to reduce greenhouse gases in the environment 
before it is too late. 
 
I know that it is hard to get on board when our United States government isn’t getting on 
board. I know that it is hard to get on board when the tide of industry and consumption 
is so strong. But the children of our time (the ones who will suffer the most) are begging 
us to try. To advocate for reduced emissions, increased renewable energy sources, and 
better energy efficiency and to do that personally at home and at work. And to do that 
work whether or not it is easy. Whether or not we feel like it. Whether or not it feels like 
we have anything to gain by doing it. Because the children know that they (and their 
children and grandchildren) desperately need us to move in that direction. 
 
Earlier this year, your First Unitarian Board of Trustees charged various people to 
explore ways to save funds and/or increase revenue. One group was charged to 
explore possibilities for installing solar panels. After a lot of research by Bill Hardham, 
Ray Iannuzzelli, Phil Krape, Marty Perez, Richard Speck, and Jim Weddell, the finding 
was that we could install a rooftop solar system that would furnish 40% of our electricity, 
but given the substantial costs of such a project and the relative savings, there isn’t a 
strong financial reason to move forward. That is, we wouldn’t go into a solar rooftop 
installation for the money. But the group charged to investigate this project has asked 
another question—are there other reasons to move forward? Such a project would save 
50 tons of carbon dioxide emission per year, reduce pollution, and create a significant 
and visible solar facility that would model sustainable living choices for our congregation 
and our larger community. Bill Hardham and members of the Solar Panel exploratory 
group will be available at a table during coffee hour today to answer questions and talk 
more about their findings.  
 
Our congregation also has an Environmental Justice Task Force who is issuing us a 
challenge for each month this year. In November, they challenged us to shift from dirty 
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fossil fuel energy to wind power. For Delaware residents who make the shift, you still 
get the same bill from Delmarva, but your energy would include wind-generated energy 
reducing your carbon footprint. In November they sent out a link with a promo code in 
case households wanted to sign up through a specific company. I know some of you 
already use renewable energy. Others perhaps missed that November window to sign-
up. Good news is that the promo code has been extended and you can switch over 
anytime this week (there is information at the Welcome Table). 
 
Their December challenge for us is to be “green” for the holidays. When giving gifts 
choose gifts that are durable, energy-efficient, recyclable, or made of natural products. 
Use reusable wrapping materials. Support your local economy by buying from local 
merchants, craft shows, or antique shops. There are so many very easy, simple, fun 
ways to have a green holiday season. See the newsletter or Google options.  

In January our challenge is going to be examining how our food choices impact the 
environment.  

We have been living in a perceived-paradise. When I was growing up no one was 
talking about reducing, reusing, and recycling. When I was growing up plastic 
disposables were a convenient way of life. When I was a teenager we spent countless 
hours on Friday and Saturday nights driving up and down Concord Pike just because 
we could. We ate meat at least twice a day (as the center and staple of the meal, not a 
delicacy or a burden on the environment). We threw trash out our windows on the 
freeway. 

But all of these ways of moving through the world were evidence of our separateness to 
the world. No matter what you believe about the nature of Jesus, we continue to suffer 
from greed, and the desire for more and more. We want to keep buying and building 
things, thinking somehow that buying and building are signs of health and progress 
(rather than signs of consumption and abuse).  

Because of our separateness, life in the Garden of Eden is still not possible. We are 
forced to live in the conditions of this strange world we have built for ourselves. But 
every time we do one more thing for our relationship with the environment, we restore 
something of paradise. 

The prophets have been sent. The Hebrew Prophet Isaiah. The Christian prophet 
Jesus. Mohammed. Gandhi. Mandela. Speakers of Truth and Wisdom who see a path 
to peace and articulate it for us.  

“The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid, the calf and the 
lion and the fatling together, and a little child shall lead them. The cow and the bear 
shall graze, their young shall lie down together; and the lion shall eat straw like the 
ox…” You know what this is, right? This is the ancient prophet Isaiah (writing 700 years 
before Jesus came along) saying that in paradise even the wolves, lions, and bears eat 
a plant-based, vegan diet. 
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I’m not telling you what to eat. I’m not telling you how to decorate for the holidays or 
what gifts to give. I’m not even going to tell you whether I think the church should or 
should not pursue solar panels. What I will say is that our theme for this month is AWE. 
Awe is a complex mix of reverence, joy, peace, fear, confusion, adoration, and 
harmony. Awe is a feeling that is intense and beautiful. It is a feeling so powerful that it 
has the capacity to radically change you. There are no words to truly capture the 
experience of awe, but you know it when you are there. Maybe you have caught 
glimpses of it in nature (in a magnificent sunset, in a bald eagle soaring overhead, in the 
unfolding of a perfect flower, in a quiet, undisturbed snow-covered landscape). Maybe 
you have caught glimpses of it in relationship (the birth of a baby, surprising love). 
 
And that is what I believe paradise is like. Awe. Where people do not move through life 
separate from one another. Where people feel and see and act upon their 
interdependence with one another and the world. A feeling that is so big that our heart 
gets bigger because of it and our strange, separate, and broken world starts to heal and 
instead our world begins to make sense again.  
 
The spirit of Awe needs us now more than ever. 
 
Every year at Christmas time I feel like we are offered another chance to listen to the 
prophets of old and the prophets of today, and to make a choice—“will this be the year I 
give birth to the saving voice within?”  


