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A Reading from the Babylonian Talmud, Taanit 23a
The Talmud is the textual record of generations of rabbinic debate about law, philosophy, and biblical interpretation, compiled between the 3rd and 8th centuries and structured as commentary on the Mishnah with stories interwoven. Honi HaMe'agel (“Honi the circle-drawer”) was a tanna or Jewish scholar of the 1st century BCE, the scholars from whose teachings the Mishnah was derived.
While the sage, Honi, was walking along a road, he saw a man planting a carob tree.
Honi asked him, “How long will it take for this tree to bear fruit?”
“Seventy years,” replied the man.
Honi then asked, “Are you so healthy a man that you expect to live that length of time and eat its fruit?”
The man answered, “I found a fruitful world because my ancestors planted it for me. Likewise I am planting for my children.”

Matthew 18:21-35
Peter came and said to Jesus, “Lord, if another member of the church sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven times, but, I tell you, seventy-seven times.
“For this reason the kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his slaves. When he began the reckoning, one who owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him; and, as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, together with his wife and children and all his possessions, and payment to be made. So the slave fell on his knees before him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.’ And out of pity for him, the lord of that slave released him and forgave him the debt. But that same slave, as he went out, came upon one of his fellow slaves who owed him a hundred denarii; and seizing him by the throat, he said, ‘Pay what you owe.’ Then his fellow slave fell down and pleaded with him, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you.’ But he refused; then he went and threw him into prison until he would pay the debt. When his fellow slaves saw what had happened, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, ‘You wicked slave! I forgave you all that debt because you pleaded with me. Should you not have had mercy on your fellow slave, as I had mercy on you?’ And in anger his lord handed him over to be tortured until he would pay his entire debt. So my heavenly Father will also do to every one of you, if you do not forgive your brother or sister from your heart.”





As I was recently preparing my rose garden for winter, planting a few new rose bushes and taking out some weeds, I found an interesting straggler growing near the perimeter: a small walnut tree. I like walnuts, they make a tasty topping for apple pies and I already have a mature tree nearby putting out walnuts for the squirrels, so I know where this little one came from. I decided to dig it up and relocate it out front, where there’s some extra room and plenty of sunlight. In future years when it gets bigger it will help to cool the house, joining the mature maples in hot summers and helping to keep the air conditioner electric bill down.

Today is the second Sunday in Creation Care Season and our first reading from the ancient Babylonian Talmud is a perfect fit to help us think about where we are in today’s warming world. Our weather patterns are changing rapidly and destructively. It’s happened in only a few generations. Planting trees is of course helpful, but climate change is a time-lagged process which does not show its source and destruction in one human generation. We’re just beginning, unfortunately to see the fruits now, of seeds planted at the start of the early industrial revolution.

Today’s Gospel reading comes at us pretty hard. Rabbi Jesus is not telling us a very pretty story. We should remember though, that as a teacher, he draws upon his Jewish faith and heritage to strongly make his point – dramatic storytelling, hyperbole, outrage – anything to get his listeners thinking about his message.

And what is His message? It’s this: Sin (or wrongdoing) has no forgiveness until one changes their ways for the better. How does this apply to our global climate emergency?

We can remember that Jewish teaching and law as evidenced in the Bible is very intergenerational: one sees this in Exodus 34:6-7, where God is described as visiting guilt of the fathers upon the third and fourth generations, yet extending kindness to the thousandth generation. Our choices therefore, influence our children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren’s lives.

Jesus’ parable could be roughly re-imagined today as modern human society, seeks forgiveness from God and the wonderful planet he created, and then pledges to make a change to do no further harm to the ecosystem that provides life to all living creatures, humans included.

Our modern economy and ways of living however, conspire to make meeting such a pledge challenging at best and impossible at worst. How can we move forward?

As Christians, we bear both individual and organizational responsibility for our planet’s health. At a larger, systemic level, corporate commitments to major changes and ways of doing business are those most likely to contribute to a significant reduction in CO2 emissions. It’s important to note that this does not minimize one’s own individual contributions no matter how small – they all add up – but it’s reassuring to think in terms of large entities that have the power to make an enormous difference on a planetary scale. 

God forgives collective humanity when we make significant changes to how we treat our planet.
We must repent and return to God for a balanced relationship with Creation.


The antidote to sin is Teshuvah: returning to God, and to a restored, natural relationship with Creation. By means of restitution, or Tikkun Olam, human society can begin to repair both environmental damage to earth and our own spiritual degradation.

There is a beautiful annual Jewish tradition called Tu Bishvat, which invites everyone to plant a tree seedling wherever they may live. It will begin at sundown on Friday, January 22 next year – unfortunately in the middle of our northern hemisphere winter – but the spirit of Tu Bishvat can be carried forward and celebrated later during our Vermont growing season in spring! It originally celebrated the birth of fruit trees and you might plant your own apple, cherry, pear or even – walnut trees!

Next Sunday, the third Sunday in our Episcopal Season of Creation Care, will be Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement. Beginning at sundown and ending at nightfall on Monday, it is observed by Jews worldwide as a day of fasting, abstinence and extended services in synagogues in solemn repentance for sins committed in the previous year.

As Christians and Episcopalians, we may consider joining our Jewish colleagues and friends in quietly observing Yom Kippur next week in a way that perhaps feels authentic to our Anglican spirit: in meditation, prayer and in seeking the One who guides us on our individual and collective journeys in the New Year to doing things for our earth in a better way.

Plant a tree, plant forgiveness. 



Hymns: 

390 Praise to the Lord, the Almighty
397 Now thank we all our God
400 All creatures of our God and King

Jubilate p. 82
14 A Song of Penitence p. 90
Suffrages A p. 97
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