Sermon, St Nicholas, Islip, 6th October 2025
Jeremiah 4.19-28; Luke 19:28-41

The Cry of the Earth

Try and picture, for a moment, Edvard Munch’s painting The Scream. There’s a road disappearing into the distance. Two shadowy people on the left-hand side. A lurid red-orange sky. And a vortex of angry blues to indicate the adjacent fjord. In the foreground is that famous figure: gaunt, ghostly, hands clasped either side of their face, and their mouth wide open. Screaming.
It’s a haunting image—and one that has echoed across popular culture. For many years, I assumed that the painting’s title—The Scream—referred to the distressed figure in the foreground. It’s not hard to imagine a spine-tingling cry emerging from their lips.
But what if the scream has another source? The stomach-churning sky and the tempestuous sea suggest that something might be wrong with nature too. Indeed, some writers have proposed that Munch was prompted to paint flaming clouds and a blood-red sunset because of volcanic dust in the atmosphere following the eruption of Krakatoa. Perhaps the real problem lies in the natural world?
Interestingly, Munch wrote the following in his diary:
I was walking along the road with two friends—the sun was setting—suddenly the sky turned blood red—I paused, feeling exhausted, and leaned on the fence—there was blood and tongues of fire above the blue-black fjord and the city—my friends walked on, and I stood there trembling with anxiety—and I sensed an infinite scream passing through nature.
An infinite scream passing through nature. This, it seems, is the real scream.
***
Last Friday marked the end of what has become known as the Season of Creation, an annual ecumenical initiative that joins churches across the world. The initiative aims to encourage Christians to think about the environmental crisis and consider how they might respond.
Pope Francis has taken a real lead on this issue. Back in 2015, he was praised for his famous publication about the environment. Laudato Si: On Care for our Common Home, as it was called, is even suggested to have played a part in securing the Paris climate agreement—the international treaty which aims to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees. In that document, Francis talks about ‘the cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor’. As he writes in the opening paragraphs, our Sister, Mother Earth, ‘now cries out to us because of the harm we have inflicted on her’. Right at the heart of Laudato Si’ is the idea that the Earth might ‘cry out’. The Earth itself is recognised as having the power to act and the capacity to suffer. The nonhuman realm is screaming.
Now, some of nature’s cries are easier to detect than others. We can hear, for example, when animals squeal in pain. Thanks to recent work in forest science, we are aware of trees sending chemical distress signals via their interlinked root networks. But Francis is suggesting—in a richly textured metaphor—that the whole Earth might also be crying out. Melting glaciers, disappearing ice caps, intensifying hurricanes, prolonged heatwaves, and freak flooding might be the planet’s own way of screaming. As Francis says, it is this metaphorical mode of thought that gives us access to nature’s otherwise silent trauma.
***
This morning’s first reading speaks directly to this question about the cry of the Earth.
The prophet Jeremiah is describing a scene of immense ecological suffering and devastation. We hear of the Earth becoming waste and void, the heavens having no light, the birds fleeing, and the land becoming a desert. This is a process of what we might call ‘decreation’—each day of creation in Genesis is being systematically dismantled and undone. The living creatures are no more; the vegetation is no more; even the light is no more.
From a contemporary perspective, it is tempting to read Jeremiah’s account as a foretaste of today’s ecological destruction. After all, in both Jeremiah’s time and our own, this assault on the Earth can be directly attributed to human sinfulness. It is we who are responsible for laying waste to the Earth.
But what is even more interesting is what Jeremiah says about the Earth’s response: ‘because of this the Earth shall mourn’. Because of this the Earth shall mourn. Again, it is the Earth that cries out. And this is, in fact, far from an isolated example. Throughout the Hebrew Bible we continually find this anthropomorphic language applied to animals, to the land, and to the Earth. In Genesis, Abel’s blood cries out from the ground; according to Isaiah, the land ‘mourns and languishes’; in the book of Joel, the ‘ground mourns’ and the ‘wild animals cry’; Hosea recounts the mourning of both the animals and the Earth; and Ezekiel says that the ‘the land was appalled’. It is Earth itself that gives this crisis a voice.
The Australian scholar Shirley Wurst offers a particularly powerful and creative interpretation of this text. It is widely accepted in the academic literature that, in this part of Jeremiah, it can be hard to distinguish between the voice of the prophet and the voice of God. But Wurst goes a step further. She re-writes the whole passage in the form of a play with five characters: Jeremiah, God, Israel, Judah, and the Earth. She then imagines how different verses might be voiced by different characters. Earth is heard to say: ‘My heart is beating wildly; I cannot keep silent; for I hear the sound of the trumpet, the alarm of war.’ Again, it is the Earth who says: ‘Suddenly my tents are destroyed, my curtains in a moment. How long must I see the standard, and hear the sound of the trumpet?’. In Wurst’s play, the voices of human, nonhuman, and divine characters are intertwined to create a single lament.
Today’s New Testament reading comes from a very different context—it is about Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem. But one line in particular leaps out. Jesus says to the Pharisees—who are calling for his followers to be quiet—‘if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out’. These are shouts of praise rather than pain, but the principle is the same. The nonhuman realm has a voice. And, if no-one else is paying sufficient attention, then the stones themselves will cry out.
***
So, what are we to do? How are we to respond to screaming nature, mourning land, and a crying Earth?
Well, the first step is to listen: to work harder to hear the cries that emanate from the natural world. In a sense, this is exactly what scientists are already doing. By observing and documenting processes such as climate change and biodiversity loss, they are seeking to hear and record the cries of the Earth.
But the second step is to seek to amplify those cries: to bring to light the otherwise ‘silent disease’ that haunts our world. Munch’s scream may indeed originate from the natural world, but the figure in the foreground is screaming too. Pope Francis may seem just to be writing about the cry of the Earth, but in so doing he is actually channelling the same cry himself. And the prophet Jeremiah may appear to be merely relaying an eyewitness report, but he is in fact joining in with the lament. Our calling—as Christians, as citizens, and as human beings—is to join with the cry of the Earth. This is, admittedly, not going to provide any immediate solutions. But awareness, and protest, and lament are vital first steps on any future route towards healing.
And, from a theological perspective, we are not alone in our cries. In Shirley Wurst’s playful riff on Jeremiah, a whole range of characters join the chorus. In so doing, one’s pain becomes another’s. It is, in her re-telling, God who says: ‘My anguish, my anguish! I writhe in pain! Oh, the walls of my heart!’. God is crying out too.

Amen.

