
Earth Sunday 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 4/22/18 

Reading: a selection from Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmerer [p. 63]: 

When Nanabozho, the Anishinaabe Original Man, our teacher, part man, part manido [or 
manitou, or spiritual being], [when Nanabozho] walked through the world, he took note 
of who was flourishing and who was not, of who was mindful of the Original Instructions 
and who was not.  He was dismayed when he came upon villages where the gardens were 
not being tended, where the fishnets were not repaired and the children were not being 
taught the way to live. Instead of seeing piles of firewood and caches of corn, he found 
the people lying beneath maple trees with their mouths wide open, catching the thick, 
sweet syrup of the generous trees. They had become lazy and took for granted the gifts of 
the [Creation]. They did not do their ceremonies or care for one another. [Nanabozho] 
knew his responsibility, so he went to the river and dipped up many buckets of water. He 
poured the water straight into the maple trees to dilute the syrup. Today, maple sap flows 
like a stream of water with only a trace of sweetness to remind the people both of 
possibility and of responsibility. And so it is that it takes forty gallons of sap to make a 
gallon of syrup. 

Earth Sunday 

When I was about 7 years old—I’m guessing—my father harvested the sap from the maple 
trees in the woods just behind our house.  I remember the buckets hanging from the trees and the 
huge pot of boiling sap in his workshop.  He couldn’t have made a lot of syrup.  I think we only 
had half a dozen or so maple trees and I’m guessing we ended up with two or three quarts of 
syrup at the most.  In fact, I don’t even remember eating the finished product, though I do 
remember Dad proudly holding up a bottle of syrup in the kitchen. What I remember best is 
pouring out some of the boiling syrup onto the snow for what was probably the most delicious 
and nutritious and local and organic candy I’ve ever eaten! 

My family had moved from Rochester to Naples, NY the summer that I turned six.  I 
remember thinking that we were moving to the sticks.  I missed our big, active church here in 
Rochester, Central Presbyterian, and for years I was jealous of my cousins in the “big city” who 
seemed to have many more opportunities than I did at school. But I had something they didn’t 
have. Every morning I woke to the world of nature, and every day I played in the woods, the 
fields, the barn, and the creek.  We lived on 110 acres, and those 110 acres of upstate New York 
land shaped me.  I picked and ate wild strawberries—gifts scattered at my feet!—and green 
apples, I milked cows, I learned how to shell hickory nuts, I slept in the hay and listened to the 
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night noises, I gathered wildflowers, watched the sky, watched as animals were born and died, 
and I learned how much and how freely the Earth gives to us—and not just food but beauty and 
pleasure and a sense of being held and a knowledge of the seasons and of life and death and life. 

I’ve been reading a beautiful book by Robin Wall Kimmerer—the book our reading came 
from—called Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the 
Teachings of Plants. The author is a biologist and a Native American—Potawatomi—who sees 
plants and animals as our older sisters and brothers, our teachers. The sweetgrass of the title, also 
known as vanilla grass and holy grass, grows in the northern Great Plains, the Rocky Mountains, 
and New England, and is used to make baskets and as a ceremonial plant by many North 
American indigenous Nations. Kimmerer is a wonderful writer and story teller.  I urge you to 
Google her—Robin Wall Kimmerer—and hear her speak. Her message is that “we are showered 
every day with the gifts of the earth”—the air we breathe, the food we eat, the water we drink, 
the crocuses, the hawks, the clouds—and at the same time we are “harnessed” by an economy 
that keeps trying to take more from the earth. Kimmerer offers the indigenous view as remedy.   

In the indigenous stories, in the beginning, there was only blue water, and the animals that 
lived in the water, or on it, and above was the sky world. The way I’m telling the story is adapted 
from Joseph Bruchac’s Iroquois Stories [The Crossing Press, 1985] and from the Ganondagan 
House of Peace Study Guide [The Friends of Ganondagan, Inc., no date (but 2000 or later)].  In 
the sky world there was a beautiful tree called the Tree of Life. This tree had four white roots that 
stretched out to each of the four directions, and from this tree grew all good things. There was 
also a woman in the sky world, and one day this Sky Woman fell through a hole at the bottom of 
the tree and fell right out of the sky. She tried to hold on to the tree, but she couldn’t. All she was 
able to grasp onto were a few seeds. Far below her she saw a glowing ball of blue—the water of 
Earth. The animals and birds who lived there saw Sky Woman falling, and they sent two large 
white swans to spread their wings underneath her and bring her down safely. But there was 
nowhere for her to land, and so a giant sea turtle came up to the surface of the water, and offered 
her back for Sky Woman to stand on.  “But we need some earth,” said the duck, and so he dove 
down deep into the water to get some earth from the bottom, but he couldn’t dive far enough 
down. Then the loon tried, but she couldn’t dive far enough either. Then the beaver tried, with 
the same result, and finally the little muskrat tried.  A muskrat looks a little like a small beaver 
but with a long, skinny tail.  He is the weakest of the divers. And yet it was the muskrat, who 
swam as hard as he could and dove as deep as he could, who with one paw was just able to touch 
the bottom and bring a tiny bit of earth up to the surface.  In some versions of the story—
Kimmerer’s for example—the muskrat gave his life in his effort to aid the helpless human, but 
the way I learned the story, the muskrat put the earth on the turtle’s back, and Sky Woman stood 
on it and spread it out with her feet, dancing, and then she dropped her seeds, and that bit of earth 
grew into a huge island, and plants and trees grew on it, and today we call it Turtle Island, or 
North America. 
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Kimmerer ends the story like this: “Sunlight streamed through the hole from the Skyworld, 
allowing the seeds to flourish. Wild grasses [and sweetgrass was said to be the first to grow], 
flowers, trees, and medicines spread everywhere. And now that the animals, too, had plenty to 
eat, many came to live with her on Turtle Island” [p. 5]. With her and her descendants, I might 
add, because she was pregnant when she fell from the Sky world. 

Most of us are not indigenous people and were not raised with this story of creation, but look 
at all the care and reciprocity and community in this story. This is a story of gifts given freely all 
around. Sky Woman brings seeds of all kinds, the animals bring safety and ground to stand on, 
the sun brings light, and the Earth brings forth everything needed for the well-being of all. Many 
of us were raised with a different story of a woman banished from a garden, destined to give 
birth in pain, her mate destined to earn their food through the sweat of his brow. “One woman,” 
writes Kimmerer, “is our ancestral gardener, a cocreator of the good green world that would be 
the home of her descendants. The other is an exile, just passing through an alien world” [p. 7].  

Kimmerer wants us to hear the Sky Woman story as instruction for living and for the future 
of our Earth. She wants us to be more indigenous, to live in this place “as if [our] children’s 
future mattered, to take care of the land as if our lives, both material and spiritual, depended on 
it” [p. 9; emphasis added]. There are a million and one ways to do that, from supporting 
sustainable energy to not paying for bottled water, but the crucial, overarching thing we must do 
is remember and deepen our relationship with the Earth. We forget, as if we were exiles.  It’s too 
easy for us to feel separate from nature.  We can easily eat without knowing where our food 
comes from.  We can buy flowers grown in artificial conditions.  A few months ago we watched 
a “super blue blood moon,” which was wonderful, but we forget the maple sugar moon, grass 
moon (which is now), planting moon, flower moon, hay moon, green corn moon, harvest moon.  

I bring up the moon because our EcoJustice Group has brought up the sun. And thank you, 
EcoJustice people, for all your work and your caring, and for this service today, and your 
message.  I think I’ve done about half a dozen Earth Sunday services, and this focus on the sun is 
a first for me.  I’m glad to be reminded that the sun is part of the Earth’s system. We say solar 
system, because we know we’re not the center of everything, and we appreciate our distance 
from the sun, but just as in the story of Sky Woman, it takes the light and heat of the sun to make 
everything here work. The light and heat released from the sun reaches us in eight minutes, 
according to Chet Raymo, physicist and astronomer and author of a book called Natural Prayers 
[Ruminator Books, 1999, pp. 4-8].  It all begins at the center of the sun, where protons fuse 
together, releasing energy. That energy diffuses outward, reaching the sun’s surface several 
million years later. Then it’s hurled into space as light and heat. “Every second,” says Raymo, 
“the sun throws five million tons of its own substance into space as radiant energy. The sun never 
misses so tiny a fraction of its bulk. The sun has been burning steadily for more than four billion 
years, and in all of that time it has used up less than a thousandth of its mass” [p. 6].  Of those 
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five million tons of energy, Earth intercepts one two-billionth.  If I did my math anywhere near 
correctly, those 110 acres I remember so fondly would intercept about one 10-millionth of an 
ounce’s worth of that energy. Every second! And the green leaves of all the plants all around us
—any day now!—turn that light and heat into carbohydrates—like maple sap—and those 
carbohydrates move through the food chain and are the source of life for everything. 

If we are exiles, if we are disconnected, then we can continue to dig into the earth for more 
and more of its resources. But we are not exiles. We are a part of the earth. Our bodies are made 
up of the stuff of the earth. We’re connected.  We all feel that connection, or we have felt it, at 
one time or another. And we must continually remember, and re-connect. 

In the indigenous worldview, Kimmerer says, it is understood that the work of human beings 
is to discover what the earth asks of us.  The earth showers us with gifts, and in return, these 
days, it needs our attention, our gratitude, and our gifts. Just as that first encounter between the 
Sky world and the Earth was marked by relationship and care and reciprocity, just as Earth 
provided a life raft for Sky woman, so now must we, with our considerable gifts and talents, be 
the life raft for our Earth, so that there might be justice for all of creation. 

I close with the poem “Advice from a Tree”—and remember, the trees are our older brothers 
and sisters—“Advice from a Tree” by Ilan Shamir: 

Stand tall and proud  
Sink your roots deeply into the Earth  
Reflect the light of a greater source  

Think long term  
Go out on a limb  

Remember your place among all living beings 
 

Embrace with joy the changing seasons  
For each yields its own abundance  

The energy and birth of spring  
The growth and contentment of summer  
The wisdom to let go of leaves in the fall  

The rest and quiet renewal of winter  
 

Feel the wind and the sun  
And delight in their presence  

Look up at the moon that shines down upon you  
And the mystery of the stars at night  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Seek nourishment from the good things in life  
Simple pleasures  

Earth, fresh air, light 
 

Be content with your natural beauty  
Drink plenty of water  

Let your limbs sway and dance in the breezes  
Be flexible  

Remember your roots  
Enjoy the view 

May it be so, and Amen.
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