
God’s fidelity and the freedom of Creation, 7 June 2020 (Trinity Sunday)

Reading: Genesis 1:1-2:4

A few weeks into lockdown we were casting around for something to watch on the 

television when we came across a series of four programmes on the BBC i-player. I think 

they were called ‘Museums in Lockdown’, or words to that effect. The first two programmes

gave the viewer a chance to see an exhibition that was just about to open or had only been 

running for a short time when all the museums had to close – an exhibition of Andy 

Warhol’s work at Tate Modern and an exhibition of drawings by Rembrandt at the 

Ashmolean, here in Oxford. Perhaps other curators thought this was a good idea, because 

two more programmes were made, of a more general nature: one of paintings in Tate 

Britain and one of a rather eclectic selection of objects in the British Museum. It was a really 

good series, and if it’s still on the i-player I’d definitely recommend it.

We may well have our own favourite galleries, favourite museums, favourite paintings and 

favourite objects – and we’ll be looking forward to visiting them again when we’re able to 

go out and when the galleries and museums re-open. I don’t know that I’d number these 

among my favourite exhibits, but certainly some of the most imposing items on display in 

the British Museum are the great carvings and statues from Ancient Babylon. Even today, 

they are colossal and intimidating. Just imagine what they were like in situ, towering over 

the plains of Mesopotamia. They were built to impress, and to overawe, and surely that’s 

exactly what they did – like the skyscrapers of our cities today.

Just over two and a half thousand years ago a small and demoralised group of people 

pitched up in Babylon. They were prisoners of war, survivors of the long and bitter siege of 

their city. They came from the far west, from Jerusalem, and they came with trauma and 

disappointment in their hearts. Chances are they had never seen a city on the scale of 

Babylon before, and as they looked around at the temples and the palaces, they must have 

felt very very insignificant. But the power and the pride and the boasting of Babylon 

challenged the exiles to articulate their own faith, and what emerged from that challenge 

was the opening part of Genesis, the Bible passage we read this morning. Like every passage

of Scripture, Genesis 1 has a context, a setting. This telling of the Creation story emerges 

from a crisis of faith. It’s a theological and pastoral response to an emergency, as people 
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ask: Where is God? Who is God? What sort of world is this? And how on earth do we make 

sense of it? 

The questions puzzling and tormenting the exiles may well be questions we’re asking too. At

any time, particular life-experiences may bring those questions to the fore for any of us. At 

this time, as we all grapple with frustration and uncertainty and fear, the questions may be 

pressing for most or for all. For me, the starting point in reflecting on this passage was in 

Genesis 1:31 which says that God saw everything he had made and indeed, it was very 

good. I thought: Is Covid-19 ‘very good’? I’ll come back to that a bit later. For now, let’s 

begin by noticing a rhythm or a balance running through this passage, as Genesis explores 

the relationship between God and Creation. Walter Brueggemann puts it like this: God and 

God’s Creation are bound together in a distinctive and delicate way.

First of all, God causes to be, and then God lets be. Genesis insists that God creates. The 

world is not an accident. It hasn’t come about all by itself. Nor is it, as some folk in the 

Ancient World believed, the outcome of a battle between good and evil forces. Genesis is 

sure that Creation exists because God willed it and because God spoke it into being. Without

God, there would be no Creation. And Creation is therefore the expression of the purpose of

a wise, loving and generous God. But God’s mode of action is to inaugurate possibilities. 

God gives permission for Creation to be. ‘Let there be,’ says God. And there is. God is not a 

fussy micro-manager. God opens up possibilities, and gives scope.

Secondly, therefore, there’s a balance here between God’s fidelity and the freedom of the 

created order. God is committed to God’s Creation. God is not indifferent to it. God has not 

lost interest in it. It isn’t like finishing a jigsaw puzzle and then putting it away in the box. But

God’s delight in all that God has made and God’s faithfulness and constant love co-exist with

giving Creation the freedom to be itself. We understand that best, of course, when we look 

at human beings. We are endowed with amazing gifts and astonishing potential. But we 

then work out how to use those gifts and how to realise that potential, in relationship with 

life’s choices and opportunities, and in our inter-action with other people. God doesn’t have 

a single blueprint for our lives. Rather, God walks with us as we choose how to respond to 

people and to circumstances.
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How then does God’s fidelity play out? Not in controlling and smothering us, but in staying 

with us through all the vicissitudes of life, including our joys and our self-inflicted disasters, 

as well as the painful experiences caused by others. God continues to offer strength in hard 

times, redemption when things have gone wrong, re-creation when we’re starting over, and 

the promise of a new heaven and a new earth. And in each and every circumstance, the 

assurance that we are not alone and that we are loved with an everlasting love.

OK for human beings, you might say. We are free agents with opportunity and moral 

responsibility. But what about viruses? If we were designing a universe, there might well 

have been things we’d have included and other things we’d have left out. And, with 

hindsight, Covid-19 might have been one of those. But even those things that we’d gladly be

without have their place in the ecology of God’s Creation, this delicately balanced system in 

which our life becomes possible. In that sense all that God has made is called ‘good’, 

because it is part of the whole, a whole in which life and love, grace and kindness, 

relationship and redemption become possible. Genesis takes seriously God’s care for the 

entirety of Creation, but it sees unique value in human beings, in whom the image of God 

may be seen. And therefore we may see our world as a place of flourishing and formation 

for humanity in relationship with God.

We do our best to wrestle with the ‘why’ questions, and it’s right that we should. As 

Christians, though, our searching always brings us in the end to Jesus, and to the Cross and 

the Resurrection, because there we find God with us in the darkness, bringing an assurance 

of love and the promise of life. Fred Pratt Green writes this:-

God is love; and he redeems us

     In the Christ we crucify:

This is God’s eternal answer

     To the world’s eternal why;

May we in this faith maturing

     Be content to live and die!

Amen.
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