The Quiet Work of the Roots

Mark 4:26-27; Psalm 1:1-3; 1 Corinthians 3:6-9

Friends, today we gather on Creation Justice Sunday, a day
when the church pauses to remember something scripture has
said from the beginning --- the spiritual life is inseparable from
the life of the earth. The Bible begins in a garden and ends with
a river and a tree whose leaves are for the healing of the
nations. From Genesis to Revelation, the story of God is told
through soil and water, seeds and trees, harvests and rivers.
Creation is not just the backdrop for human life. It’s a living

community to which we all belong.

So it’s no surprise that when Jesus wants to speak about the
kingdom of God, he turns to the language of seeds. A farmer
scatters seed on the ground. Then they go about their life. They
sleep. They rise. Day follows day, night follows night.
Meanwhile, beneath the soil, something is happening. The seed
sprouts and grows, and the farmer, Jesus says, “does not know
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how.



There is humility in that line. The farmer can plant. The farmer
can tend. The farmer can trust. But the mystery of growth does

not belong to the farmer. Life itself remains gift.

And perhaps that’s a word many of us need right now.

Because many people feel discouraged. The climate crisis
deepens. War and violence abound. Communities feel strained.
Institutions that once carried moral authority seem brittle. It
can feel as though the problems before us are too large, too
entrenched, too far gone. And beneath all of that, a quiet
question surfaces: Is anything we are doing actually making a

difference?

When change takes longer than we hoped, it’s easy to conclude

that nothing is happening at all. But Jesus suggests otherwise.

The seed sprouts and grows, though the farmer does not know
how. The most important work is often happening where we

can’t even see it.



There’s a story often told about bamboo forests in Asia. When
bamboo is planted, almost nothing appears to happen. The soil
is watered. The ground is tended. Seasons pass. To the casual

observer, the earth looks unchanged.

One year goes by. Nothing. Two years. Still nothing. Three.
Four. If you were the gardener, you might begin to wonder
whether the seed had failed. But then, somewhere around the
fifth year, something remarkable happens. The bamboo
suddenly shoots upward. Within weeks it can grow nearly

ninety feet tall. But the growth did not begin in the fifth year.

For years the bamboo had been doing its most important work
underground. Its roots had been spreading wide and deep
through the soil. Only once that hidden foundation was strong

enough could the visible growth begin.

The bamboo had been doing the quiet work of the roots.

Reminds me of a very different garden story, the one that Sybil
shared with our children this morning. In Arnold Lobel’s Frog

and Toad Together, Frog gives Toad some seeds and tells him



they will grow if he plants them. Toad plants them right away
and then becomes terribly impatient. He shouts at the seeds to
start growing. When that does not work, he reads them a story.
Then he sings to them. Then he plays violin for them. He does

everything he can think of to hurry them along.

Finally, Frog tells him that seeds are not afraid of loud noises.
They are just very busy. So Toad has to wait. And wait. And
wait. At last the little green shoots begin to appear, and Toad
says, “Whew! That was hard work!” And of course, Toad is right

-- and also not quite right.

Gardening does take work. Seeds must be planted. Soil must be
tended. Water must be carried. But Toad misunderstands
something important. The growth did not happen because he
shouted loudly enough or worried intensely enough. The growth

was given.

And that is exactly what Paul says to the church in Corinth: “I

planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.”



Paul does not dismiss the work of planting and watering. He
simply puts that work in its proper place. We participate. We
tend. We labor in hope. But life itself remains gift. Harvest

remains grace. God gives the growth.

That’s an important word for people like us, because many of us
have a little Toad in us. We want to help, which is beautiful. We
want things to flourish, which is faithful. But we also want
visible results right away. We want proof that our labor

matters. We want the harvest on our schedule.

And Jesus says: the seed sprouts and grows, and you do not
know how. And Paul says: | planted, Apollos watered, but God

gave the growth.

That is not a call to passivity. It’s a call to humility. It’s a call to
trust. It’s a call to remember that we are participants in the

living work of God, not masters of it.

I’m reminded of another forest that some of us here know well.
For the past six summers, our youth have traveled to Del Norte

County in Northern California to work with the Sierra Service



Project. They will head there again this August. Part of their
experience has included time among the redwoods in Jedediah
Smith Redwoods State Park. Some of you have walked those
trails. You know the feeling when you step into that forest. The
air cools. The light softens. The sound of the river moves

through the trees... And then you look up... Way up.

Towering above you are the coast redwoods -- some of the
tallest living beings on earth. When our youth spend time there,
they do more than admire those trees. They also do restoration
work. One of the things they’ve helped do is pull English ivy
from the trunks of old-growth trees. Ivy can climb the bark,
weigh down branches, and block sunlight. Left unchecked, it can

slowly weaken even the most majestic trees.

So our youth go to work. They loosen the ivy from the bark.
They clear the base of the trunk. They help free those ancient
giants from what’s been constricting them. Now hold that
image for a moment: a group of teenagers standing beside a
tree that has been growing for centuries, gently removing ivy

from its trunk.



Their work might seem small compared to the vastness of the
forest.... but it matters. Because forests are sustained through
care. And forests are sustained through connection. Redwoods
do not depend on one deep taproot. Their roots spread wide,
intertwining with the roots of neighboring trees. Their strength
comes through relationship. Even beneath the forest floor,
mycorrhizal networks link roots together in ways we are still

learning to understand.

A forest, it turns out, depends on the quiet work of the roots.

And perhaps that is part of what Jesus is trying to help us see.
The kingdom of God does not grow only in headlines, victories,
and obvious results. It also grows beneath the surface -- in
relationships, in faithfulness, in communities learning how to

hold one another up.

Psalm 1 gives us a similar image: the faithful are like trees
planted by streams of water. Their roots go down deep. Their

leaves do not wither. Their fruit comes in its season.

Notice that phrase: in its season.



Not on demand. Not on our schedule. In its season.

That, too, is part of the wisdom of creation. Trees grow at the
pace of seasons. Forests grow at the pace of generations. Fruit

comes when it comes.

And so when we talk about creation justice, we’re not simply

talking about environmental policy, important as that is. We’re
talking about restoring right relationship -- with the earth, with
one another, and with the generations who will inherit what we

leave behind. All of our relations.

Which brings us back to the question so many people are

asking: Does any of this work really matter?

When we plant trees, restore rivers, pull invasive species,
advocate for climate justice, teach our children to care for the

land -- does it make a difference?

The gospel says yes. Paul says yes. Creation itself offers a

resounding yes.



When communities gather to support one another in difficult
times, roots are growing. When neighbors refuse to abandon
compassion in a climate of fear, roots are growing. When young
people spend a week freeing redwoods from invasive ivy, roots

are growing.
None of that work looks dramatic. It rarely makes headlines.

But it matters. Every act of restoration is like planting a seed.

And every seed carries the possibility of a forest.

As we prepare for our habitat restoration event on May 9%, I’'m
recalling a message | received last month from our faithful
Turtle Flats volunteers. As Tom shared earlier, some of you were
there in February when we planted more than five hundred
bare-root trees and native plants along the banks. At the time
they looked fragile - just small sticks placed into cold winter soil.
It didn’t look like much was happening. But a few weeks later,
folks stopped by the site again and sent a message that made
me smile, “Our little bare-root plantings have fat buds and

emerging leaves!”



Only weeks earlier, those plantings looked dormant. Nothing
visible was happening. But beneath the soil, the roots were
already doing their work - taking hold, finding water, beginning

the slow miracle of growth.
And now life is beginning to appear.

That’s how the kingdom so often comes. Quietly. Patiently.
Beneath the surface. Through roots before branches. Through

trust before triumph.
And maybe that’s the word many of us most need.
Because we are often a little like Toad.

We want the seeds to sprout immediately.
We want healing to arrive on schedule.
We want reassurance that our small acts of faithfulness are

adding up to something.
But the gospel doesn’t promise instant results.

It promises that God is at work.
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It promises that life is stirring beneath the surface.
It promises that what is hidden is not absent.
And it reminds us that our calling is not to force the harvest.

Our calling is to plant.
To water.
To tend.

To trust.
“I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth.”

So perhaps the invitation of Creation Justice Sunday is not

simply to worry about the future of the planet.
It’s to participate in the slow work of healing.
To plant seeds.

To tend the soil.

To free the ancient trees from what threatens them.
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To show our children that the earth is not a possession but a

relative.

To trust that what is hidden is not absent.
To trust that what is slow is not weak.

To trust that what is quiet is not powerless.
Because even now, growth is happening.

Seeds are germinating.
Roots are spreading.

Life is stirring beneath the surface.
The quiet work of the roots is already underway.

We plant.
We water.

God gives the growth.

And when the roots grow deep enough, entire forests, entire

communities rise.

May it be so. Amen.
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