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THE FOURTH SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

A Bird in the Hand May Not Be Better
Than Two in the Bush

Psalm 19; Matthew 6:25-34

We are all familiar with the old adage, “A bird in the hand is better than
two in the bush.”  The wisdom of that saying is, of course, that a sure thing is
far better than a risky gamble.  It suggests that it is better to hold onto to
something that you have rather than to risk it in order to get something better. 
This proverb speaks to those of us not prone to taking risks and who want to
play it safe.

A study by German scientists, however, might challenge that quaint
saying–at least on the level of personal happiness.  The German Center for
Integrative Biodiversity recently published a report which concluded that “the
happiest Europeans are those who can experience numerous different bird
species in their daily life, or who live in near-natural surroundings that are
home to many species.”1  In other words, Europeans are much happier, and
thus better off, with two or more  birds in the bush rather than just one in the
hand!

The home where I grew up is just out from our little town in South
Carolina.  It sits on a rise on a loop road and is surrounded by woods.  There
was always an abundance of wildlife around–deer, fox, turkeys, raccoons,
possum, rabbits–and birds, so many birds.  Robins, bluebirds, hummingbirds,
jays, sparrows, swallows, hawks, buzzards, crows, quail, cardinals, and
others too numerous to mention called and sang and flew around our home
all the time.  The feeders that my dad kept had to be filled several times a
week.  It was, in a sense, a bird sanctuary.

Suddenly, five or so years ago, the birds disappeared.  The hummers
didn’t return.  The feeders had no visitors.  Whether it was because of
predators, pesticides, or some other cause, the birds simply weren’t there like
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they had been for decades–even centuries.  My parents missed seeing and
hearing them.  We missed them when we went for visits.  Eventually, I took
down the feeders.  It was rather sad not having the birds anymore.

Over Christmas, we received a gift of bird seed shaped like a bell.  We
hung it on a shepherd’s crook in the back yard, not far from the woods on the
other side of our fence.  I fully expected the birds and the squirrels to devour
it in a day or two.  After several days, we realized that we had seen no
creatures anywhere near the feeder.  In fact, we realized that we had not seen
any birds in the yard in some time–not even the robins and cardinals that are
constant visitors at this time if year.  The only bird we had seen was the red-
headed woodpecker who lives next door.  We missed the birds.

A couple of days later, I did see a solitary bird fly from the feeder back
into the woods.  I thought surely the feast would soon begin and my spirit
lifted.  Two or three birds eventually came back but a gang of three bully
squirrels also arrived and you know who won that skirmish!  In moments, all
that was left was the string that had held the seed bell, the squirrels having
hauled it off into the woods for their own dinner.  That made me angry!

I am not surprised that the German study revealed that the presence of
birds can make us happy.  We could have saved the team of researchers a
lot of time and money if they had just asked us about it.  We love birds and
they do seem to make us happier.  Yet, isn’t that a general effect of nature
itself?  We all like to escape to the coast, the mountains, a lake, a park, or our
own backyard for a breather, a respite from a busy or even anxious life.  Drive
west on Sunset Avenue on a fall day and you will understand exactly why the
road is named as it is.  The orange to purple sunsets are magnificent.  We all
know from experience that looking east on a clear morning and seeing the
first light of dawn creep over the horizon gets our heart racing.

Walk outside on a summer night and hear the chorale of crickets and
bullfrogs sing with an occasional solo by an owl and you will experience
peace.  Watch a bird feeding her young in spring, see majestic hawks glide
high in the sky, hear the music of a dozen different birds singing and you will
smile.  Yes, it is better to have two or more birds in the bush than a solitary
one in our hand.  The sights and sounds of nature make us feel good and
safe and hopeful.  Nature is a balm to the spirit, but we don’t need a study to
prove it to us.  We know it because we experience it all the time.
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We are not the first ones to do so.  Thousands of years ago, the
psalmist sang of nature’s joy:

The heavens are telling the glory of God;
and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech,
and night to night declares knowledge.
There is no speech, nor are there words;
their voice is not heard;
yet their voice goes out through all the earth,
and their words to the end of the world.
In the heavens he has set a tent for the sun,
which comes out like a bridegroom from his wedding canopy,
and like a strong man runs its course with joy. Psalm 19:1-5

Without a single comprehensible word, nature offers praise, shares
knowledge, and exudes joy.  Our lives are better when nature’s gifts are on
full display.  Tell me, before you went to bed last Wednesday evening, did you
not look out of your window to see if any flakes of snow were beginning to
fall–even though all the meteorologists told us it would be after midnight
before the snow arrived?  And did you not awake Thursday morning and go
immediately to the window to see how much snow had fallen overnight? 
Snow is a cold, wet, often unpredictable, and sometimes inconvenient gift that
we all long for at some level.  Personally, I always want a foot or so of the
white, fluffy stuff so that everything is simply shut  down.  I think snow is God’s
gift of a needed pause.

Scripture tells us that nature responds to God’s goodness and offers its
own praise to our Lord.  You will remember a few weeks ago, when we
recalled Jesus’ baptism in the Jordan River, that Mark used vivid language to
describe what happened.  On what I suspect was a gloomy day at best, Jesus
went under the water and, when he came up, God ripped the heavens apart
like a child opening a Christmas present.  The dazzling light of his pleasure
beamed upon Jesus.  Then a bird–a dove–flew down and offered blessing to
our Lord.  Nature has emotions, too.

I suppose that God could have come up with another kind of
environment that could have sustained some form of human life, but aren’t
you glad God did not go that route!  God created this magnificent and still-
mysterious world we inhabit and through it provides everything that we need. 
Everything essentially comes from God’s hand.  Even the synthetic
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substances that scientists and engineers have “created” rely upon other,
natural substances as their components.  We cannot simply create something
out of nothing.  We use the resources and tools that God has given us in
marvelous and creative ways, but it all originates with God.

Our world is a gift comprised of living and non-living things that make
life good.  The call of the birds is simply a summons to pay attention, to look
and listen and learn from this great and always-generous gift from God.

Before we end our worship today, we will sing that beautiful hymn, “This
Is My Father’s World,” written by Maltbie Babcock, a Presbyterian minister. 
For a time, Rev. Babcock was a pastor in Lockport, New York.  He enjoyed
walks along a cliff where he could see the expansive view of Lake Ontario and
the beauty of upstate New York.  It is said that when he left for his walks, he
would often tell his wife that he was “going out to see my Father’s world.” 
That phrase eventually became a poem which is a favorite hymn of many
believers.

 “This Is My Father’s World.”  There is an affirmation in that line of verse
that we cannot ignore.  While we often claim this earth for our own, the truth
remains that it is our Heavenly Father’s world, a gift God made and
generously shared with us.  As another psalmist sang long ago, “The earth is
the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it” (Psalm 24:1). 
It is important that we not forget the origin of our homeplace and not take it
for granted.  Scripture is quite direct on this point and begins the story of
God’s relationship with us by telling us something important about the creation
of the world and our role in it.  As you recall, God instructed
Adam–representing all humanity, including you and me–to become caretakers
of the earth.  We are to tend the earth and preserve it so that it will continue
to benefit us and the generations of people who will follow us.  Second only
to the call to worship and enjoy God forever, the stewardship of the earth is
our vocation.

That does not mean that we have to turn in our laptops and phones and
the other tools of our chosen trades for work gloves and a hoe.  It does mean,
however, that no matter what we do for a living, as an inhabitant of this earth,
we have an obligation, born out of necessity, to take care of our home.  Of
course, there are always competing values that challenge us at every turn. 
We crave innovation and comfort.  God gave us an inquisitive spirit and
creative minds to use for our benefit and pleasure.  But we have to be careful
with these gifts, don’t we.  It seems that ultimately whatever challenges face
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us boil down to ecology and economics, two powerful and sometimes
competing concerns.  There are always strong arguments on all sides of an
issue about which concerns should prevail.  Yet, it need not be that way.

At this point in the life of our world, I think that the care and preservation
of the world is essential and probably a priority over the economic benefits
that are to be gained from use of the world’s resources.  In the study I cited
earlier, even the researchers were surprised to discover that the presence of
multiple bird species brought more satisfaction to people than the promise of
an increase in income.  Perhaps that other old adage which reminds us that
money cannot buy happiness is true.  Our world is in danger which means
that we are in danger.  Our calling is to take care of the earth and we need to
get serious about it.

Jesus drew his listeners’ attention to nature to remind them (and us) of
God’s care.  In that familiar passage from the Sermon on the Mount that we
heard earlier, Jesus reminds us of how magnanimous God is to provide for
birds and flowers and all of nature.  If that is true, Jesus concludes, then
doesn’t it stand to reason that God will provide even more for us?  In fact,
while providing so lavishly for birds and flowers, God uses them to benefit us
as well.  Think about all that a flower offers to us: beauty, color, fragrance,
and oxygen, to name a few things.  Anne Chappell told me the other day that
her husband’s grandmother would often say, “When you look at a flower, you
can’t think of a bad thought.”  Did you ever consider a flower as part of your
moral compass?  Maybe we all should spend a little more time looking at
flowers!

There is not much good that we can say about the Coronavirus
pandemic.  Still, being forced to curtail our activities has offered more time to
do some things we might have neglected like taking walks, running, biking, 
and simply spending more time outside.

If you are not already doing it, take time to appreciate our world and
what it offers to us.  Go into your back yard and stand or sit.  Look.  Count the
birds.  Notice the squirrels.  See if there are any rabbits or deer or other
creatures around.  Look for what is beautiful, even in the starkness of winter. 
Listen.  What do you hear in your own yard?  What is God whispering to you
through the creatures and the wind?  Notice how you feel.  Recognize that an
abundance of God’s gifts are found right out our back door or down the street
or across town or all over this big, beautiful, abundant world in which we live. 
Give thanks and do something to take care of our common home.
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There is wisdom in being content with what you have instead of risking
it for something you may never get.  On the other hand, if there were no
adventurers, creators, entrepreneurs, and risk takers, life would be very
different for us.  Open your hand and let the single bird of a limited
perspective fly away and begin looking for the many birds that live in the bush
and fly in the air.  Let nature open your eyes and ears and heart to the
wonders of God’s world and answer the call of God to take care of it.  I
guarantee we will all be happier knowing those two birds in the bush will be
there tomorrow and all the days to follow.  Amen.
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January 31, 2021 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We do want our words and our thoughts to be acceptable to you, O
God, but also our actions and the work of our hands.  So often what we say
and think are contrary to what we do.  It is our great dilemma, even our daily
sin, to be inconsistent.  Forgive us and help us grow in unity of heart, mind,
soul, and strength, we pray.

To that end, enable us to pray with our hands as much as with our
mouths.  There is so much good that needs doing in our world, so much that
needs care, so much that needs correcting.  Lead us to respond to these
needs in such a way that we become part of the solution rather than part of
the problem.  Give us the courage to be honest with ourselves about what we
know to be true and then to demonstrate that truth with lives empowered by
love.

Our prayers continue to speak on behalf of all of us in respect to the
Coronavirus, O God.  We pray that the people who are infected will recover
and get well.  We pray that caution, diligence, and common sense will guide
all of us to do what is right and good to keep ourselves and one another safe
and healthy.  We pray for scientists, doctors, nurses, technicians, custodians,
dieticians, EMTs, teachers, delivery workers, clerks, and factory workers,
police, and politicians that the good work they do will bring an end to this
tragedy and result in hope for us all.

We pray, O God, for our friends who are ill in other ways.  It is easy to
forget that life and illness go on despite the pandemic.  Bring health and
wholeness, we pray.  Bring comfort and encouragement.  Bring us hope and
help.

You bless us in so many ways, God, and we are grateful even when we
fail to express it to you.  Thank you for every gift that comes our way.  Help
us not to miss a one of them but to be more open to recognizing your
presence in the tiniest as well as most profound gifts that come our way. 
Blessings and praise be to you, O God, for you have given generously and
without reservation.  May we learn to be as kind and generous; through Jesus
Christ our Lord.  Amen.


