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The Loss of Green Pastures 
Psalm 23 

 
 Our country is facing an ecological and economic crisis.  A study 
published toward the end of March analyzing rainfall and temperature data 

in the U.S. has noted a disturbing climatological trend.1  The United States 
is losing a significant amount of arable land in the heartland of our country.   

The best way to conceptualize this is what this loss looks like relative 
to the 100th meridian which, for well over a century, has been recognized as 
the demarcation between the arid lands of the Great Plains and western 

states and the more humid, arable pasturelands of the eastern seaboard and 
midlands.  John Wesley Powell, the 19th century explorer and geologist, first 

defined the 100th meridian in this manner, noting how as the topography 
changes going from east to west, so do the flora, grasses, and use of the 

land.  On today’s maps, the 100th meridian cuts both Dakotas in half, as well 
as Nebraska; it runs through western Kansas and the Oklahoma panhandle, 
and through the heart of Texas.   

However, over the past century this climatological line has suddenly 
and rapidly shifted 140 miles to the east, now residing along the 98th 

meridian and the eastern borders of each of these midwestern states.  
Seager and his colleagues analyzed 

…climate models, regional vegetation data, U.S. Department of Agriculture data, 
land model simulations, and weather station data…As Seager explains it, 
meteorological models for a long time have predicted a decline in the 
precipitation coming up from the US southwest into the Midwest.  That will be 
exacerbated by rising temperatures caused by fossil-fuel-generated greenhouse 

																																																													

1	Richard	Seager,	et	al.,	“Whither	the	100th	Meridian?	The	Once	and	Future	Physical	and	Human	Geography	of	
America’s	Arid–Humid	Divide.	Part	II:	The	Meridian	Moves	East”,		published	by	the	American	Meteorological	
Society,	March	21,	2018.	
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gases: as the atmosphere warms it can draw more moisture out of the land.  The 
scientific term for this phenomenon is called evapotranspiration, and over time 
can cause arid landscapes to expand.2   
 

Seager goes on to say, 
There will need to be a farm economy adjustment to this because of the 
environmental changes…The places over the western parts of the high plains will 
become more arid. 3 
 

Wheat farmers and cattle ranchers will likely manage in the increasingly 
arid conditions, but corn and many other farm crops grown in Nebraska 

and Kansas will require more costly irrigation or be abandoned all together.  
Who knows the impact this will have on food production and our economy? 

With more arid conditions, the size of agricultural enterprises will have to 
increase to maintain profitability.  Thus, the small, family-owned farm loses 
out yet again. 

 The loss of green pastures is not just an American phenomenon.  At 
the Paris Climate conference in December 2015, researchers from the 

University of Sheffield Grantham Centre for Sustainable Futures presented 
their study that this is a worldwide concern.  According to their study, over 

just the past 40 years, a third of the “world’s adequate or high-quality food-
producing land” has been lost!  However, fossil fuels were only a long-term 
secondary cause; the primary reason was overproduction on land resulting 

in the loss of nutrients in the soil, leaving fields unable to regain essential 
minerals.  As Professor Duncan Cameron wrote, 

You think of the dust bowl of the 1930s in North America and then you realise we 
are moving towards that situation if we don’t do something…We are increasing 
the rate of loss and we are reducing soils to their bare mineral components…We 
are creating soils that aren’t fit for anything except for holding a plant up.  The 
soils are silting up river systems—if you look at the huge brown stain in the ocean 
where the Amazon deposits soil, you realise how much we are accelerating that 

																																																													
2	 Peter	 Dockrill,	 “An	 Invisible	 Boundary	 That	 Divides	 the	 US	 Has	 Started	 to	 Shift	 Out	 of	 Place”	
www.sciencealert.com,	17	April	2018.	
3	Ibid.	
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process…We aren’t quite at the tipping point yet, but we need to do something 
about it.  We are up against it if we are to [even] reverse this decline. 4  
 

Cameron and his colleagues proposed some appropriate remedies,  
…including recycling nutrients from sewerage, using biotechnology to wean 
plants off their dependence upon fertilizers, and rotating crops with livestock 
areas to relieve pressure on arable land. 5 
 

 One other factor that consistently plays into the loss of green pastures 

is the overdevelopment of arable lands—with buildings, roads, other 
aspects of infrastructure—in effect, exactly what Joni Mitchell sang about 
50 years ago: “They paved over paradise and put up a parking lot!”  So 

much land is developed without adequate regard to the stresses this places 
on natural habitats and water tables, aside from the rampant deforestation 

that increases the potential for erosion.  Overdevelopment is often a failure 
of foresight, where short-term economic interests take priority over 
maintaining a renewable balance with our environment.  Eventually, we 

pay for that.  We’re now at a point where the entire global ecosystem is 
overstressed and fragile—sorely impacted by greenhouse gases, toxins in 

both soil and water, with lost natural habitats, displaced populations (both 
human and animal), and entire species of flora and fauna facing 

extinction—lost forever. 
 As scientists around the globe warn repeatedly, in each passing year 
we are losing the opportunity to reverse the destructive trends and to renew 

resources to capably and sustainably preserve our world.  Though many 
grassroots initiatives encourage the transition to green technology and 

renewable energy, collectively we’re not doing it nearly fast enough, and 

																																																													
4Oliver	Milman,	 “Earth	 Has	 Lost	 A	 Third	 of	 Arable	 Land	 in	 the	 Past	 40	 Years,	 Scientists	 Say,”	 	 The	 Guardian,	 2	
December	2015.	
5Ibid.	
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political leadership tends to reduce the debate to an ideological one 
between blue and red.   

It wasn’t always this way.  At one point in my life, the notion of 
“conservatism” was synonymous with “prudence” regarding the use and 

potential abuse of resources, including those we derive from Nature.  I’m 
not sure why we have lost this sense of conservatism that seeks to protect 

what we presently have in order to ensure a better quality of life will be 
available for coming generations.  Isn’t that being a true conservative—
those who do not throw caution to the wind?   

 To be honest, I’ve never really grasped the downside to being 
environmentally wise and prudent—philosophically, morally, even 

economically.  If your upbringing was like mine, you already learned to take 
good care of what’s been given you, and you also know there was never an 
option to leave a mess without cleaning it up!  So why don’t those lessons 

naturally carry over to when we’re adults?  Why are so many people cavalier 
in their concern about and care of creation?  More to the point, why is there 

resistance at all to reducing pollution, conserving resources, or investing in 
ways to mitigate harm to the environment?   

Frankly, the stance held by “deniers” or skeptics isn’t very compelling 
to me.  Even if climate science isn’t 100 percent certain in its projections or 
forecasts, there doesn’t seem to be much question carbon dioxide 

concentrations in the atmosphere over the past two centuries have risen at 
rates well beyond the natural cycles of the past 800,000 years (app. 40% 

more).   Even over the past century, global atmospheric carbon levels have 
gone from 280 ppm to 408 ppm (as of the last reading in March 2018), 

where I remember 400 ppm was once considered astronomical—an 
unreachable number.  The correlation seems clear that it’s due to a 
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combination of the burning of fossil fuels, along with the deforestation that 
results in fewer trees absorbing CO2.   

Then, there is the carbon signature that further bears the mark of a 
human causes behind it.  Carbon comes in three isotopes, meaning three 

different masses to the carbon atom: Carbon-12 (the lightest and most 
common), Carbon-13, and Carbon-14 (produced in the upper levels of the 

atmosphere and decays at a known half-life of approximately 5700 years—
hence, it’s used for carbon dating).  Plant life preferentially takes in Carbon-
12 as part of photosynthesis, but doesn’t absorb Carbon-13, leaving it 

behind in the atmosphere (thus, in the natural cycle, the atmosphere has 
higher concentrations of Carbon-13 than does the biosphere on earth).  

Fossil fuels, which are made of ancient plants and microorganisms now 
buried deep within the earth, are also depleted of Carbon-13.  Unlike live 
vegetation and trees, fossil fuels also contain no Carbon-14 atoms.   

By using mass spectrometers, scientists have measured the relative 
concentrations of each carbon isotope in the atmosphere and noted that the 

ratio between Carbon-13 to Carbon-12 has declined at approximately three 
percent per year, meaning this is due to a sudden excess of Carbon-12 

atoms not being processed in photosynthesis and coming from a source 
that introduces only Carbon-12 and nothing else.  Those are, of course, 
fossil fuels—oil, gas, and coal mined out of the earth.  That’s the smoking 

gun, in a manner of speaking.  At the very least, this tells us that to 
maintain the CO2 balance that had been naturally maintained for 800,000 

years or more requires us to mitigate the Carbon-12 impact that has been 
introduced over the past two centuries through the burning of fossil fuels 

and excessive deforestation.  We have the technology to do it.  We just need 
to exercise the collective will! 
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Even if you don’t have a head for science, then approach it from the 
practical matter of dealing with the environmental impact.  Why aren’t the 

destructive effects themselves enough to warrant concerted efforts to clean 
up our land, air, and water?   

Let’s say, if your house was on fire, do you refuse to fight the blaze 
until you are sure of who or what caused it?  Of course not.  That would be 

foolhardy.  First, put the flames out and then bring the Fire Marshall in to 
determine what caused it.  As a society, it seems to me the impact of 
greenhouse gases on our atmosphere, the mess that toxic waste and other 

forms of pollution have made of our water and land resources, and the 
climate change we are suffering through with more intense storms and 

imbalance in the planet’s natural cycles, we should be doing everything in 
our power to invest in remedies and countermeasures that mitigate the 
stresses, instead of merely turning it into an ideological debate.  We don’t 

have the luxury of time to endlessly debate the causes.  Put the flames out 
first, then address the causes after efforts are made to save the planet.  

Conserve, innovate, and reverse the trends should be our collective aim, 
rather than let things continue to fall apart.  

If all these alarm bells ringing don’t summon us to immediate 
commitment and action, then maybe we need to be led by our hearts.  
When I was in my youth growing up in Maine, it was easy to be a lover of 

the outdoors.  Aside from the mountains, ocean, and plentiful woods for 
which my home state is famous for, I’ve always had a fascination with 

meadows.  I’m not sure why, perhaps it was because I loved to scour grassy 
fields for summer berries as a child or running Cross-Country trails through 

pastureland and forests in middle and high school years or snowshoeing or 
skiing over frozen hills and farmland in the winter.  Even as an adult I am 
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drawn to driving on backroads and seeing the wildflowers blossoming 
across open meadows throughout New England.  All of it leaves a sacred 

impression of beauty and restful grace in my soul.   
However, I’ve also discovered, virtually every place I associated with 

such scenes in my youth no longer exist as they once did.  Many have been 
sold for housing developments or been turned into industrial parks or have 

become places to dump garbage or junk old cars.  It’s really quite disturbing 
and sad.  A few remained as pristine as they always have, which I seek out 
even to this day, especially Wendy’s and my favorite lupine field in northern 

New Hampshire in a lovely place called Sugar Hill.   
For whatever reason, a meadow, a field of flowers, walking through 

the woods, or tasting from a small bubbling brook of clean, untainted 
mountain water is more of a gift to my soul today than I probably ever 
realized long ago in my youth.  Back then, I took all of it for granted.  Now, 

not so much, because I know what it’s like to lose them.  I cherish the 
beauty of the earth because I truly believe it’s the way God wired us to be as 

human beings. 
Whenever I ponder the ancient words and images of the 23rd Psalm, I 

reexperience the spirituality of such settings of green pastures and still 
waters, often in traditional King James language or as this less traditional 
translation6 portrays it: 

YHWH, you are my shepherd— 
I want nothing more. 
You let me lie down in green meadows; 
You lead me beside restful waters; 
You refresh my soul. 
You guide me to lush pastures 
For the sake of your Name. 
 

																																																													
6	The	Inclusive	Bible,	produced	by	Priests	for	Equality,	Rowman	and	Littlefield	Publishers,	2007.	
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For me, these ancient thoughts express perfectly the spirituality of Nature 
and God’s presence within it.  I recognize I’m a bit of a panentheist, in that I 

can sense the artistry and presence of God in all things, but especially the 
flora and fauna of nature.  I’m more amazed by the intricacies and 

magnificence of the natural world around us—where the hand of God is so 
evident to me—than by anything else I’ve ever observed or experienced or 

imagined.  The comfort and care expressed by the psalmist is very real to 
me—it is visual, it is sensory, it is natural, it is spiritually renewing.  There’s 
an astounding perfection about the magnificence of creation.  In settings 

like these, as often as I can experience them, I find a closeness to all that is 
good and divine.  I think that’s why Jesus found a quiet place in the 

wilderness or mountains to commune and pray.  It’s where the soul finds 
comfort, solace, and peace. 
 That may be why this psalm is cherished by so many and why it 

speaks to our essential being.  It’s a metaphor for being led by our Good 
Shepherd to where we can enjoy the places God has given to us to restore 

our souls.  We are wired to find our place and spiritual balance with life in 
Nature.  It’s always been that way.  We find an inner harmony when we are 

in tune with the natural world around us.  This is why we lose more than 
parcels of land or bodies of water when they get misused or destroyed—
when we no longer experience them in their natural state.   We lose a 

window to heaven, i.e., the way things were meant to be.  The earth not only 
suffers but, on some level, we oppress our own souls and our intuitive 

relationship with God when we abuse or refuse to restore these divine gifts 
that inspire and nourish our lives and souls.   

For me, ecology is as inherent to spirituality as is theology.  In many 
respects, ecology is a better window into our own souls and morality than 
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our stated beliefs.  How we care for the earth is more of a confession of our 
true love for God than anything we can ever recite as credo or beliefs.   

Since I hold this to be true, then the lyrics of the hymn we just sang 
serve as another great commission for us as people of the earth and as a 

community of Christ: 
Touch the earth lightly, use the earth gently, 
Nourish the life of the world in our care: 
Gift of great wonder, ours to surrender, 
Trust for the children tomorrow will bear. 
 
Let there be greening, birth from the burning, 
Water that blesses and air that is sweet, 
Health in God’s garden, hope in God’s children, 
Regeneration that peace will complete. 
 
     The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
     Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
     22 April 2018 
 

  


