
GARDEN SERVICE, FIRE THEME, JULY 2018  
 
 We heard two ancient sacred scripture references to fire this morning.  Our Old 

Testament lesson dates back to the time of the Exodus, perhaps over 3,000 years ago.  

The other lesson, from the New Testament book of Hebrews, is merely 2,000 years old.  

Both reference the presence of God as being like fire.  In honor of our Creation-centered 

Garden service and the native peoples of this land with their deep appreciation for God’s 

creation, here is another ancient writing, from the Native American tradition, speaking of 

the origin of fire:  

 In the beginning of the world, it was Bear who owned Fire. It warmed Bear and 

his people on cold nights and gave them light when it was dark. Bear and his people 

carried fire with them wherever they went. 

One day, Bear and his people came to a great forest, where they found many 

acorns lying on the forest floor. Bear set Fire at the edge of the forest, and he and his 

people began eating acorns. The acorns were crunch and crisp and tasted better than any 

other acorns Bear and his people had ever eaten. They wandered further and further away 

from Fire, eating the delicious acorns and seeking out more when the acorn supply grew 

low. 

Fire blazed up merrily for awhile, until it had burned nearly all of its wood. It 

started to smoke and flicker, then it dwindled down and down. Fire was alarmed. It was 

nearly out. "Feed me! Feed me!" Fire shouted to Bear. But Bear and his people had 

wandered deep into the forest, and then did not hear Fire's cries. 

At that moment, Man came walking through the forest and saw the small,  



flickering Fire. "Feed me! Feed me!" Fire cried in despair.  "What should I feed you?" 

Man asked. He had never seen Fire before.  "I eat sticks and logs and wood of all kinds," 

Fire explained.   

           Man picked up a stick and leaned it on the North side of Fire. Fire sent its orange-

blue flames flickering up the side of the stick until it started to burn. Man got a second 

stick and laid it on the West side of the fire. Fire, nourished by the first stick, burned 

brighter and stretched taller and eagerly claimed the second stick. Man picked up a third 

stick and laid it on the south side of Fire and laid a fourth stick on the East. By this time, 

Fire was leaping and dancing in delight, its hunger satisfied.  Man warmed himself by the 

blazing Fire, enjoying the changed colors and the hissing and snapping sound Fire made 

as it ate the wood. Man and Fire were very happy together, and Man fed Fire sticks 

whenever it got hungry. 

           A long time later, Bear and his people came back to the edge of the forest, looking 

for Fire. Fire was angry when it saw Bear. It blazed until it was white-hot and so bright 

that Bear had to shade his eyes with both paws. "I do not even know you!" Fire shouted 

at Bear. The terrible heat rolling of Fire drove Bear and his people away, so they could 

not take it and carry it away with them.    And now Fire belongs to Man. 

 Many ancient cultures have stories about the origins of fire, and as one scholar 

noted, the same stories are often also about the origins of humanity; fire and humanity go 

together far, far back into our primeval collective memories.  The Scriptures, as it 

happens, do not have a story about the origins of fire, but they are filled with fiery 

images.  In today’s lesson from Exodus, we see God’s guiding presence for the Hebrew 

slaves in the wilderness described as a pillar of fire by night.  And the letter to the 



Hebrews, our New Testament lesson, ends with the fearsome phrase:  “Our God is a 

consuming fire”. 

 It is a fearsome phrase, isn’t it?  Fire, like wind, the other metaphor for God’s 

Holy Spirit, is an elemental force that is absolutely essential and often beyond our 

control. Our own Smith family lost a home to fire this past winter. Recently in the news,  

wild fires in Greece killed scores of people in a resort town, as they tried to run into the 

sea for safety; they couldn’t outrun the fire.  Our own nation has had its share of wildfires 

this summer, especially in the western United States, where wildfires have taken several 

lives in California.  We are no strangers to the destructive nature of fire.   

 Of course, wild fires aren’t only destructive, though, are they?  They can also 

serve a positive purpose of clearing away the dead weight of old forests, of cleansing the 

land for new growth.  Humanity has harnessed fire for controlled burns, done 

intentionally for those very reasons.    

 In fact, we have harnessed fire for any number of purposes.  In the days of 

Scripture you had two sources of light: day light or fire, in the form of candles or oil 

lamps or torches.  You also had two sources of warmth: the sun or fire.  How did one 

cook food?  Over fire.  How did one shape metal into a form?  Through the heat of fire.  

How could one frighten off wild predators?  Through fire.  Where did one gather at night 

to share stories, sing songs, and form community?  Around fire.  It’s hardly surprising 

that fire is so often a metaphor for God’s presence, that holy Presence which enlightens, 

cleanses, shapes, warms, and continues to form community to this day.   

Like God, fire is beautiful; it is wild; it is free.  Scripturally speaking, 

theophanies, or appearances of God, often involved fire. God’s covenant with Abraham 



involved fire; and it was through a burning bush that God spoke to Moses.  As already 

mentioned, God led the people of Israel through the desert in a pillar of fire by night. On 

Mount Sinai, God appeared in fire.  The Hebrew people associated God’s presence with 

fire. 

 In the New Testament, Christians also associate fire with God.  Jesus calls himself 

the Light of the World.  He also urges us to burn as lights for the world, and he comments 

that you don’t light a lamp and place it under something, you light it and hold it up so that 

all may see it.  Along with Christ, the Holy Spirit is symbolized by fire in the New 

Testament, as we recall from the story of the day of Pentecost. The presence of the Spirit 

was manifested in flames of fire appearing over each one there that day.  

 Because of this, fire has played a part in Jewish and then Christian worship for 

thousands of years.  In Old Testament time, the Temple held an ever-burning fire on the 

altar that symbolized the presence of God. Some types of offerings were offered to God 

through burning.  From the New Testament on, lamps and candles have continued to play 

a role in Christian worship, again as symbols of God’s presence.  Let’s think for a 

moment about the use of fire in our worship.  We always light the two candles on the 

altar during worship, to remind us of God’s presence.  Why are there two candles?  They 

symbolize the human and divine nature of Christ. During Advent we light candles on the 

Advent wreath.  On Christmas day, all four candles on the wreath are lit, plus the candle 

in the middle, the Christ candle.  During the season of Epiphany, which is the season of 

light, we light our candelabras as well as the altar candles, in order to fill the altar area 

with flame and light.  On All Saint’s Day, each one of us may light a candle in memory 

of someone who has died.  At the Tenebrae service, on Good Friday, there are 7 candles 



on the altar, which are extinguished over time as we witness Christ’s death through the 

reading of the Passion story.  The Christ candle, from the center of the Advent wreath, is 

also placed on the altar on that Good Friday night, and it is carried out of the sanctuary 

briefly to reflect Christ’s death and burial, and then is returned to the altar as a sign of 

hope of the resurrection to come. As worshippers leave that Good Friday service, they 

may light a prayer vigil candle of hope.  In addition, when we baptize, we present a 

baptismal candle with the worlds, “Let your light so shine before others that they may see 

your good works and give glory to your Father, who is in heaven.”  In all these ways, we 

carry on the ancient, elemental worship of God’s holiness through fire. 

 Understanding God as fiery can make us uncomfortable.  It  challenges our comfy, 

cozy notions about God.  Playing with fire can be perilous.  This God of ours may not be 

quite safe, quite tame, quite domesticated.  There’s a wonderful scene in C.S. Lewis’ The 

Chronicles of Narnia, where one of the characters is introduced to Aslan, the Christ 

figure, who is a powerful lion.  The character asks cautiously, “Is he quite safe?”  And the 

answer is given, “Of course he’s not safe, he’s a lion.  But, he’s good.”  The image of the 

divine as fire reminds us that God is not quite safe, not quite tame, not quite under our 

control, like we’d like.  Yet God is holy.  And God is good.  And God blesses us with 

good gifts.  

 This morning we are celebrating God’s gift of fire.  Although it has a dangerous 

side and it must be respected and handled with care, we recognize that the story of 

humanity and the story of fire go hand in hand.  In the same way that God blesses us 

through water, through wind, through the earth, God blesses us through fire.  Anyone 

who has enjoyed a campfire or bonfire this summer has experienced that blessing---the 



beauty, the warmth, the sound, the smell, the way it gathers people into a circle of 

conversation.  Fireplaces in our home or candles lit on the dining table seem to do the 

same thing.  Apart from the enormous practical functions of fire, fire also brings us 

pleasure and delight and forms community.  (We’ll have a chance to experience that 

shortly when we roast marshmallows over a fire in our fire pit after worship.)   

 We’ve been speaking about fires outside of us; but there are also fires within us, 

aren’t there?  Fires that are also gifts of God to us.  Passions, driving forces, warmth and 

inspiration.  Jeremiah speaks of the “fire in his belly” that prompted him to prophesy.  I’d 

guess most of us have internal flames within ourselves, too.  We speak of the Holy Spirit 

dwelling within us; that Spirit comes with fire.   The fire burns differently within each of 

us and for different purposes, God given purposes.  Whether we express that fire and 

inspiration in speech or music or with what we make with our hands or think about with 

our minds, God’s gift of fire extends not only around us, but within us.  God’s gift of fire 

is truly life giving, without and within us.  Which is why we pray this prayer on the day 

of Pentecost:  “Kindle in us the fire of your love, empowering our lives for service and 

our tongues for praise.”  Amen.  

  

   

  


