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A couple of weeks ago, I was watching a Nature program on the Virginia Public Media channel.  

It was about the importance of what they called Keystone Species.  What is a Keystone 

Species?  Well, I am glad you asked.  I will try to explain it as best as I can.   A Keystone species 

is the one critical species that holds an environment together.  It is the key species that holds 

the balance to all that surrounds it.  

It is not always the top predator, but in some cases, it is.  Scientists going back to the 1950s 

and '60s wanted to know what would happen if they identified and removed the Keystone 

species.   So, for instance, in a west coast tidal pool in Washington State, the Starfish was 

identified as the keystone species.  It was, in fact, the top predator in the tidal pool.  But what 

would happen if it were removed? So the scientist, Thomas Paine, created an environment in a 

tidal pool that eliminated the Starfish.  He wanted to see if other species eaten by the Starfish 

would flourish or if it would become overgrown with algae or what.   

What happened?  The mussels, the #1 food source of the Starfish, literally devoured 

everything in sight.  There was nothing left in the tidal pool except mussels piled on top of 

each other.   The same thing happened when another scientist removed the sea otters from 

the kelp forests in the Arctic Ocean. When they were removed, the kelp forest, which provided 

habitat, food, and other natural resources to all kinds of wildlife, began to disappear, so did 

that wildlife. 

In another example, it was the wilder beasts of the plains of Africa, not necessarily the top of 

the food chain, but they were the keystone species when it came to keeping vegetation in 

check. Once they were removed entirely, water sources became undrinkable, animals moved 

out, and the area became desolate.   

If you saw the movie, The Lion King, when the hyenas took over, that is pretty much what we 

are talking about.  Scientists are proving that Keystone species are essential, not just vital to 

these small estuaries and areas to keep them functioning, but they are critical to all of life.  

Because if they disappear entirely, the world is altered forever in a not-so-good way. 

Watching that program got me thinking that and having walked out into a tidal pool with Erin, 

who showed us a lot of the vital life going on in a tidal pool on the coast of Maine. Of course, 

we saw many things you would see down here, such as periwinkles, snails, mussels, clams, 

crabs, minnows, but we also saw shrimp, baby lobsters; I even caught one of those after Erin 



taught me how to without getting pinched.  But we also saw many Starfish and a few species 

that Erin is there to research; the brittle star is like a tiny version of a starfish, only a different 

species. 

As Paul talks about the need to share the mystery of Jesus Christ to the gentile world, which 

we discussed last week, we learned that it is none other than the grace of God.   It is the gift 

that God gave to the world through the sacrificial death of His Only Son.  But while Jesus' 

death initiates the movement and power of God's grace, it is not the only source that sustains 

the balance, if you will allow me to use that term, of that nature of humanity.   

It is the sharing in that grace; it is the living in that grace, trusting it and breathing it in and 

breathing it out that keeps our environment a healthy living breathing, place in which life as 

God intends it to be to go on—spiritually speaking.  

Grace, if you will, becomes a Keystone component to life as we know it.  It is not a species but 

rather the attribute of God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that is the source of all life. 

Therefore, when any given environment is deprived of it, it shows up in the quality of life or 

the lack thereof, to be more specific.   

Where might we be able to observe a people living in an environment with little grace?  I say 

little because even in the worst places, God is still there.   Now, this is just an observation on 

my part.  It is not scientific at all, but I believe a perfect example to show both sides is Korea. 

North Korea is a society that does not allow Christianity to be taught at all; it is not tolerated.  

And the majority of the people of North Korea live in concentration camps as slave laborers.  

Some have been sent there perhaps because of their faith.   Only those who vow allegiance to 

the Kim dynasty are allowed limited freedoms.  And even then, they must be careful.  

But to the south in South Korea, a nation that is open to the freedom of Religion and is partly if 

not mostly Christian, the quality of life is so much better.  People have a better life because 

grace is so much a part of the fabric of life. 

But let's look at America with a similar observation.  And this may well show us that having 

freedom alone is still not enough to live the true quality of life that I think most of us desire.  In 

America, we pride ourselves on our freedoms and rights, the right to free speech, the right to 

bear arms, the right to protest, the right to be whoever and whatever we want to be. 

But just because we have the right does not necessarily mean that we have the responsibilities 

that go along with those rights. For example, having the right to speak freely does not give you 

the right to cry fire in a crowded building when there is no fire. 

Nor do you have the right to bear false witness against your neighbor for any reason, or at 

least you shouldn't.  The right to bear arms does not include with it the right to use it against 

someone just because you don't agree with them or like what they stand for.  Or at least it 



shouldn't, and yet people are gunned down daily in streets and homes all across this nation for 

the pettiest of reasons. 

We in this country are ready to die for our rights and willing to kill for them too, which to a 

certain degree is understandable. Still, when we do so while forgoing on the idea and 

understanding of God's grace, we create an environment that becomes devoid of God's 

Keystone gift to being a community.  And as long as we continue to ignore God's grace 

beginning with our own lives but also as we look to the larger picture, we will continue to see 

and do harm. 

But Paul does not leave us hanging out there without a strategy or a plan to reintroduce this 

Keystone concept back into our communities. Instead, he says to these little churches fighting 

the good fight against the giant of a secular and hostile world (and to us in our world today), 

"I, therefore, a prisoner in the Lord, beg you (or as the NIV translates it I plead with you), lead 

a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, 

with patience, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of 

the Spirit in the bond of peace.  There is one body and one Spirit just as you were called to the 

one hope of your calling, one God and Father of all who is above all and through all and in all. 

Paul is not telling us as individuals to be good and do right because it will be how we get to 

heaven one day. Instead, Paul tells us as a community of believers that if this environment in 

which we live is to be sustained by God, we must discipline ourselves to live in grace.  

This matters more than any particular doctrine you may subscribe to.  If you cannot live in 

grace and by grace and under grace, then it really won't matter what doctrine you subscribe to 

because what God has created will start to disappear.  But even if it does begin to disappear, 

that doesn't mean that we should give up the hope of living like the people who follow the 

God of grace.   

We are called to live in grace because we know that it is God's grace that sustains us, as much 

as the air we breathe, only it is cleaner.  And we must continue to live in it, again not just for 

our sakes as if this were an individual effort, but for the sake of all that God has created.  

We cannot waste time fighting over doctrine or individual rights and freedoms or laws that 

give unfair advantages to some while others are denied the same opportunities at life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness. Instead, as Paul tells us as fellow Christians,  we must work 

together using the gifts of grace that God gives to each of us to build up the body of Christ 

until all of us, not some of us, not a few of us, not the most important of us, or the least 

important. Still, all of us come to the unity, not uniformity but the unity of the faith and the 

knowledge of the Son of God, to the maturity, to measure the full stature of Christ.   



The full stature of Christ is nothing less than the fullness of God's glory, his love, and his grace 

poured out on all.  That is the unity we all should be working for and looking for.  How we get 

there, what road we travel to see it, is not as important as arriving at the same destination.  

The keystone corner of our faith and the keystone principle of life itself revealed to us in the 

full measure of Jesus himself; it is what the name Jesus means, God's love, God's grace.   If we 

truly believe that, then let us genuinely show that to all who we meet.  

 


