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Foreword

I grew up in one of the more beautiful places of the earth: a valley in
 the Rocky Mountains of Montana. It was a small town surrounded

by foothills and then, ten or fifteen miles away, bounded by the great
glacially carved Whitefish and Swan and Mission ranges of the Rocky
Mountains. As a boy of nine or so, I began a practice that I have con-
tinued with variations ever since. I rode my bike to the base of the
foothills and, with my lunch in a daypack, spent wonderful hours
immersed in the forest and hills and weather. The Kootenai and Salish
Indians had roamed this valley and these hills not long before I was
born and I took a great deal of care not to be seen by them. The coun-
try was home to bears and mountain lions; but my imagination, well-
stocked with stories of David shepherding his flock in the wilderness,
gave me the confidence that I could take care of myself in their com-
pany quite as well as he did.

But I grew up in a church that took no interest in such things. We
were preoccupied with things spiritual. “Spiritual” was understood
exclusively in contrast to the material and the physical. We were
headed for heaven and anything previous to or other than heaven
was a distraction. In later years, I heard someone describe people like
us as preoccupied with “the geography of heaven and the tempera-
ture of hell.” That’s certainly what it seemed like to me. The streets
paved with gold in the new Jerusalem got far more attention than the
forest paths along the old Stillwater River strewn with copper leaves
in the autumn.

The heaven and earth that God had joined together had been, in
the pungent biblical phrase, “put asunder” in the worshiping com-
munity in which I grew up—there was simply no connection between
them. But I was in the somewhat confused state of loving them both.
I loved the mountains and streams, the fragrance of fresh-leafing cot-
tonwoods in the spring. And I loved the wonderfully storied preach-
ing and robust singing in our little congregation. They were different
worlds inhabited by different people speaking different languages. I
felt equally at home in both of them, but I experienced little, if any,
connection between them.

As I grew up, I continued to maintain my citizenship in these two
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worlds—the world of creation and the world of Christ. There have been
occasional and most blessed exceptions, but for the most part the
people in the two worlds have maintained an aloofness from each
other. My childhood church may have been a little bit extreme but,
compared to the churches I have been part of in my adulthood, not
so very much. For the most part still, the people I meet and read who
love the creation keep their distance from the church; and the people
who love Jesus stay clear of those they dismissively label as “New-Age
tree-huggers.” The nature people show up in church occasionally for
baptisms and marriages and funerals. There are times, after all, when
the church can provide a useful service; it’s there to be used when
needed, but there is no appreciation or love of the church of Christ
for its own sake. And the church people show up on a lake or moun-
tain for occasional recreation or “to get away from it all.” And some-
times they use canoeing or hiking or water-skiing in the outdoors as a
tool for evangelism. But there is no love of the place for its own sake.

From time to time, I wonder why there is so little cross-
fertilization between the people who love mountains and birds and
trees and the people who pray to the Father and Son and Holy Spirit.
How did we get separated into these two camps—the nature people
and the Christ people?

It’s beyond my competence to trace and analyze how this discon-
nection took place, but I hope it’s not beyond my competence to do
something about it. What I have done, in as many ways as I have been
able to find and using the Scriptures as my text, is to insist that there
is no disconnection in our biblical revelation, no division between
creation and Christ, no separation in the evangelical gospel between
heaven and earth. Along the way I have been pleased to find allies
who are giving intelligent and prayerful witness in their work and
writings to the essential unity of “all things” created by the “first-born
of all creation” (Col.1:15-16, rsv). The essays in this collection con-
tinue to extend the circle of friends in Christ and in creation.

Eugene H Peterson
Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology
Regent College (Canada)



1

Introduction

God’s Stewards: The Role of Christians in Creation Care is written
␣ primarily as a call to Christians, by Christians, to live out the

Bible’s insistence on faithful creation care. This book, though, focuses
on a topic that should be of utmost importance to all people, includ-
ing followers of other faiths and those of more secular inclinations:
the biosphere—our environment and home. The biosphere (bios) is
a comprehensive term for all the created. It is God’s creation and in-
cludes all flora and fauna, all organic and inorganic objects, includ-
ing humankind. Christianity teaches that while people are created
“in the image of God,” we are nonetheless a species created in a de-
pendent relationship with the Creator.

Reflecting on our role in the created order is not a common prac-
tice among Christians. In fact, the attitude of many Christians towards
the environment may be characterized as indifference or compla-
cency. In this respect, Christians are probably no different than people
of other beliefs. Shocked by statements that raise Mother Earth to a
goddess, some Christians shun any environmental or ecological
movement. A central belief of other Christians is that they are just
“passing through,” and that if the end times are drawing near, saving
the environment is irrelevant and depletes energy and resources from
saving souls.

Many environmental heresies among Christians, as well as criti-
cisms hurled at Christians by secular environmentalists, deep ecolo-
gists, eco-feminists and others arise from a misunderstanding of the
Genesis story of creation. When placed in the context of the whole
Bible, English words like “multiply,” “dominion,” “subjugate” and
“naming” do not depict humankind as an environmental autocrat.
Instead, a picture emerges of a created species with responsibilities
to care for and bless the rest of creation.

If humans are God’s caretakers of creation, then Christians should
be on the forefront of movements to protect and renew the environ-
ment.1 While we believe this is a God-given duty, humankind will prob-
ably reap the ultimate benefits of not “fouling our nest” more than
will other creatures. It’s difficult to conceive how sustainable devel-
opment, “the ability to meet the needs of the present without com-
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promising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs,”2

can be accomplished without an attitude of being good stewards of
God’s creation.

Environmental issues are important to World Vision, a Christian
development, relief and advocacy partnership that serves more than
85 million people in more than 80 countries. World Vision’s mission
statement embodies a commitment to follow Christ’s example by
working with the poor and oppressed in pursuit of justice and hu-
man transformation. In carrying out its ministry, World Vision has
tended to give ecological matters a passive, albeit a supportive, role
in its work. Projects designed to increase food productivity have in-
variably led to work to abate soil erosion and water run-off, increase
soil nutrients, and grow food supplements. Often these programs
depend on the introduction of better organic farming and agro-for-
estry systems and techniques. Environmental renewal isn’t the moti-
vating reason for rural projects, but World Vision staff recognize that
renewing an abused bios can significantly reduce incidences of ab-
ject poverty.

As an organization, World Vision is committed to sustainable de-
velopment.3 With this there is the recognition that for development
to be “sustainable,” the environment must be, too. In this respect, staff
working in community projects have been pioneers. They have been
leagues ahead of other World Vision personnel, who are often not in-
timately aware of what’s happening “on the ground.” In this regard,
this book is addressed to the World Vision Partnership, to the global
Christian church and to the interested reader.

Reflections by Christians towards the environment, such as those
expressed in this book, were quickened by preparations for the World
Summit on Sustainable Development Conference (Rio + 10). Chances
are that environmental concerns will remain high on the agenda of
many churches, civil groups and governments during the months that
precede and follow the conference. Statements made will echo posi-
tions by which agencies and organizations want to be identified. Other
groups will issue reports that indicate the directions in which the or-
ganization would like to move. An example is this book, commissioned
and edited by the Policy and Advocacy Department of World Vision
International.

While each chapter in this book is an individual expression of an
author’s beliefs and convictions, there are a number of recurrent
themes.
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2 Christianity is neither anti-environmental nor anthropocen-
tric (human-centred) in its view of creation and the bios.

2 Critics of the biblical Genesis stories have a mistaken no-
tion of the Hebraic meaning of such words as “subdue” and
dominion.”

2 Humankind are made in the “image of God” with the re-
sponsibility to be stewards and a blessing to all creation (the
environment).

2 As stewards, people recognize the right of all species to ex-
ist. God’s delight in God’s creation is not limited to Homo
sapiens (Gen. 1:31).

2 Rather than being in the forefront on environmental issues,
Christians are usually complacent or defensive. The latter
may be true because voices both within and outside of the
church are leery or hostile towards Christian environmen-
talists.

2 Some Christians with anti-environmental beliefs scorn the
perspectives of “secular humanists.” These brethren do not
realize that in doing so they place themselves in the same
camp as the secularists who separate God from God’s cre-
ation.

2 Christian environmentalists are Trinitarian. Central to the
convictions of Trinitarian Christians is faith in Christ Jesus,
who is reconciling the world to himself (Col. 1:20).

While there are several common themes, the contributions of each
author are distinctly his or her own. Complementary subjects are dis-
cussed that vary according to the training and interests of the authors.
The Reverend Peter Harris (“Environmental Concern Calls for Repen-
tance and Holiness”) is a practicing ecologist. Harris is deeply troubled
by the anti-environmental attitudes found in much of Western culture,
including the church. Repentance is called for, as many Western Chris-
tians live their lives as practicing atheists, corrupted by their cultures.
The Enlightenment divorced God from creation and emphasized the
role of individuals outside of community. Harris stresses that we live
in a created world that’s intensely relational— we to God and human-
kind to the rest of creation. This is a world where the spiritual tran-
scends the material, and one in which God is interested in us now as
well as throughout eternity. Christian stewardship is a sign of hope in
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a desperate world looking for meaning.
We needn’t read much of Dr. R. J. Berry’s chapter (“One Lord, One

World: The Evangelism of Environmental Care”) to realize that we’re
in the presence of a scientist. Berry cautions us to examine Scripture
with God’s intentions in mind, rather than our own biases. In so do-
ing we’ll see in the “creation ordinances” how humankind were to
behave and interact towards the rest of creation. Words such as “do-
minion” and “subdue” are best rendered as caring support or stew-
ardship. The basis for this interpretation is that people are made in
the image of God. This—not genes or DNA—is what makes humans
different from the rest of creation. Being made in the image of God
implies a relational existence to God, to each other and to creation.
Further, humankind should be a blessing to all creation and lead cre-
ation in praises to God. To be a steward and a blessing, the first step is
to become environmentally literate. Then we may wish to join and/
or work with environmental organizations.

Ethicist Dr. Michael Northcott follows with a chapter entitled “Ecol-
ogy and Christian Ethics.” Northcott begins with a personal testimony
of how consumer desires in affluent countries contribute to tropical
forest desecration in developing nations. The author then asks who is
to blame for today’s ecological crisis. Many reasons may be found,
and not only a simplistic reductionist approach that faults a religious
tradition (i.e., Western Christianity). Northcott critiques different
Christian approaches to the environment, including the limitations
of process theology and deep ecology. His own view is that “human-
ity is bequeathed the earth not as a possession but as a gift.” This gift
is part of a covenant with God that includes the bios and connects
human injustice with ecological disasters—circumstances as true to-
day as they were in the times of Israelite prophets of old. Northcott
goes further and develops the thesis that the Resurrection is the most
fundamental ecological concept. Here, God reconciles all of creation
to himself through redemption from sin. Northcott closes with sev-
eral elements that constitute “Christian environmental ethics.” The
first and most essential is a confession of our individual and collec-
tive despoliation of creation. As healing and redemption for individu-
als come through Christ Jesus, so, too, come healing and restoration
of the land.

Theologian Dr. Anne Clifford (“From Ecological Lament to a Sus-
tainable Oikos”) first relates God’s care for the environment through
Jeremiah’s lament for the land. God’s concern for the environment is
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as true today as it was in the past. If we desire an oikos (earthly home)
that will adequately support humankind, then Christians must advo-
cate for a sustainable environment. Out of the many challenges to a
healthy oikos, Clifford discusses two. The first is that when it comes
to the environment, Christianity is often seen as an anthropocentric
religion. Clifford dismisses this in a discourse that ranges from the
Creation stories in Genesis to Bacon and back to Genesis in the cov-
enant between God and Noah, his descendants and every living crea-
ture. Clifford’s second point is that redemption through Christ Jesus
does not exclude, but rather emphasizes, humankind’s obligations to
the land (bios). God’s redemption is cosmic and includes all of cre-
ation.

The editor, Don Brandt (“Stealing Creation’s Blessings”) echoes
several of the themes discussed by the other authors. Brandt empha-
sizes that the normative role of Christians is as Trinitarian environ-
mentalists. That role is played out in everyday life as God’s stewards
and caregivers of creation. While the ecological conscience of Chris-
tianity has often been marginalized within the church, it has always
existed. Today, the care of creation is recognized as a Christian re-
sponsibility by Roman Catholic, Orthodox and most evangelical and
conciliar Protestant churches (see Appendix).

1 In his chapter, Berry makes a point that all “people of the Book,” Christians, Jews,
and Muslims, should be included as prime environmental caretakers.

2 This widely used definition is from a report by the World Commission on Environ-
ment and Development, Our Common Future (New York: Oxford University Press,
1987). See the “Conclusions” section in Clifford’s chapter for comments on this defi-
nition.

3 The term “transformational development” is used in World Vision to indicate that
attitudes toward the Creator and creation usually need to change before sustainable
development is achieved.
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Environmental Concern Calls for
Repentance and Holiness

Peter Harris

Introduction

In coming to terms with the imperative for environmental stew-
ardship in recent decades, we must recognize that the church is rooted
in cultures that are enormously numerous and varied. Inevitably, in-
dividuals and religious communities around the world approach the
issue of caring for the environment in various ways. Christian think-
ers and leaders, including environmentalists and other profession-
als, have concerns that are extremely diverse. The issues that con-
front a park ranger in East Africa are a planet away from those that
confront a geneticist working in a lab in France. The concerns of a
pastor in Guinea Bissau, where deforestation and collapse of
biodiversity spell starvation and disease for parishioners, have little
in common with those of a minister in a wealthy suburb in the West-
ern world, where materialism has all but overwhelmed any desire for
sacrificial living.

Regardless of the specific situation, though, an authentic Chris-
tian response is always going to be formed by changing circumstances
in relationship to God. Consequently, some common themes may be
found. But before looking at the rich heritage of Christian belief and
practice that is now leading to a renewed concern for the creation in
many places, we must take an honest look at the context out of which
it is developing. In doing so I will only consider the context of the
Western world. This is partly because I know the Western world best,
and partly because it is Western culture—whether on home ground
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or in some exported form—that is driving much of the current envi-
ronmental degradation taking place worldwide.

If we must begin on a somber note, we do well to remember the
words of Rowland Moss, who as a human ecologist and a Christian
was one of the first in recent times to recall the church to its environ-
mental conscience:

Is the environmental challenge to . . . the church but a
part of the total moral challenge which is greater than
the sum of its individual components . . . Is the whole
situation much more serious than we think (not for sci-
entific or economic reasons, but for moral reasons) in
that we are already under God’s judgement?”1

Rowland Moss believed that our first response to the current envi-
ronmental crisis should be repentance. If we accept his moral argu-
ment, it then gives us a way forward to consider the often-overlooked
role of belief itself in the environmental debate. Then the remarkable
resources that belief in God brings us will help us as we reconsider
and renew our relationship to the world around us.

Sleeping with the enemy

Sadly, church history reveals time and again the uneasy compro-
mises Christians make with their times. Examples appear in a sober-
ing parade, from the superstitious practices of the twelfth century
church, to the defense of slavery and racism on the part of churches
in the eighteenth century, to the spiritual aberrations that condone
nationalism in recent history. Our times and cultures tend to cling to
us very closely. Christians know that it is only as the Holy Spirit re-
news our minds, as God reveals himself in Christ and in the Scrip-
tures, that we are delivered from being pressed into the distortions of
the cultures in which we live. Many contemporary Western societies
are determined to edit out from their experience of the world any rec-
ognition of God as Creator. Christians often find it difficult not to con-
tinue living and thinking as they did before they came to know Christ.
It can be very tempting to reach an accommodation with society so
that a Christian profession of faith is so weakened that it becomes
“practical atheism.” While calling themselves Christians, people may
live as if there were no God in terms of choices or preferences they
make and in the general manner in which they live their lives.
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On the other hand, Western societies share a powerful Christian
heritage. Christians have become accustomed to the idea that being
a good Christian is the same as being a good Dutch, French, Ameri-
can or British person. But Christian culture, if it ever truly existed in
the past, is far from a reality now. The time has long gone since Chris-
tian thinking exercised a wide influence on policy makers. Rather, in
seeking to reconcile social consensus with Christian beliefs, on many
issues the Christian is more akin to a person with a foot on two ice
floes that are drifting steadily apart. Although a choice must be made,
the idea of critical evaluation is unfamiliar to Western Christians. We
are unaccustomed to thinking that Christians cannot simply belong
to our culture and to our church by the same set of decisions. There is
a further challenge; namely, to take seriously the implications of what
we believe about God and the world around us, and to apply that to a
number of critical issues. In reality, it has never been possible to be
unthinking members of cultures that deny the lordship of Christ, even
in times of consensus between church and state. Today, more than
ever, nearly impassable chasms exist between the paths of journey-
ing with Christ and the roads of errant direction espoused by secular
societies.

Humanism

A prime example of Christian beliefs corrupted by cultural values
occurs in the arena of environmental issues and concerns. Worldwide,
we are faced with an unprecedented and extremely rapid loss of
biodiversity2 and the collapse of many ecosystems that have sustained
life on earth. Straightforward Christian convictions make it impos-
sible for the church simply to endorse the choices of a destructive
culture. But in understanding the roots of the problem we will need
to look deep into the soil of Western beliefs. As we become aware of
how those beliefs have taken shape in the development of industrial
and post-industrial societies, we have to recognize one of the more
disastrous accommodations of the Christian church. This is a well-
documented cohabitation with the individualistic humanism that
flourished in Europe and elsewhere in the Western world for the last
four or five centuries.

Where this cohabitation became established, individualism had
the effect of reducing Christian thinking to a merely personal agenda,
excluded from guiding social or environmental relationships. It led
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to a conception of the creation as merely the raw material for eco-
nomic growth. In so far as societies that set off down this road were
posited on Christian assumptions, we bear some responsibility for
the outcome. In hindsight we can see clearly that such a view of cre-
ation is far from being coherently Christian. A more biblical reading
of basic beliefs will help us to discover the road back to a lifestyle that
is more consistent with our core beliefs and that will lead inevitably
to a proper care of creation. Before we can go on to consider what
those beliefs are, and where the implications of them might lead us,
we need briefly to look at another authentically Christian conviction
that is at variance with Western secular assumptions about environ-
mental issues; namely, that belief itself is relevant.

The centrality of belief

For Christians and many others, belief itself is central to life. Belief
cannot be seen merely as an optional extra for those who like to con-
sider themselves religious. What we believe the world to be will pro-
foundly affect how we treat the cosmos and how we live in it. James
Houston, a former Oxford University geographer, now theology pro-
fessor, wrote:

The world we see is the mirror image of our hearts. We
perceive reality as we conceive it to be. If we have given
up the hope of finding meaning in our lives, then we see
the world as a desert place, a threatening wilderness. If,
however, we have hope in God the Creator of all things,
then we can, and shall, see it very differently.3

To adapt Houston’s words, if today we are making a desert of the
world we live in, it is because of the prevailing beliefs of our times.
Even if some value is given to the concept of biodiversity, the usual
argument for its preservation begins from our need as a human spe-
cies for access to the globe’s flora and fauna riches. The assumption is
that biodiversity must be maintained primarily for the well-being of
humans. In the disappearing flora of the rainforest, it is argued, may
lie many remedies for human diseases. In this anthropocentric
worldview, the significance of biodiversity is merely that of a belief—
and a remarkably inconsistent and untenable one at that. Yet it is un-
deniable that such human-centered thoughts are pivotal in how we
make our decisions.
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Even so, it is extremely rare for those most concerned about the
well-being of biodiversity in the major world institutions to give more
than token consideration to this “belief basis,” despite its fundamen-
tal role in determining how we treat the world around us. There are
some notable exceptions, but the debate tends to focus far more on
the “how” questions than the “why” questions, which are of equal
and prior importance. While obvious beliefs undergird all our choices,
in Western society at least, there is a constant and strenuous attempt
to edit out the discussion of belief from the business of government
and public life generally.

A starting point for belief

Part of the contemporary Christian re-appraisal of our environ-
mental responsibility stems from the widespread discovery that au-
thentic Christian belief—revealed in Scripture and known through
Christ the Creator—gives the most compelling basis for a way of life
that does justice to creation itself. Having acknowledged that this be-
lief has frequently been put aside in practice, and having argued for
the relevance of belief itself, we can now consider how a true rela-
tionship to the Creator should guide the Christian church in renew-
ing its relationship to creation.

A cr eated world

From beginning to end, the Bible affirms that God is the Creator.
This, and not the human condition, is the true starting point for both
understanding and caring for the world around us. We discover who
we are and what the world is in relationship to God, rather than the
other way around. Nevertheless, this understanding of God is at odds
with the conviction that achieving human happiness is at the heart of
the human enterprise, and thus of our environmental relationships.
Assertions that belief in the Creator is not primarily an affirmation
about humankind come as a big shock to most people, including the
majority of Christians.

We have to recognize that we are not saying, “I believe in God who
made me” but, as the Apostles’ Creed states, “I believe in God, maker
of heaven and earth.” We are put quite literally in our place if we be-
gin by recognizing who God is. Such recognition stands in direct con-
tradiction to our popular assumption that we are at the centre of all
things. We need to notice that it is not simply Christians who can be
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tempted into this humanist heresy. Even those in the secular world
who are moved to re-establish the importance of the non-human
environment can easily stray into overstating the final significance of
people either as managers or destroyers. In Christian thinking we
understand that we are, first, in relationship with God and then in
relationship with creation.

Relationship with God

This relationship with God and creation goes beyond a simple af-
firmation and begins to seem more important. In Christian thinking,
the God who made us has revealed himself to be personal. God is
calling us to relationship with himself and thereby to the renewal of
all our relationships. A simple glance at the Creation shows how in-
tensely relational the whole cosmos is. Ecology is the study of those
relationships in the widest sense. Not only we as humans but also
creation itself can have a relationship with our Creator, if all around
us is God’s handiwork. And by virtue of being part of that same cre-
ation, albeit with a unique capacity for knowing God, we are in an
inevitable relationship with creation. That relationship can be lived
out either faithfully, in the context of our relationship with God, or
abusively, without reference to him but merely according to our own
wishes and needs.

The pervasive contemporary idea is that most of life is “religiously
neutral,” even if it is admitted that there are some questions that may
be considered religious. In contrast, a biblical perspective is that “for
in him [Jesus] all things in heaven and on earth were created, things
visible and invisible” (Col. 1:16a, NRSV). Here is a theology that frames
everything we know in time and space as God’s artifacts, the work of
his hands. By contrast, Western society has offered the church a kind
of golden cage where it can be left in peace to pursue the “religious
life.” The church is permitted to comment quietly on such issues as
how to run religious services, or how to make new translations of the
Bible, or maybe on a few moral issues such as abortion. This narrow
path is often reckoned to be the proper sphere for believers, and it is
made clear in many ways that they must never venture into discus-
sions of economics, the environment, the arts or public health. In turn,
Christians have too often been happy enough to accept the reduced
space that is offered to them for the expression of their belief, and
consign the rest of life to unbelieving pseudo-neutrality.
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Instead, we need to take into our minds and hearts the conviction
that our relationship with God, whether lived as rebellion or belief, is
fundamental to the shape taken up by all that we see around us. Cre-
ation itself becomes more fully understood as we ourselves enter more
completely into a renewed relationship with God. Our reference points
and even our language begin to change. Thus we live in “creation,”
not “the environment” or “nature,” and we ourselves are in a different
relationship with those around us, sharing a common created human-
ity, and not an identity which is fractured by nationality or even by
creed.

The apostle Paul, whose thinking was profoundly shaped by his
understanding of God the Creator, viewed people as “God’s offspring.”
Paul happily quoted from a contemporary pagan poet: “‘In him we
live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets
have said, ‘For we too are his offspring’” (Acts 17:28 NRSV). Disintegra-
tion of relationships of all kinds is now deeply embedded in our West-
ern societies. It is clear in the destruction of community and personal
relationships at all levels. It also extends to the destruction of mean-
ingful relationships with anything we consume. Food appears we
know not from where, our machines are often produced in appalling
conditions in parts of the world we never see and the waste we pro-
duce is “spirited away”—but as Christian environmentalist Loren
Wilkinson asks, where in creation is “away”?

In contrast to this individualistic and isolated existence, Christians
affirm their belief in all kinds of interdependencies and relationships
simply by affirming their belief in the Creator. Of course, this insight
is entirely confirmed by the observations of any working ecologist or
biological scientist, as created reality itself bears witness to the char-
acter of its Creator.

One created reality, visible and invisible

Belief in God as Creator brings a further implication that we must
come to terms with; namely, that God made heaven and earth. For
the Christian there is one created reality, visible and invisible, and
any idea that only the material, or visible, is real is far from Christian
understanding. Equally unique to Christian thinking is an idea, often
part of popular Christian imagining, that somehow the word “spiri-
tual” refers to the non-material. Biblically, what is “spiritual” is sim-
ply whatever is the fruit or work of the Spirit of God—who as the Psalm-
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ist understood is the Creator of, among other things, the material: “O
Lord, how manifold are your works! . . . When you send forth your
Spirit, they are created” (Ps. 104:24, 30, nrsv).

If we believe that “spiritual” means non-material, then of course it
is reasonable to suppose that much of what we do, and all that exists
around us, is of supreme indifference to God. But if we believe as the
Bible insists—that matter itself is God’s handiwork and is created for
his glory and praise—then our relationship to it is firmly in the realm
of the spiritual. God is interested in how we make our money, what
we eat, what we watch on television and how we treat the environ-
ment. These are “spiritual” issues. They are spiritual not least because
as the Psalms also explain: “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in
it” (Ps. 24:1a, nl).

Wher e or what  is heaven?

There isn’t space to do more than briefly refer to one final but im-
portant point about heaven. One of the most significant changes to
take place in Christian thinking in recent years would seem to be a
rediscovery of the biblical understanding of eternity. The evidence in
Scripture is that creation itself is waiting, with us, for renewal, and for
redemption. In the words of John Stott,

It would not be wise to speculate how the biblical and
scientific accounts of reality correspond. The general
promise of the renovation and transformation of nature
is plain . . . God’s material creation will be redeemed and
glorified.4

Immediately this rescues creation from any suggestion of irrel-
evance and the church from the heresy that we sometimes hear ex-
pressed: “Ah well. It is all going to burn up in judgment, so why should
it matter what happens to it meanwhile?” It is a good thing that we
don’t treat our bodies, the part of the physical creation with which we
are most intimately concerned, in the same reckless fashion!

The gospel is for the whole earth

But if there is an environmental implication to be drawn from the
Christian understanding of heaven, there is a further important les-
son to draw from the Christian understanding of life on earth; namely,
that the Christian gospel is for the whole creation. Once again it is the
apostle Paul who makes this clear: “that the creation itself will be lib-
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erated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious free-
dom of the children of God.” (Rom. 8:21, niv). In A Rocha,5 we are
trying to put into practice that message of hope as a sign of the com-
ing kingdom—to make a difference to disappearing habitats and pol-
luted wasteland, as well as to the injustice suffered by the human com-
munities that depend upon them for their life. Notice how Paul in his
Acts 17 sermon insists that the fact that God is Creator automatically
means the gospel is relevant to all people as well. Paul’s words “we are
God’s offspring” (Acts 17:29, niv) confer absolute equality among all
people as we are created “in the image of God” (Gen. 1:27, niv).

This insistence on human community is a vital corrective for West-
ern societies that marginalize the elderly in their adoration of youth,
that are increasingly drawn to nationalism, and that are built on the
practice of racism in their overseas policies. As a European, I believe
it is the loss of our belief in God the Creator in post-Christian Europe
that is the root cause of a multitude of ills in our human relation-
ships. Ironically, an attempt to overcome the problem by an idealiza-
tion of the human, which in the media takes a highly selective and
unreal view of what the term means, only leads to further contempt
for real people. Once again, people find their dignity and meaning
only in relation to their loving Creator God, and not in competition
with the super-rich and super-beautiful.

What is our r esponse?

A response is required from us today, whoever we are and what-
ever we believe. If we don’t believe in the Creator then we must look
hard at the implications of the other bleak possibilities. Do we really
live consistently with the idea that we are merely an accident and the
product of unknown forces? Does environmental concern itself make
any sense if we are simply part of a blindly determined process and
an unseeingly competitive struggle for survival? But if we affirm that
we are living in a created world, are we ready to respond to its con-
stant prompting to reach out for the Creator? And if we actively ac-
knowledge this, are we also ready to treat the world around us as im-
portant to God, and not merely there to meet our needs?

So, if we are Christians, we face the big challenge of living in the
world as creation. We face the challenge of allowing Jesus Christ to
redeem all of our relationships, in all their brokenness and complex-
ity, so that we begin to acknowledge him as the Lord of Creation and
not merely a personal Savior in some reduced private space. Then we
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can recognize with Paul that, “In him we live and move and have our
being” (Acts 17:28a, nrsv). If we do not, we face the far more serious
challenge of establishing any coherent or widely compelling grounds
for environmental responsibility that can begin to reverse the almost
universally damaging trends that are now established on every conti-
nent.

1 Rowland Moss, The Earth in Our Hands (Leicester, UK: Intervarsity Press,1982).

2 The World Conservation Union (IUCN), The Red Data Book, 2001 (Cambridge, UK:
IUCN), 2001).

3 James Houston, I Believe in the Creator (Hong Kong: Regent Publishing, 2000).

4 John Stott, The Message of Romans (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity Press), 1994, 240.

5 “An international conservation organization working to show God’s love for all cre-
ation.”
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One Lord, One World:
The Evangelism of

Environmental Care
R. J. Berry

Introduction

It is trite to say, but the world is getting smaller—not in the sense
that bits are falling off nor that the earth is physically shrinking. It is
getting smaller because we are now only too aware that almost every-
thing on the globe is within touching distance—a mere day’s flight or
even a microsecond away by TV or e-mail. The finiteness (and fragil-
ity) of this planet became frighteningly obvious on September 11,
2001. How different this is to the world of our grandparents, who used
to plan for months if they intended to travel to what they called the
“uttermost parts of the earth,” while their grandparents ventured be-
yond “civilization” only at certain risk to life and limb. Three centu-
ries ago, the edges of world maps were decorated with monsters and
labeled “dragons be here.” The seventeenth century Europeans who
sought their “promised land” in North America were frightened by
the apparently never-ending forests. Frequently they commented in
letters and diaries about how wonderful it was to cut down trees so
that they could see the stars or, even better, a neighbour and know
that they were not completely alone.

Our theology has not kept step with these changes in our percep-
tion of the world. For ancient Israel, the sea represented fearsome
disorder, the heavens were a firm ceiling above the earth and it was
ridiculous to think of a moving planet. We now know differently. We
are not disturbed by the knowledge that the Earth moves around the
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Sun; we do not expect to “fall off” the world when we sail beyond the
horizon. But we still tend to read the Bible as “flat earthers,” looking
for scientific teaching about the physical world. We have not yet caught
up with Galileo who wrote nearly four centuries ago that “the Bible
teaches us how to go to heaven, not how the heavens go.”

The Bible cannot teach science, because God’s Word has to be un-
derstandable by men and women throughout time. If it were written
with the vocabulary and scientific jargon of a twenty-first century text-
book, the Bible would have been unintelligible to our forebears of only
a few generations ago. God has given us his Word in a non-scientific
form—not unscientific, implying subjectivity and error—in a language
that is eternally comprehensible. When the Psalmist wrote, “The world
is firmly established, it will not be moved” (Ps. 96:10, nasb), he was not
pronouncing on cosmology, but proclaiming the absolute control and
certainty of God’s rule, as the rest of the verse makes clear. When he
said “the sun . . . rises at one end of the heavens, and follows its course
to the other” (Ps.19:5,6, nl), he was not describing the size and limits of
heaven or insisting on a static earth, but putting into words an every-
day observation. God’s Word is flawless (Ps.18:30), eternal (Ps. 119:89 )
and truly “useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righ-
teousness” (2 Tim. 3:16, niv), but we have to come to it afresh in every
generation to seek its relevance and implications for us.

This brings us back to our shrinking world. If we look at our sur-
roundings in the same way as the original writers of the Scriptures or
even through the eyes of the great seventeenth century Reformers,
we are likely to be led badly astray. This becomes important in prac-
tice when we start using non-biblical but common modern words like
“environment.” Gro Harlem Brundtland, director of the World Health
Organization and a former prime minister of Norway wrote this in
her foreword to the United Nations Commission on Environment and
Development that she chaired:

The environment does not exist as a sphere separate from
human actions, ambitions and needs. Attempts to de-
fend it in isolation have given the word “environment” a
connotation of naivety in some political circles. The word
“development” has also been narrowed by some into a
very limited focus, along the lines of “what poor nations
should do to become richer,” and thus again is automati-
cally dismissed by many in the international arena as
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being a concern of specialists, of those involved in ques-
tions of “development assistance.” But the “environ-
ment” is where we all live; “development” is what we all
do in attempting to improve our lot within that abode.
The two are inseparable.1

What would the Puritans have made of this? Is it defensible in this
newly shrunken world for our leaders to abstain from properly caring
for our common environment lest they alienate their supporters? Can
we learn anything from the Bible about our proper attitudes to “the
environment” or “development”?

The Bible is relevant

The word used in Scripture for what we call “environment” or “na-
ture” is “creation”—what we know to be God’s work, not through rea-
son or science but through God’s revelation in the Bible: “In the be-
ginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1, nasb); “By
faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command”
(Heb. 11:3, nl).

Scripture tells us in many places and ways what our relationship
to creation is or should be. The very first command given to our origi-
nal parents is not about love or social organization or work or sexual
relationships: “Fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule [“have domin-
ion”] over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over
every living thing that moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:28, nasb). The com-
mands in the first few chapters of Genesis are sometimes called “cre-
ation ordinances.” They describe how God’s creatures should func-
tion, in the same way as an instruction manual shows how a piece of
machinery should be used so as to work efficiently and without dam-
age. And just as a manual usually has a list of warnings, so the Bible
sets out a series of laws to help us monitor and recognize our design
features. The creation ordinances are positive guidelines; they are
perhaps more familiar when expressed negatively in Exodus and
Leviticus as a series of prohibitions (“You shall not . . .”).

Dominion as car e

The command to humans to “fill the earth” repeats words ad-
dressed also to animals in Genesis 1:22; it is a general biological in-
struction and not one limited to humans.2 The instruction to “subdue
and have dominion” (the words are probably equivalents) has caused
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long-standing problems. University of Pennsylvania professor Ian
McHarg described it as

one text of compounded horror which will guarantee the
relationship of man to nature can only be destruction
which will atrophy any creative skill . . . [and] explain all
of the despoliation accomplished by western man . . .
The Genesis story in its insistence upon domination and
subjugation of nature encourages the most exploitative
and destructive instincts in man, rather than those that
are deferential and creative . . . God’s affirmation about
man’s domination was a declaration of war on nature.3

McHarg’s denunciation of human attitudes reflects a very com-
mon misunderstanding and shows why many environmentalists re-
gard Christians as at best unhelpful and more probably antagonistic
towards creation care. Yet McHarg and those who think like him have
misread the Bible. Culpably, Christians have failed in allowing this
misreading to go unchallenged. The difficulty is that the word trans-
lated “dominion” is one that describes kingly, authoritarian rule. How-
ever, we need to remember the Hebrew ideal of kingship. Although
most of the kings of Israel and Judah were despotic tyrants, God’s
model was that of a servant-king typified by David or Solomon or our
Lord himself. Our dominion is properly—and scripturally—exercised
as a caring support for creation, not as an unfettered right to plunder
(Ps. 72).

This interpretation is underlined when we follow the invariant rule
of Bible understanding and take into account the context of the com-
mand to “have dominion.” In the same verse (Gen.1:26) that we are
given dominion, we are told God made people “in his image.” Our
views about evolution and human origins are irrelevant. The Bible is
explicit in explaining that “image” is the element that distinguishes
us from every other animal. We share many traits with other animals,
including having more that 98 percent of the same genes as chim-
panzees. What makes us human is not genetic or anatomical; we are
human because of God’s image in us. Theologians have filled volumes
inquiring about what is meant by “God’s image,” but there is general
agreement that it implies relationship with God, with each other and,
less obviously, with God’s work in creation. Furthermore, “God’s im-
age” implies reliability and hence responsibility. The God of the Bible
is utterly trustworthy. He has shown his steadfastness to people
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throughout history despite their (which includes our) faithlessness.
It follows that God expects us to be faithful—to him and to the tasks
he has given us.

Genesis 1 tells us that God created the world and everything in it,
and that he has committed it to us to look after for him. Genesis 2
describes Adam as a gardener, appointed to tend and care for the place
where he has been put. The Bible is unequivocal in stating that the
world belongs to God (Ps. 24:1) but that he has delegated its care and
protection to us (Ps.115:16). We have no license to plunder creation,
but we have a charge to care for the cosmos that God loves (John 3:16)
and that Christ has redeemed (Col.1:20). We are not asked to look af-
ter a world that is only a “thing”; we are required to be God’s agents in
managing a world that he created, redeemed and sustains.

Biblical misunderst andings

This biblical responsibility is commonly misunderstood and ig-
nored. Christians are blamed for “de-sanctifying” nature, degrading
an allegedly sacred earth into mere matter. During the 1960s in par-
ticular, many people turned to the pantheism and mysticism of East-
ern religions in the belief that they somehow offered salvation for the
environment. This proved vain. Jacques Delors, a former president of
the European Commission commented:

The Oriental religions have failed to prevent to any
marked degree the appropriation of the natural environ-
ment by technical means . . . Despite different traditions,
the right to use or exploit nature seems to have found in
industrialised countries the same favour, the same free-
dom to develop, the same economic justification.”4

Japan and the former Eastern Bloc countries are among the most
polluted in the world, although they owe comparatively little to Chris-
tianity.

Another attempt to find a truly “green religion” has been through
the New Age, a seductive but amorphous creed marked by the world
moving from astrological rule by Pisces (the symbol of Christianity)
to the barrier-less Aquarius (the water carrier). The New Age blends
all things together so that we are merged into a massive cosmic unity,
with no distinction between spirit and body, or between god(s) and
humanity. New Age adherents often claim credibility for their beliefs
through Jim Lovelock’s Gaia Hypothesis that postulates complex feed-
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back between life and atmosphere—that the cosmos functions as a
vast single organism (called gaia after the Greek earth goddess). As
science, this hypothesis has been valuable in stimulating research,
but we must be very wary of extrapolating beliefs (or even facts) about
the material world into the metaphysical realm. The assumption that
the earth and life form a single unit is more mythical than realistic. It
should not be used to support religious beliefs.

God and the environment

We can state the biblical basis for creation care in four proposi-
tions:

1. God works in the world. The best way to understand the con-
nection between divine and natural causes is “complementarity.” For
example, a painting can be described “scientifically” in terms of the
nature and distribution of chemicals on a two-dimensional surface,
but it can also be described in terms of the plan and intention of the
artist. We can have two (or more) descriptions of the same object that
do not overlap or contradict in any way; we call them complemen-
tary. In the same way, God can be understood by faith (Heb. 11:3) as
working in the world without conflicting or diminishing any scien-
tific (or rational) knowledge we may have of the same event.

2. God is separate from creation. The world is not an extension or
emanation from God. Although it is not explicitly stated in Scripture,
from early Christian times it has been believed that God created “from
nothing.” If God had used existing material, this would mean that he
was dependent on something outside himself, and hence would not
be “before all things.” As humans, we are a part of nature but we are
unique in being made in God’s image and responsible to him.

3. Christ has redeemed all things by his death on the cross (Col.
1:20). Christians often base their teaching about creation care solely
on God’s creating work as described in the early chapters of Genesis.
This is wrong; it ignores other significant passages in the Bible. The
Christian faith is Trinitarian, not Unitarian. As the Father creates, so
the Spirit upholds that which Christ has redeemed.

4. Our response is (or should be) stewardship, and stewardship
means active management—not merely conscientious preservation,
however devoted. The man who concentrated on guarding his talent
so as to hand it safely and unchanged back to his master was the man
who was roundly condemned as a “useless servant” (Matt. 25:30, nl).



23One Lord, One World: The Evangelism of Environmental Care

The relationships made possible by God’s image in us involve con-
tinuing and diligent care. We have an ongoing task. The statement in
Genesis 2:2,3 that God had “finished” his work refers to a pattern of
rest for the seventh day in every week, not to a situation where he
ended his work once and forever. After all, the Creator we worship
never rests (Ps.121:4, John 5:17).

Stewardship is only part of our proper response to God. We may
be good or bad stewards. We may get occasional twinges of conscience
about how faithful or efficient we are in our obedience. But underly-
ing any work we do in this life should be the recognition that we are
mere strangers and pilgrims; that we are living in a world that be-
longs to God. When we change the landscape, use “resources” (such
as farm products or fossil fuel) or even merely travel along a highway,
we are in territory that is not our own. Our God is a jealous God. We
cannot escape his anger if we ignore or spurn him. Bad behavior is
one thing; disregarding God is much more blameworthy in his sight.
The Ten Commandments begin, “I am the Lord your God . . . You shall
have no other gods before [or as rivals to] me” (Exod. 20:2,3, nrsv).
The Old Testament focuses on a God who is all-knowing, and abso-
lutely holy. Our ultimate offense is to reject the Creator and sustainer
of this world.

The Fall

What about the Fall? Although we were given a charge at the be-
ginning to be stewards, we now live in a fallen world. What does that
mean? The man (Adam) was told in Genesis 3:17 that because of his
disobedience the earth would be cursed. In other words, there would
be a significant change in creation from the state when God saw all
that he had made and declared that it was “good . . . very good.”

We need to be clear that when God called his work “good,” he
was speaking from his viewpoint, not ours. Too often, we project
our own ideas into imagining life in the Garden of Eden. In particu-
lar, we have to recognize that there was certainly death in the world
from the earliest days of biological life, not least because God ex-
plicitly gave plants to animals for food (before the Fall), and plant
death is as much death as is animal death. Indeed, there were many,
many generations of animal death before humans came on the
scene. We are wrong to assume that there was no biological death
or disease before the Fall. We must be very wary about adding our
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personal suppositions to Scripture.
The “death” that entered the world with Adam (Rom. 5:12, 1 Cor.

15:21) was primarily separation from God, the life-giver and source
of that which makes us truly human. Our first parents “died” the day
they sinned. They were banished from God’s presence (i.e., evicted
from Eden), but they survived for years and had all their children out-
side Eden. We were dead. It is only through Christ’s redeeming death
that we are raised to life, “born anew” by being reunited with God
(Eph. 2:1, 5).

The key to understanding the Fall is in the New Testament. Inter-
estingly, neither the rabbinical nor the Jewish apocalyptic tradition
has any concern about a fall into sin. Judaism emphasizes individual
responsibility for our failings, not some intrinsic curse upon creation.
The Fall is a Christian doctrine and this makes it particularly impor-
tant to interpret the New Testament references carefully.

The most important passage for understanding the Fall is Romans
8:19–22 (reb), where we are told that the created universe

was made [became] subject to frustration . . . yet with
the hope that the universe itself is to be freed from the
shackles of mortality . . . Up to the present, the whole
created universe in all its parts groans as if in the pangs
of childbirth.

This is a difficult passage, and most commentaries offer little help.
One theologian who comes to grips with it is Charles Cranfield in a
magnificent reductio ad absurdum argument. He asks:

What sense can there be in saying that the sub-human
creation—the Jungfrau, for example, or the Matterhorn
or the planet Venus—suffers frustration by being pre-
vented from properly fulfilling the purpose of existence?
The answer must surely be that the whole magnificent
theatre of the universe, together with all its splendid
properties, and all the varied chorus of sub-human life
created for God’s glory is cheated of its fulfilment so long
as man, the chief actor in the great drama of God’s praise,
fails to contribute his rational part. The Jungfrau and the
Matterhorn and the planet Venus and all living things
too, man alone excepted, do indeed glorify God in their
own ways, but since their praise is destined to be not a
collection of individual offerings but part of a magnifi-
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cent whole, the united praise of the whole creation, they
are prevented from being fully that for which they were
created to be, so long as man’s part is missing, just as all
the other players in a concerto would be frustrated of
their purpose if the soloist were to fail to play his part.5

Other expositors have made the same point. For example, Derek
Kidner describes the cacophony produced by the Fall. Commenting
on Genesis 3, he writes:

Leaderless, the choir of creation can only grind in dis-
cord. It seems from Romans 8:19–23 and from what is
known of the pre-human world, that there was a state of
travail in nature from the first, which man was empow-
ered to “subdue,” until he relapsed into disorder him-
self.6

God made and appointed us to be stewards, managers, agents and
caretakers. By our disobedience, we have not only removed ourselves
from fellowship with and support by our Creator, but also condemned
all the rest of creation into a state of disorder and consequent inabil-
ity to fulfill its role (Ps. 19, Ps. 148). The French theologian Henri
Blocher argues that

if man obeys God, he would be the means of blessing
the earth, but in his insatiable greed . . . and in his short-
sighted selfishness, he pollutes and destroys it. He turns
a garden into a desert (cf. Rev. 11:18 7). That is the main
thrust of the curse of Genesis 3.8

From beginning to end, the Bible speaks of our links with nature.
Sometimes we are given direct commands, as when we are told to
“have dominion.” On other occasions, the instructions are implicit:
the perils of a journey, the care needed for a farm or a flock of ani-
mals, our relationships to wild animals or fierce weather. The Bible
repeatedly connects human behavior with responsibility to the envi-
ronment. Sin led to the Flood and also to drought (Lev. 26, Deut. 28);
the food laws regulate hunting; a very positive attitude towards na-
ture is set out in Job, Proverbs and the Song of Songs; and so on.
Throughout, we are described as interacting with creation, a part of it
as well as apart from it. But also throughout is a parallel theme: that
this is God’s world; that he made a covenant with us that he will not
break; and that both creation and we as people were reconciled to
God by Christ’s death on the cross.
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God’s message comes to us in various guises. It is sometimes de-
scribed as being in two books, one of words and the other of works.
God is faithful, despite our rebellion and faithlessness, and calls us to
be obedient and to respond to him. Only then will we enter into the
inheritance prepared for us. Only then will the universe no longer
groan in frustration.

God’s unfailing providence

So far, so good (or bad). We live in a disordered world, longing and
praying for the time when we will join with all creation in the “glori-
ous liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21, nkjv). But we can be-
come too depressed. Environmentalists delight in telling us that the
worst pest and greatest polluter is humankind. A common cry is for
us to escape from the urban squalor into the unsullied wilderness
and so find God in the world as God made it. Is this right? Are the
effects of the Fall only obvious where humans have fouled their nests
and their surroundings?

The answer to these questions is an emphatic “no.” We are stew-
ards appointed to weed and prune God’s garden. The situation be-
comes even clearer when we consider the boundary where science
and religion meet. The medieval worldview was built on Greek ideas
of a perfect and unchanging order in nature. The natural world as a
whole was often compared to an organism—a macrocosm under
stress and with inter-connections and disorders just like any individual
animal. Paul uses this analogy when he compares the church to a liv-
ing body (e.g., 1 Cor. 12:12–27). Now one of the characteristics of a
living body is that it has considerable powers of self-regulation. A fe-
ver subsides; a wound heals; tiredness is overcome. If that is so for an
individual, is it true also of nature?

In fact, it is not. It is inaccurate to speak of “balance” or “equilib-
rium” in nature, although it is easy to be misled. If we burn a forest, in
time it will regenerate. If we abandon a cultivated area, it will revert to
a wild state. But the error of assuming some sort of natural equilib-
rium persists, helped by some environmental philosophers who are
fond of envisaging the world as akin to a body, frequently using the
Gaia Hypothesis as scientific support for their ideas. This confusion
is increased by a hangover from early twentieth century ecologists
who overemphasized the connectedness of living systems, particu-
larly by assuming that different habitats would progress inevitably to
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a stable “climax” characteristic of a particular area (such as temper-
ate woodland, sheltered rocky shores and high altitude meadows).
Not surprisingly, politicians picked up the notion of “balance” in na-
ture as part of their rhetoric, with the resulting assumption that any-
thing upsetting the balance is demonized. While it is obviously true
that ecological communities often change (or “mature”) with time, it
is false to think of the whole of nature as an independent and harmo-
nious “web.”9 A disturbed area is likely to be re-colonized from its near
surroundings and hence will appear to “recover,” but we must be clear
that this is very different from an automatic readjustment to a pre-
existing ideal.

Seen from the viewpoint of an individual, the world is so big that it
seems impossible that we can change it in any way, for good or ill.
This is a dangerous error. Our world is not a living body with an abil-
ity to recover from assaults in the way we do, but a massive edifice
with inertia to change because of its size and with no automatic
mechanism for recovery from damage. We are its divinely appointed
guardians. If we find that we are harming our environment, we have
to examine whether our behavior is so serious that it is affecting our
own survival and quality of life, never mind that of our children and
grandchildren. If we are Christians, we also have to ask ourselves a
more searching question: “Can our actions be regarded as ‘tending
the garden’ that God has entrusted to us?” Are we ignoring the Master
Gardener, which is a sin just as much as greed or adultery? If we are
“people of the Book” (Jews, Christians or Muslims) we should be lead-
ing in creation care. Christians ought to be in the forefront here, be-
cause we can testify that the God who creates and sustains has also
redeemed. We have good news: creation care is an evangelistic op-
portunity as well as a religious duty.

One Lord, one world

The biblical doctrine of the environment is clear: this world is
God’s, entrusted to us. He will hold us accountable for our steward-
ship. We should be in the vanguard of the environmental movement.
Instead, most Christians treat the world as merely the stage for God’s
saving work and our daily life. We regard Christian environmentalists
with amusement or even contempt as misguided enthusiasts diverted
from their main task of preaching the gospel with love and urgency.
How tragic this is! How unscriptural!
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Environmental concerns have surfaced time after time in history.
One of the main causes of the fall of the Babylonian Empire was the
collapse of its agricultural system through over-irrigation. The Medi-
terranean area was once a major cereal growing area, but is now se-
verely degraded. China, Japan and much of temperate Europe are
largely deforested. Famines have recurred—and still occur—through-
out the centuries. Time after time we have contributed to our own
problems. The early Polynesian population of New Zealand cleared
so much forest that the large flightless moas10 that were a key item in
their diet were virtually extinct within a few centuries. Land misuse
and conflict almost led to the extinction of the Easter Islanders. The
Dust Bowl of south-central U.S. arose from over-intensive cultivation
in an area where rainfall is low and the soil fragile. The list is long.

Those affected by problems in their environment naturally take
action. At first, problems are local: drought, pollution, over-grazing.
For centuries, the solution was to move on, as evidenced in slash and
burn agriculture, Viking colonization and European expansion into
the Americas and then Australasia. But we are now running out of
world. There are ever fewer places to find sanctuary. Human move-
ments have turned into refugee problems. Economic opportunism is
increasingly giving way to environmental desperation.

For our part, we have neglected our calling. “Environmentalism”
is now driven by secular concerns. As citizens, we may see these con-
cerns as important, expressing our worries about deforestation, ozone
depletion, changing climatic patterns, and the rest. But we do not treat
them as Christian issues. They score poorly on our list of spiritual pri-
orities. I hope it is now clear that such an attitude is non-biblical; that
God has laid on us environmental responsibilities as well as privi-
leges, and to shirk these responsibilities is morally wrong or, in Bible
language, sinful.

However, it is unhelpful merely to look back. I believe there is, or
should be, considerable convergence between Christian and secular
ways as far as our environment is concerned. We should ponder seri-
ously whether we ought not to make common cause with our envi-
ronmentalist brethren, and perhaps even take the lead in helping them
in the moral challenges that the world has to face.

There is a choice before us. It is an old, old choice: God’s way or
our way. God’s way is creation care, responding to both his Book of
Works and to his Book of Words. Do we have enough courage and
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confidence to say “yes” to him in every part of our life? Or are we go-
ing to be selective in our responses, saying “yes” in personal and so-
cial matters but closing our eyes to the world around us—God’s world?

On Christmas Eve, 1968, the Apollo astronauts in orbit around the
moon read to the listening world below them the first ten verses of
the Book of Genesis. Frank Borman then prayed:

Give us, O God, the vision which can see thy love in the
world in spite of human failure. Give us the faith to trust
thy goodness in spite of our ignorance and weakness.

Give us the knowledge that we may continue to pray with
understanding hearts.

And show us what each one of us can do to set forward
the coming of the day of universal peace.11

As we face the future on this battered planet, we can do much worse
than to make this our own prayer.

1 World Commission on Environment and Development chaired by Gro Harlem
Brundtland, Our Common Future (NY: Oxford University Press, 1987), p xi.

2 As far as humans are concerned, this instruction may be regarded as having been
terminated by the New Covenant. God’s original care and nurture were concentrated
on his chosen people from Abraham on. However, the Old Testament genetic line
has been superseded by a spiritual line. The command to “fill the earth” with our
own descendants has become an evangelistic charge for spiritual increase through
“making disciples of all nations.”

3 Ian L. McHarg, Design with Nature (New York: Wiley, 1969), 197.

4 Jacque Delors, “Opening Address,” in Environmental Ethics, eds. Philippe Bordeaux,
P.M. Fasella, and A. Teller, (Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the Euro-
pean Communities, 1990), 22.

5 C.E.B. Cranfield, “Some Observations on Romans 8:19-21,” in Reconciliation and
Hope: New Testament Essays on Atonement and Eschatology Presented to L.L. Morris
on His 60th Birthday (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974), 227.

6 D. Kidner, Genesis (London: Tyndale, 1967), 73.

7 This verse tells of judgment: “Your [God’s] wrath has come, and the time for . . . de-
stroying those who destroy the earth” (NRSV).

8 Henri Blocher, In the Beginning (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity Press, 1984), 184.

9 An excellent debunking of this idea is given by University of California Professor Daniel
Botkin in Discordant Harmonies (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990).

10 Especially Dinornis giganteus , which stood over two meters high at the shoulder.

11 Borman’s prayer may be found on the Web at http://www.friends-partners.ru/part-
ners/mwade/flights/apollo8.htm
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Ecology and Christian Ethics
Michael S. Northcott

Opening scenario

In a remote forest in the hills on the border between the State of
Sarawak, East Malaysia and Kalimantan Indonesia, in what used to
be called North Borneo, a Malaysian Chinese logging company ex-
tracts lumber from a forest that has been standing there for many
tens of thousands of years. The company has a concession from the
state government, for which they have paid handsomely, and their
job is to cut down the largest trees, drag them to the river and float
them to the saw mills, plywood plants and docks in Sibu. Some logs
will be placed whole onto barges and shipped further east to Japan
where they might end up as disposable chopsticks or as disposable
casings for concrete moldings in construction work.

The process of timber extraction is instructive. The machinery is
shipped in by river and a path is cleared in the thick forest for men
and machines to reach the largest trees, which is their objective. Two
men operate a huge mechanical saw and cut through the hard and
heavy wood of a majestic tree that is typically 200 feet high and 25
feet around. As the tree falls, it takes with it smaller and thinner trees
and a mass of epiphytes (creepers, ferns, orchids and other plants
that have been growing on it). It also takes with it thousands of in-
sects that have inhabited it from its root system—including large
above-ground buttresses spread over the thin soil of the forest floor—
to its leafy canopy more than 150 feet in the air, where birds will have
fed on the abundant insect life.

Once the tree hits the ground, men remove the branches and creep-
ers from the trunk, attach ropes and cables around its great length,
and drag it down to the river. To create a path for the trees the loggers
cut a large number of smaller trees and lay them side-by-side to act
as a road. This timber road is then lubricated with diesel oil to make it
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easier to drag the tree to the river. In the water, it is lashed into a raft
with other logs to be floated off to a mill or dockside.

After only a small number of trees have been extracted by this
method, a mature stand of ancient forest is reduced to an appalling
state from which it may never fully recover. This is because tropical
forests are highly complex ecosystems, with the earth’s greatest vari-
ety of plants and animals per square mile. Indiscriminate logging not
only decimates tree populations, but it can profoundly disturb a whole
host of species that live in a symbiotic relationship with the extracted
trees and each other.

In the building where I am writing this paper, a new carpet was
laid a few years ago by outside contractors. To provide a smooth base
and so extend the life of the carpet, fitters installed a new sub floor of
plywood. As they delivered the timber, I noticed that the wood had
been made in Indonesia. Under the floor of this fine Victorian build-
ing lies some of the timber extracted from the forests of Borneo,
steamed into a wood-and-glue sandwich—all to extend the life of a
polypropylene carpet.

The ecological crisis is a global as well as a local phenomenon in
which we are all caught up. Our hands may not be on the chain saws.
Our eyes may not watch the dials that monitor the toxic outputs of
large chemical plants. We may not be directly responsible for deci-
sions to locate toxic waste dumps and incinerators in poor neighbor-
hoods. Yet our homes, offices and cars are made as products of mod-
ern industry. For more than two hundred years, manufacturing has
transformed the astonishing and myriad diversity of the living spe-
cies of the planet—together with the oils and minerals their forebears
laid down under the surface of the earth—into organically dead con-
sumer artifacts.

As a consequence of the scale and reach of industrialism, tribal,
cultural and language groups, as well as non-human species, are dis-
appearing at rates unprecedented in planetary history. Indigenous
tribal groups suffer tragically from the destruction of the forests and
rivers in which they have foraged for tens of thousands of years. They
may end up in rural or urban slums, not comprehending the forces
that shifted them. Many others succumb to the diseases that loggers,
miners and farmers introduce to their remote regions, against which
they have no resistance. Displaced mammals die in large numbers
when they are hunted to extinction, burned alive in forest fires or
starved when their foraging land disappears.
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Is religion to blame?

The Jewish and Christian religions are often blamed for the global
ecological crisis because of their shared inheritance of the concept of
“dominion” as introduced in the account of the Garden of Eden and
because of a doctrine of creation which represents God and creation
as separate spheres of being. However, the causation of the ecologi-
cal crisis is in reality deep and multi-factorial and cannot be reduced
to the influence of one doctrine or concept or religious tradition. En-
vironmental historians point to the rise of modern science and tech-
nology, to the growth of industrial methods of production, and to a
global market in natural resources and manufactures as key causative
elements in the crisis. Other roots of the crisis that historians and
environmentalists discern include

2 patterns of gender oppression and domination that im-
pacted humanity’s relation with other species in classical
as well as Christian thought;

2 Renaissance affirmations of “man” as the measure of all
things and a consequent loss of respect for God as Creator
and for the created order as providentially ordered by God;

2 the rise of Western individualism and materialism with its
growing focus on material achievement in this life as the
locus of all human goods and purposes, rather than as
preparation for the life to come.1

Ecological and environmental responses to the crisis have been
as varied as its root causes. One of the principal strands of ecological
thinking, deep ecology, involves an attempt to recover a more holistic
concept of life on earth, in which human life and society are recon-
nected with the biophysical character and limits of ecological systems.
The moral imperative in this view is for human activities to be de-
signed, but also restrained, so as to preserve the health and diversity
of these systems.2 In economic thought, for example, this approach
involves the proposition that the human economy is a sub-system of
the physical economy of the eco-sphere. Physical limits to economic
growth and to the quantity of money in circulation are seen to arise
from the limited quantity of natural resources on the planet, and the
limited capacities of the atmosphere, oceans and land areas to ab-
sorb the waste products of industrial production and economic
growth.3  This approach presupposes that the earth and its living sys-
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tems are sources of intrinsic value and that actions to conserve the
life communities of the planet are therefore a prime ethical impera-
tive for humans.4 Ecological holism in its deepest forms involves a
project to re-sacralize5 the life of the earth, to discern spiritual forces
within its living systems or even to conceive of the earth as a goddess,
sometimes called gaia, after the Greek earth goddess.

An alternative approach involves the reform, rather than the over-
throw, of the dominant utilitarian and human-centered frame of con-
temporary ethical discourses. Advocates of this approach argue that
although moral value is located in human propensities and goods,
such as the human capacity for happiness, these goods should be
pursued in such a way as to minimize harmful consequences for other
species and ecosystems. This is so that future generations may con-
tinue to enjoy the fruits of the earth as we, or at least as the inhabit-
ants of the more affluent countries of the world, currently do.6 De-
vices for achieving such ends include new forms of environmental
accounting whereby the full ecological costs of the production of par-
ticular goods and services are accounted for in price regulation and
taxation systems.

Christian environmental theology

Environmental theologians also adopt a range of approaches to
the ecological crisis. Many theologians acknowledge that although
Christianity may not be to blame for the crisis, features in the history
of Christian theology, and in particular doctrines of creation and re-
demption, may play an important part. Biblical writers and early
Christian theologians such as Irenaeus placed a particular emphasis
on the integral relationship between God’s purposes for creation and
for humanity, and regard the redemption wrought by God in Christ
as of significance for the whole created order, and not just for hu-
mans. Theologians since Augustine, however, have come to place a
much greater emphasis on human uniqueness, and to focus the doc-
trine of redemption on the human condition, and especially on the
salvation of the human soul. This more disembodied and anthropo-
centric concept of salvation has led to salvation schema that exclude
animals and the non-human creation from the eschatological vision
of redemption and focus narrowly on the spiritual, and rational, na-
ture of humans as the principal object of divine concern within cre-
ation.
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The recognition of the anthropocentric turn in the Western Chris-
tian tradition, particularly as it began to absorb key elements of Greek
and Roman philosophy and culture from the fourth century, has led
some theologians to a wholesale rejection of traditional Christian
metaphysics and creation theologies. Many North American eco-theo-
logians have adopted the metaphysics of Alfred North Whitehead’s
“process” philosophy. They argue that evolutionary and ecological
insights require us to re-conceive nature, humanity and God as en-
meshed in a set of creative life processes whose outcome is indeter-
minate or not predictable. The goals of life emerge within the process
of life itself and the purposes of God for humans and the biosphere
are caught up in these uncertain outcomes.

This theological position involves a kind of pantheist, or
panentheist, stance in which God is said to be hidden within the “pro-
cesses” of the history of being.7 According to its advocates, this ap-
proach invites Christians to re-sacralize the world and all of its spe-
cies as the “body of God” and hence, it is argued, to treat the natural
order with new respect.8 As with the holistic stance of deep ecolo-
gists, process metaphysics is said to involve a new radical ethical valu-
ation of the intrinsic worth of all living systems and their individual
inhabitants. It is connected by some writers with a radical theological
biocentrism in which every living thing is said to have as much value
to the God who is hidden in the processes of life as every other.9 In-
stead of human dominion, this approach commends a planetary
egalitarianism in which human comfort, even human survival, must
be set in an ethical balance with the needs, and goals, of all other liv-
ing things.

Critics of deep ecology, and of process-oriented eco-theology, point
out that the ethical outcomes of these approaches are by no means
unambiguous. Positions that merge human and non-human identi-
ties (and for some divinity as well) require the adoption of monistic
ontology, making it hard to distinguish the respective goods of differ-
ent kinds of being and groups of species. This kind of merging of iden-
tities removes the ground for recognition of the Other as that which is
not Self, and hence as deserving of recognition and respect indepen-
dently of the desires and interests of the Self. In a monist perspective,
a particular act may have ecologically destructive consequences. But
provided the act may be said to enhance the life quality of those who
engage in it, it may be said to be ethically justified since these per-
sons may be said to be “one” with that which they are destroying. They
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will thus further the fulfillment of the totality of being by their ac-
tions.10 Monistic approaches provide weak grounds for discerning be-
tween good and evil actions, and for resisting evil. Evil outcomes are
presented by process theologians as simply the other path that life
takes at different points in the process. The idea of the ordering of
creation towards the good purposes of a good God, or the possibility
and legitimacy of resistance to evil through participation in such a
God, is alien to this perspective.

More orthodox environmental theologians have sought to revisit
the Jewish and Christian traditions. They’ve suggested that within
these traditions lie important resources for an ecological worldview
and a Christian environmental ethic, which, though neglected in re-
cent centuries, can be restored.

The central idea in this restoration is the doctrine of creation, and
in particular the concept of the biophysical world as the creation of a
good God. According to the Creation narratives in Genesis, humanity
is bequeathed the earth not as a possession but as a gift. The word
“dominion” implies not ownership but trusteeship or stewardship. Just
as the Israelites were not owners of the land of Israel, but received it
as a gift from God, so Adam and Eve, the archetypal ancestors of Is-
rael, are conceived as tenders of the garden of the world, not its abso-
lute possessors. Therefore, when they ignore the maker’s instructions,
they are removed from the Garden. They were there on trust. The clear
implication is that humans are given the earth on trust, to steward it
on behalf of its Creator and Lord. The Israelite theology of land re-
flects this view. The land of Israel, “flowing with milk and honey,” was
given by the Lord to Israel as a part of their redemption from slavery.
The Israelites were to tend it so as to preserve its fertility. They were
not to use their access to land in such a way as to oppress the land-
less, or exclude wild animals from it, nor were they to till the soil over-
harshly.

Covenant and the environment

The concept of land as gift, and of its original and continuing di-
vine ownership, is connected with the covenant between Yahweh and
the people of God. Robert Murray points out that the word “covenant”
is used by Jeremiah to speak of God’s original ordering of the space
and time of Creation and of God’s blessing of the line of David (that
ruled Israel), and the tribe of Levites, (who ordered the worship of
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Israel) (Jer. 33:20–2611). The covenant between God and the people of
God is in effect a cosmic covenant that has significance both for the
ordering of relations between God and God’s people, for their own
society and for their relationship with the rest of creation. The cov-
enant community embraces humans, non-humans and the land it-
self. And so the first duty enshrined in the covenant—to worship the
Lord—is a duty that is shared by both humans and non-humans, and
even the land and the sea and the elements. As the Psalmist says:
“Praise the Lord from the earth, you sea monsters and all deeps, fire
and hail, snow and frost, stormy wind fulfilling his command!”
(Ps.148:7–8, nrsv).

This cosmic concept of covenant involves the idea of a deep
relationality that is set into created order between the cosmos and
human vocations of worship, food production and other forms of so-
cial organization and exchange. This is reflected particularly in the
kingly Psalms, such as Psalm 72 (vv. 1–6) where an explicit relation-
ship is described between the justice and righteousness of the soci-
ety over which the king presides, the ordering of day and night in the
cosmos, and the fertility of the land. Where God is acknowledged as
Lord and where the people participate in worship and model their
lives after God’s righteousness, the land will prosper and its fruitful-
ness will be maintained. Where people neglect the terms of the cov-
enant, worship that which is not the just and holy God, and allow
some to grow wealthy and acquire great parcels of land while others
languish in poverty, the land itself will turn to desert and its non-hu-
man inhabitants will also suffer. As Isaiah puts it:

The world languishes and withers; the heavens languish
together with the earth. The earth lies polluted under its
inhabitants; for they have transgressed laws, violated the
statutes, broken the everlasting covenant. Therefore a
curse devours the earth, and its inhabitants suffer for
their guilt. (Isa. 24:4–6, nrsv)

This is a powerful ecological insight,for it connects human injus-
tice with ecological destruction, and there is much evidence in the
history of the environmental crisis that accords with this connection.
After the Clearances in Scotland, much of the land that had formerly
been forest, market garden and land for animal husbandry was turned
over to sheep and deer herds. This was in order to support the in-
comes and sports of the Lairds who began to aspire to the wealthier
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lifestyle of their English baronial partners after the Act of Union. To-
day, much of the land of the Highlands is degraded. It supports very
few species and suffers from serious water and wind erosion. Over-
grazing by sheep and deer reduced the natural forest cover and the
land could no longer, in its current condition, support the many thou-
sands of tiny rural communities that once lived off it. Similar ecologi-
cally destructive practices have cleared tribal peoples from tropical
rainforests where, before being supplanted by loggers and cattle
ranchers, they had derived a good and dignified life for many thou-
sands of years. The neglect of natural justice by governments and cor-
porations that trample on the land claims of indigenous peoples leads
both to human and ecological disaster.

The idea that there is a deep relationality of God, humans and the
earth within created order is given a much deeper significance when
read in the light of the events of Christ’s life, death and resurrection.
In the Gospel of Luke, the first words of Christ’s public ministry an-
nounce “the year of the Lord’s favor” (Luke 4:19). They refer to the
Jubilee year, when lands were given back to families that had lost them
through debt, and the original equitable distribution of the land to
the families of the tribes of Israel was restored. In the nature miracles,
Christ is recognized by earth and sky as the Lord of the cosmos. The
wild animals are said to have ministered to him in his 40-day sojourn
in the wilderness. During the crucifixion of Christ the sky is said to
have become dark and the earth to have quaked. The salvation and
forgiveness of sins that the Crucifixion and Resurrection brought near
are also described in cosmic terms in the Gospel of John, in the Pauline
Epistles and by the theologians of the early church.

Resurrection, ecology and the cosmos

The resurrection of Jesus Christ is central to an orthodox approach
to ecological ethics. It is the resurrection of the material and living
body of Jesus that the church celebrates, not, as the Greeks do, the
resurrection of the immaterial soul.12 In the Resurrection, God turns
back the effects of sin on the material, embodied, order as well as the
rational and spiritual modes of life. The relational alienation that char-
acterizes the state of sin—between God and humans, between per-
sons, and between humans and the non-human creation—is over-
come. The embodied created order is reoriented toward its original
destiny of participation in the divine:
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For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell,
and through him God was pleased to reconcile to him-
self all things, whether on earth or in heaven. (Col. 1:19–
20, nrsv)

From the perspective of the resurrection of Christ we can see again
the original destiny and goal of the whole created order:

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and
under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them,
singing, “To the one seated on the throne and to the
Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might for-
ever and ever!” (Rev. 5:13, nrsv)

The implications of this cosmic reading of the life, death and res-
urrection of Jesus are profound, and were taken up with alacrity by
the second century theologian Irenaeus of Lyons. Against the Gnostics,
who regarded matter as independent of God and a counter-force to
divine life in the cosmos, Irenaeus developed a deeply materialist and
relational account of creation. He argued that the fullness—the
pleroma—of God included all things and that nothing exists that is
unrelated to God, who contains all things and commands all things
into existence “by his Word that never wearies.”13 Irenaeus saw the
relationality of all things within the cosmos as modeled on the origi-
nal relationality of the triune Creator. The fall of humanity marred
this original relationality, but in the birth of the original creative Word
into human flesh and matter, the goodness of the material world is
restored through the coming of Jesus Christ.14 Drawing on the Rev-
elation of St John the Divine, Irenaeus conceives of this restoration in
terms of a final recapitulation of the whole embodied creation at the
end of history in which the earth is physically transformed in the fi-
nal echelon.

This cosmic reading of the salvation and resurrection of Christ is
increasingly abandoned by later theologians, however. In the writ-
ings of Athanasius, Augustine, Aquinas and Calvin we find a much
more anthropocentric concept of salvation. The influence of the Greek
philosophical tradition refocuses the doctrine of redemption on the
souls of rational creatures—humans—while other animals, and the
created order, are increasingly viewed as means to the ends of the
higher order of humans. Later theologians, particularly in the West-
ern tradition, placed much greater stress on the idea of human do-
minion over creation, and so prefigure the Renaissance and modern
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dogma of the supremacy of man. In this sense, Lynn White’s well-
known ecological complaint against the Christian tradition has some
limited validity.15 Yet it is not the original tradition that is at fault, but
rather the classical overlay of the tradition that pushed it in a more
rationalistic, idealistic and hence disembodied direction. For John
Calvin, this anthropocentric approach meant that only in the souls of
the elect was it possible to discern an unambiguous reflection of the
divine light, which at Creation irradiated the whole universe.16 And
according to Calvin, the ethical vocation of the elect is to work for the
material transformation of creation, putting it at the service of hu-
mans, so that, by adding to their glory, it may at last be redeemed.

It is not hard to see why Max Weber should have regarded this ethic
as being closely related to the spirit of capitalism, with its focus on
the vocation of individuals in their secular work to reorder the cre-
ation in the pursuit of human goods. Nor is it difficult to see a close
connection between this kind of Christian anthropocentrism and the
rise of modern ethical individualism. In ancient Jewish and Christian
metaphysics, the whole created order is conceived as a moral order.
Its form and beauty reveal a moral patterning that, after the first and
second chapters of Paul’s Epistle to the Romans, Christians came to
describe in terms of a “natural law.” Following the commandments of
God, which are said to be the revealed form of the natural law, in-
volves an intrinsic respect for created order that issues in particular
from the first commandment to worship God and not to put any cre-
ated thing in the place of God. In anthropocentric revisions of cre-
ation theology, this cosmically located moral order is subdued in fa-
vor of a focus on the moral status of the souls of the elect.

This moral focus on the individual is taken up with particular force
by Enlightenment philosophers who judged that the locus of moral
value is the mind of rational creatures, and no bodies or things that
are not rational may be said to have moral significance or to express
moral agency. Natural law gives way to the two dominant strands of
modern ethical discourse: ethical intuitionism, also known as hedo-
nism or utilitarianism; and deontological ethics. Both strands focus
on the human person as the sole locus of moral value, and on life in
this age to the exclusion of the next. The difference between these
positions is in the mode of derivation of value from persons. In the
case of utilitarianism there is an emphasis on inner moral intuitions
and emotive states. Those actions that have the consequence of en-
hancing human emotive states are said to be ethically right. In a
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deontological perspective it is the person per se that is the ethical fo-
cus, rather than the emotional states of the person. Actions and in-
tentions are judged not according to outcomes but according to their
treatment of persons. Actions that treat persons as ends are inher-
ently good; actions that treat persons as means are not.

Mutuality and interdependence

Both of these ethical traditions are problematic in ecological per-
spective for they both place undue emphasis on persons at the ex-
pense of moral values located in the larger created order. Christian
tradition locates moral value not in persons or in features of created
being in the first instance, but in the being of God. God as original
loving community of being generates the Creation out of the gener-
osity of divine love. God loves the creation and sets a relational order
of mutuality and interdependence deep within the created order that
reflects God’s own relational being. We are given glimpses of this rela-
tional order in the being of God in the Hebrew Bible. But it is not until
the incarnation of Jesus Christ that the full relational character of God
as Trinity, and hence the Trinitarian and relational conception of the
community of God and creation, is revealed. Jesus Christ as the first
principle, or logos, of creation appears within the material and rela-
tional web of creation: “He came to what was his own, and his own
people did not accept him” (John 1:11, nrsv).

Moral value in this view is shared by the whole creation, and not
just by rational or ensouled beings. God loves matter as well as spirit,
and God’s intention in creation, restored in redemption, is to draw
matter as well as spirit into the original love and generosity of divine
being. Humans have abused their freedom and marred this original
loving ordering of the creation. God in Christ restores this original
ordering and makes possible the kind of redeemed relationships be-
tween humans and the rest of creation that we see in Isaiah’s vision of
the peaceable kingdom where “they will not hurt or destroy on all my
holy mountain” (Isa.11:9, nrsv). This is also seen in the Gospel pic-
ture of Christ as the cosmic Lord being ministered to by the animals
and holy angels.

The Christian spiritual tradition is replete with stories of wise men
and women who had a particular affinity for wild spaces and wild
animals, from St Anthony, the founder of eremitic monasticism, to St
Jerome, St Isaac the Syrian, St Hildegaard of Bingen and St Francis of
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Assisi. In our own century, some of the most prominent environmen-
talists have also been people with a deep rooting in the Christian spiri-
tual tradition. Early in the century, and long before the animal rights
or environmental movements commenced, Albert Schweitzer
preached some powerful sermons on reverence for life, and in par-
ticular on compassion for animals, which were later taken up in Karl
Barth’s exposition of the covenantal ethics of life in the Church Dog-
matics.17 John Muir wrote dazzling accounts of his wilderness wan-
derings and of the divine spirit he found imbued in the Sierra Ne-
vada, which he subsequently devoted his energies to preserving from
industrial predation.18

Christian environmental ethics

In the light of this ecological re-reading of the Christian tradition,
and in light of the now dominant tradition of secular ethics, it is pos-
sible to outline a Christian approach to environmental ethics as follows:

1. A Christian environmental ethic involves as its first premise a
confession of human sin and guilt for the desecration of God’s earth,
and recognition that without the redemptive incarnation, crucifix-
ion and resurrection of Jesus Christ, neither creation as a whole, nor
humans within creation, are capable of recovering true relationality
with the being of God. Similarly, the restoration of a just and respect-
ful relationality between humans and created order depends upon
the spiritual and embodied events of salvation that are focused in the
life, death and resurrection of Christ. Confession of ecological sin, and
the recognition of Jesus Christ as the locus of ecological salvation,
also involves a recognition of the anthropocentric orientation that
Christian theology, and, under its influence, secular modernity, have
taken in the past. As earlier Christians recognized, and often expressed
in stone, carols, icons and theology, on the holy tree of the cross of
Christ the creation is healed and restored, and humanity’s sin, includ-
ing sins against creation, is forgiven. Reconciliation and forgiveness
are fundamental features of Christian ethics. Without reconciliation,
we continue to inhabit an order characterized by sinfulness. It is also
an essential element in a Christian environmental ethic. Environmen-
tal apocalyptic is very good at pointing the finger of blame and gener-
ating guilt. And judgment and guilt can so easily lead to denial, an
inability to own shared human responsibility for environmental de-
struction and so to a refusal to change.
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2. As the first premise of a Christian ecological ethic involves
worship—confession and acknowledgement of the cosmic Christ as
the locus of humanity and creation’s healing and reconciliation—so
the second also involves worship. The praise of God as creator, gov-
ernor, upholder and sustainer of all living things is the first moral duty
and vocation of all life according to the summary of the law taught by
Christ in the New Testament: The First Commandment is this—love
God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength (Mark 12:29-30). Acts
of praise and worship that draw upon the Hebrew Psalter will include
frequent reference to the community of creation gathered in praise
at the altar of God. The Psalmists see the human response to God in
praise as part of the larger response of the whole community of cre-
ation to the generosity of God:

Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the
sea roar, and all that fills it; let the field exult and every-
thing in it. Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for
joy before the Lord. (Ps. 96:11–13a, nrsv)

Worship is the first response of humans and of the whole creation,
and it is the spring from which all other ethical duties arise for Jews
and for Christians.19

The Sabbath, which is set aside for worship, has particular eco-
logical significance. It sets limits on human work in creation; it com-
mands a rest for all creatures and not just for humans. According to
later Jewish interpreters of the Sabbath law, money is also supposed
to rest on the Sabbath, and not to gather interest. In other words,
worship of the Lord sets limits on the capitalist remaking of the world
after human desires and comforts. Worship of the Lord is not just a
Sunday affair, however. The monastic tradition of the daily Divine
Offices has sustained an elitism in Christian spirituality that requires
religious and secular clergy to say the office daily (an office that draws
deeply from the Jewish Psalter) while lay people are encouraged—
but not obligated—to devote a few minutes each day to devotion. If
worship it to genuinely involve a spiritual re-ordering of desire to-
wards those goods for which persons are made—relational partici-
pation in God, with other persons and with the rest of creation—Chris-
tians need to daily encounter a contemplative tradition where work
in the world, and enjoyment of its fruits, is set in the context of con-
templation of the beauty and order of the divine nature that is re-
flected in the beauty of creation.
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Re-engagement with the natural world, particularly for urban
people, may also play a part in the modern recovery of a more con-
templative and conserving approach to creation. Deep ecologists such
as Arne Naess identify peak experiences in the wild as means to the
healing of the distorted modern psyche from excessive attachment
to material success, ambition and ownership of consumer goods.20

But there is a danger of nature fetishism in this kind of approach. It
can also signal a denial of the larger systemic character of the sinful
actions and systems that are degrading the natural order, as one half
of humanity is caught up in a mad dash for unprecedented wealth
while the other half is oppressed by environmental poverty and deg-
radation. There is also a danger of substituting the worship of the crea-
ture for worship of the Creator. Paradoxically, an orientation towards
God in meditative prayer is ecologically fruitful partly because it quali-
fies the quest for fulfillment in material and mental satisfactions in
this life. If people come to own that their highest good is union with
God then they are much less likely to spend their energies and re-
sources pursuing ecologically damaging forms of material fulfillment
in this life.

3. Worship is not a solitary act. Christians worship as members of
local communities of worshipers and their acts of worship involve
relational affirmations of our mutual dependence one on another. As
the writer of the First Epistle of John says, “Those who love God must
love their brothers and sisters also” (1 John 4:21). Equally, no spiritual
or contemplative experience of God or of wilderness can be said to
be ethically fruitful if it does not issue in more virtuous attitudes and
behaviors, towards God, other persons, and the creation. The biolo-
gist Edward Wilson advances the concept of biophilia in his recent
writings, but he sees love of nature as a purely human emotion and
relation between persons and nature.21 James Nash and Sally McFague
suggest that a central feature of a Christian ecological worldview is
love for nature. But instead of being solely informed by fragmented
human experiences of love, it is shaped by the revelation of the love
of God that is definitively revealed to humans in Jesus Christ.22

Love in the Christian tradition is also said to be a fruit of participa-
tion in the Spirit that characterizes sharing in the divine nature into
which Christians are invited by Jesus Christ. Participation in God is
the foundation for the renewal of relations between Christians in the
body of Christ. This renewal is inaugurated by the events of Christ’s
life, death and resurrection and is brought near through participa-
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tion in the life of the Spirit, and in the body of Christ as the spiritual
community wherein this life finds expression on earth and in the
present age. In this spiritual community a new order of relationality
begins—a new fellowship is established, in which the walls of divi-
sion that once alienated persons from one another are broken down.
In the Christian spiritual tradition, this new order is seen at many
points to have significance beyond human relationships for the rela-
tions of the saints with the whole creation.23

4. Relationality finds classical Christian ethical expression in the
practice of the virtues, and it is in virtue ethics that the ethical sig-
nificance of worship and community is most clearly expressed. Love,
fidelity, justice, peaceableness, temperance, prudence, courage and
hope are all central to the recovery of an ecological ethical frame-
work for human living.24

Love of God and love and respect for life are deeply interconnected.
It is hard to love something that is the product of a random chain of
events. Love for the giver and love for the gift are intertwined. And
love requires recognition that the Other, including the other beings
of creation, is not Self, and has different needs from the Self that re-
quire respect. In other words, love for nature is not so much a warm
inner feeling as it is the recognition of the needs of our non-human
neighbours with which we share space but who have different needs
and goods. Human love for nature is more likely to have ethical sig-
nificance when it is expressed in relation to those particular places in
the natural world with which individuals and communities have some
connection, or which are geographically close to where they live or
work.

If all local communities were active and empowered in preserving
those places in the natural world that they live close to, then every
place would have its lover, its conserver, its defender against the pre-
dations of developers, loggers, road builders and the toxic outflows of
our industrial society. Communities of place that are also worshiping
and ritualizing communities have a good record of environmental
conservation, from the Hindu tree huggers of Rajasthan to the Free
Church defenders of the Isle of Harris who fought against a proposed
super quarry.25 Ecological politics is often presented as a global phe-
nomenon involving inter-governmental treaties, conferences and
regulations. But it is where groups of people and communities have
been faithful to their own local environments, loving, stewarding, and
defending them, if necessary, in the courts, that environmentalism
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has been its most successful. Here is a prime role for churches in the
environmental and conservation movement. Churches remain the
largest single form of voluntary organization, even in secularized so-
cieties such as those of northern Europe. They are an enormous po-
tential resource for environmental fidelity. Worship and ritual that
rebuild the connections between love for Creator and love for cre-
ation will have a significant impact on the environment our children
and their descendants will inhabit.

5. Justice is also a core environmental virtue. Sedeq, divine righ-
teousness, is understood in the Hebrew Bible to be particularly fo-
cused on the victims of injustice: widows, orphans, the poor. There
are more refugees from environmental disaster than from any other
cause in the world today, including war. It is also the case that in
Europe, North America and elsewhere, the most polluting factories,
incinerators and toxic waste dumps are frequently located in the
neighborhoods of poor people. Similarly, many particularly polluting
or dangerous industries have been exported wholesale from wealthy
nations in the northern hemisphere to poorer nations in the South.
The Hebrew Bible makes a clear connection between injustice in hu-
man society—and in particular, excess wealth accumulation by the
greedy few—and ecological destruction. This same connection is evi-
dent on a global scale on the cusp of the third millennium. The world
has never had so many extremely wealthy people. Nor has it ever seen
so many hungry, so many living in inadequate housing, so many
forced to degrade their environments in order to stave off starvation.
Recognition of the connection between environmental crisis, social
injustice, and human sinfulness is a central theological and ethical
insight. The cultivation of a passion for justice is correlatively an es-
sential feature of an ecological ethic.

The first place where Christians may seek ecological and social
justice is in their own organizations. Churches that are invested in-
discriminately in global stock markets, and that are large landowners
and use their land to maximize rents rather than to care for the earth
are in a poor position to preach ecological justice to the secular world.
Systemic economic reform is key to the reorientation of industrial
economies towards the physical limits of planetary ecosystems.
Herman Daly argues that mechanisms to limit wealth inequality, in
particular, are at the heart of ecological economics and constitute what
he calls an “eleventh commandment.”26
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The quest for justice is also the quest for original peace—the peace-
able kingdom. Recognizing this allows Christians to continue in the
struggle for ecological justice without being downhearted when it does
not arrive the following week. As well as carrying this eschatological
orientation, the virtue of peaceableness also has important social,
political and ecological implications. The Hebrew historians and
prophets condemned the more worldly of the kings of Israel for idol-
izing other gods, and for adopting the values and styles of power and
domination that these gods stood for instead of the justice and com-
passion of Yahweh. The armies of ancient Mesopotamia, including at
times the armies of Israel, stripped the land bare of its fertile soil and
much rich agricultural land was over-intensively cultivated and hence
desertified.27 As well as persons, creation itself is a major casualty of
war and of the diversion of resources for war preparations.

6. Temperance and prudence are also core environmental virtues.
Temperance involves us in moderating our demands on nature.
Stephen Clark argues that the real cause of the environmental crisis
is the excessive modern quest for comfort and satiety.28 Intemperate
desires are regarded in many spiritual traditions as the consequence
of a spiritual vacuum, and a recovery of spirituality may therefore be
said to be central to the ecological conundrum.

Prudence is of crucial importance in a global civilization where
new technologies, such as genetically modified foods or mobile tele-
phones, can spread from a small experimental base into a mass prac-
tice in a very few years. The precautionary principle is a key ethical
device for restraining the science-led urge to advance risky technolo-
gies into the mass market before their full ecological consequences
have been tested and explored.

7. Courage is also an essential ecological virtue. Courage is called
for in resisting the spirit of the age that sets material acquisition above
the fair distribution and preservation of the fruitfulness of the earth.
Courage is also required in challenging powerful corporations and
institutions that anonymously subvert and undermine the
sustainability of ecosystems near and far. In the New Testament, Christ
commends non-violent resistance to evil, a kind of resistance that
shames the evildoer and reveals evil for what it is.29 It also requires
courage not to close the mind to the enormity of the ecological crisis,
and to one’s daily connections with it, and to sustain daily acts of eco-
logical resistance against social pressures. In such acts of resistance,
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environmental ethics become real: eating less meat, buying fewer
clothes and electronic items, walking or cycling instead of using a
vehicle whenever possible, cutting down on foreign travel, turning
down the heating.

Closing word

An environmental ethic is not all about courageous resistance and
asceticism. It is also about rejoicing in alternative forms of comfort and
joy that have low environmental impacts but high satisfaction scores;
in particular, people gatherings such as worship, eating, socializing,
music-making, story telling, artistic performance, nature walking and
joining together for political and ecological engagement. Communi-
ties that live from the relational strengths of such actions will be com-
munities of hope, especially when such actions have as their focus the
hope for the restoration of all created life that Christians find in the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. This is the source of hope for Christians;
an ecological ethic does not involve a quest for an impossible utopia.
It can be sustained in worshiping communities that practice ethical
resistance to the dominant morés of consumer society.

1 See further my account of the causation of the environmental crisis in Michael S.
Northcott, The Environment and Christian Ethics (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1996), ch. 2.

2 Aldo Leopold’s Sand Country Almanac, paperback edition (New York: Oxford Uni-
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3 See further Herman Daly, Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Develop-
ment (Boston: Beacon Press, 1997).

4 For a full exposition of the concept of intrinsic value, see further Holmes Rolston,
Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural Environment (Philadel-
phia: Temple University Press, 1988).

5 To make life holy or sacred again.

6 For a classic exposition of this reformist position, see Robin  Attfield, The Ethics of
Environmental Concern, Second Edition (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press,
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7 See further Jay B. McDaniel, Of God and Pelicans: A Theology of Reverence for Life
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1989) and Charles Birch and John B.
Cobb, Liberating Life: From the Cell to the Community (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 1981).
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From Ecological Lament to a
Sustainable Oikos

Anne M. Clifford

Over the mountains, break out in cries of lamentation,
over the pasture lands, intone a dirge:
They are scorched, and no one crosses them,
unheard is the bleat of the flock;
birds of the air as well as beasts,
all have fled, and are gone. (Jer. 9:10, nab)1

Introduction

Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures lament rises from the depths
of the human spirit in times of great distress. The lament of ancient
Israel is usually focused on the people’s suffering due to their infidel-
ity to the sacred covenant that God initiated. What sets Jeremiah’s la-
ment apart from many found in the Hebrew Scriptures is its focus on
the effects of sinful human choices on the land and the suffering of
all creatures dependent on it for existence. The land is ravaged; the
people are the cause. The words of Jeremiah herald a “contrast expe-
rience.” Things ought not to be this way. Something is radically wrong.
Human sinfulness has created a serious imbalance in the creation
that God has made with “outstretched arm” (Jer. 27:5, nab).

The lament of Jeremiah, likely proclaimed circa 597 BCE,2 is lim-
ited to a relatively small territory and population. Although the ma-
jority of the world’s six billion people no longer live in a pastoral soci-
ety that resembles the Judah of Jeremiah’s era, the call to “break out in
cries of lamentation” poignantly illustrates the exhortatory power of
sacred Scripture to reach beyond the limitation of the time and place



52 God’s Stewards

of its first articulation to us today. As in the case of Jeremiah’s situa-
tion, we humans have brought devastation upon ourselves and the
rest of creation. The difference today is that the devastation is of glo-
bal proportions. Oikos, our earthly home, is imperiled.

Our present situation and the question
of sustainability

Due largely to the indiscriminate application of science and tech-
nology, we now inhabit a planet that is under a more dangerous sun,
with less arable land, and with a far greater burden of the legacy of
poisonous wastes than Jeremiah did. This is part of earth’s lamentable
story. In 1992 the UN sponsored the Conference on Environment and
Development at Rio de Janeiro, popularly known as the “Earth Sum-
mit,” to address these and other related problems. Economics played
a key role in the conversations. Rooted in the Greek word oikos, “eco-
nomics” points to the laws and organization of our planetary house-
hold. Those gathered seemed to recognize that economic progress,
benefiting a segment of the human population, was not necessarily
compatible with the health of earth. This was not a new idea. During
the previous quarter of a century, a growing chorus of voices drew
attention to the ways in which the human-created economy was un-
sustainable because it was not compatible with the “great economy”
of earth’s complex ecosystems.3

At the Earth Summit, sustainability emerged as a central focus.
Preparations are now underway for a UN World Summit to be held in
Johannesburg, South Africa, August 26 to September, 4, 2002. The fo-
cus is “sustainable development.” Definitions for the term abound.
What meaning has the United Nations invested in it? The UN is still
using a definition first proposed by the UN report, Our Common Fu-
ture (1987):

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs. It contains two key concepts:

2 the concept of “needs,” in particular the essential needs of
the world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be
given; and

2 the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology
and social organizations on the environment’s ability to
meet present and future needs.4



53From Ecological Lament to a Sustainable Oikos

That this definition continues to play an important role in prepa-
rations for the 2002 UN World Summit is evident in a recent report
made by Nitin Desai, under-secretary general for economic and so-
cial affairs of the UN. He applies the “two key concepts” noted above
in a manner that sounds very much like a lamentation, however. He
bemoans the fact that the record of attaining sustainability since the
“Earth Summit” of 1992 is a matter of disappointment.5 In the past
decade, widespread poverty and under-nourishment have not been
reduced. No significant progress has been made in improving the
conditions of the environment.6

The majority of the most influential decisions that impact
sustainability are being made in Western countries where Christian-
ity is at least nominally the majority religion. The importance of the
sustainability question has been recognized by some Christian
churches. Both the U.S. Catholic Bishop’s statement, Renewing the
Earth,7 and the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) document Hope for a
Global Future 8 address the issue of sustainability. The issue of
sustainability is ripe for ecumenical dialogue and ecumenical efforts.
“Ecumenism” is yet another term that finds its roots in the word oikos.
In its broadest sense, ecumenism affirms the belief that the earth is
not only one household; it is the household of God. This is usually
conceived by Christians in terms of a grand edifice comprised of many
churches. But as Christine E. Burke points out, ecumenism also cap-
tures “the sense of the whole inhabited earth as one household of
God.”9 Mindfulness that the household of God is also the household
of life can provide Christians with a common starting point for a the-
ology that realistically acknowledges that there is much to lament
about where the health of the earth is concerned. But the mournful
dirge of lament can be replaced by hope if we engage our own spiri-
tual traditions in the interest of developing a theological grounding
for a sustainable oikos.

A Christian theology of oikos and its
formidable challenges

Although some churches have published documents that address
sustainability, this issue and the related environmental and ecologi-
cal concerns are in many ways still novel for Christian churches.
Churches must respond to these issues not only because of their com-
mitments to the justice teachings of Jesus Christ and the prophets,



54 God’s Stewards

but also because of their need to defend their own traditions.
The articulation of Christian foundations for a theology of sustain-

able oikos requires that some formidable critiques put before Chris-
tian doctrines by environmentalists and ecologists need to be ad-
dressed. These critiques have challenged the most basic beliefs that
Christians share about creation and its relationship to redemption.
By facing these challenges, components for an ecological theology
responsive to the question of sustainability can be articulated.

The number of critiques will be limited to two, chosen because
they are the most formidable challenges for a Christian theology for a
sustainable oikos. The first challenge focuses on the Creation texts in
Genesis and judges them to be blatantly anti-oikos. The second is
broader, arguing that Christianity is more interested in having its ad-
herents achieve the goal of “an after-life” (eternal salvation for selected
humans) than concern for the earthly household of life.

Is biblical creation faith anthropocentric at the
expense of oikos?

This first challenge is not new; it was poignantly raised over three
decades ago in a widely cited article written by Lynn White, Jr., a his-
torian of science, to argue that Western Christianity is the major con-
tributing factor in earth’s disastrous ecological condition.10 This state-
ment by White continues to be challenging today: “In its Western form,
Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen
… Man shares, in great measure, God’s transcendence of nature.”11

This anthropocentricism, according to White, is evident in the first
man, made in God’s own image (Gen. 1:26–28), being charged with
naming all the animals (Gen. 2:18–19), thus establishing human domi-
nance over them.12 According to White and many who espouse his
reasoning, these divine charges legitimated human exploitation of the
earth by the Christian West for human ends. To this challenge, many
well-meaning Christians have responded that the Genesis texts in
question are really about human stewardship—humans acting as
God’s representatives on earth. This response, however, leaves many
important issues unanswered. Emphasis on stewardship does not suf-
ficiently remedy the anthropocentricism critique, because steward-
ship presumes that it is the human species that has special status
among earth’s other life forms, with God-given control of them.

Do Genesis 1:26–28 and 2:18–19 necessarily legitimate an anthro-
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pocentric domination of all of nature for human ends, as Lynn White
and many after him have claimed? Or have these texts contributed to
the ecological crisis due to a tradition of interpretation that is funda-
mentally faulty? A “yes” to the latter is appropriate if we consider a
pattern of interpretation traceable to the dawn of the “Age of Science”
and to Francis Bacon. A highly influential philosopher of science of
the seventeenth century, Bacon interpreted the Genesis Creation sto-
ries as showing that man’s control of non-human nature was God’s
will.13 In his reading of Genesis 2 and 3, Bacon attributed blame for
the first sin on Eve’s willful disobedience. Eve, therefore, is respon-
sible for the human race’s loss of dominion over the earth. Before the
Fall, Adam and Eve, made in God’s image, were like God, sharing in
God’s dominion over earth’s creatures, all of which had been given to
them by God. With the first sin and subsequent fall from God’s favor,
this wonderful godly dominion was lost. Bacon envisioned science
and its applications in new technologies as the only ways in which
man (scientists and those with monetary resources to sponsor their
research) can recover the original dominion lost to him through Eve’s
disobedience and willful temptation of Adam. Since woman’s inquisi-
tiveness caused man’s fall from his God-given dominion, man’s con-
trol of another female, “unruly nature,” should be used to regain it.

Bacon’s interpretation, which weaves together the two Genesis sto-
ries of Creation with seventeenth century British gender stereotypes
and definitions of progress, uses the biblical texts to legitimate the
domination of nature by educated men like himself. His interpreta-
tion of the initial chapters of Genesis provided thinking that contrib-
uted to the Enlightenment ideas that fed the drive for discovery, the
conquest of continents and the exploitation of nature in distant lands
around the globe. With its emphasis on the autonomous individual
(i.e., the white male of financial means), the Enlightenment’s guiding
principles contributed to a structured anthropocentricism that envi-
sioned progress in terms of the extension of the power of the edu-
cated moneyed class in the achievement of industrial ambitions. The
result was that many wealthy people gave very little priority to the
common good of human communities and no priority to non-hu-
man life, which was virtually reduced to a mere instrumental means
to the achievement of specific economic goals.14

As for the troublesome texts that White highlighted and Bacon in-
terpreted to provide religious legitimacy for the work of scientists and
the developers of technology, they can be best understood if we give
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attention to their respective historical contexts and look for clues into
their more probable meanings. Since we have no direct access to the
minds of the biblical authors, the clues will provide us with material
for an imaginative reconstruction of the “Days of Creation” and the
“Creation of Adam and Eve” stories.

The second account of Creation, as found in Genesis 2, will be
treated first because it was written much earlier, roughly five centu-
ries before the first chapter of Genesis. It will also be treated first be-
cause the argument that the directive to Adam to name the animals is
permission to dominate them is easy to dismiss. Likely written dur-
ing the time of David and his successor Solomon (1010–930 BC), the
ancient story in Genesis 2 is attributed to the Yahwist source. As the
tale unfolds, Yahweh-God is the dominant character. Yahweh forms
the first human from the dirt of the earth (v. 7). The gift of life-breath
that God breathed into the first human makes this creature a living
being, whom God provides with the means to sustain life. God places
this first human in the Garden of Eden, a place of plenty that the hu-
man earthling (sexual differentiation awaits the creation of the first
woman) is to cultivate (v. 15). The story progresses with God recog-
nizing that it is not good for the earth creature to be alone and mak-
ing a suitable partner. From the same ground used to form the earth
creature, God forms beasts and birds and brings them to the man to
see what he would call them. The man gives names to all the animals
(Gen. 2: 18–19, nab). Naming in this context is not a divine directive
for humans to exploit animals for human ends. By naming, humans
relate to the thing named, whether plant, animal or inanimate ob-
ject, in a way unique to our species.15 Naming does not change the
fact that humans and the beasts and birds are all created from the
substance of the earth and are bound to it.

The account of the “Days of Creation,” in contrast to the so-called
“Story of the Creation of Adam and Eve,” is far less explicitly earthy.
There is a broad consensus among biblical scholars that Genesis 1:1–
2:4a was composed during or shortly after the era of the Babylonian
exile (circa 587–540 BCE). This was a time of crisis for Jews enslaved
in a foreign land (present day Iraq). In the midst of considerable un-
certainty, the authors of this tradition, a part of the priestly writings
likely written for use in public prayer, reasserted their belief in God’s
power to order chaos in a creation narrative. This narrative clearly
includes among its intentions the praise of God who provides a Sab-
bath day of rest for all of creation for this purpose. What could be



57From Ecological Lament to a Sustainable Oikos

dearer to slaves exiled in a foreign land than to once again be able to
freely praise their God?

The priestly Creation narrative unfolds with God creating humans
on the same day on which God also created animals. The text explains
that God said:

“Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. Let
them have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of
the air, and the cattle, and over all the wild animals and
all the creatures that crawl on the ground.” God created
man in his image; in the divine image he created him;
male and female he created them. God blessed them,
saying: “Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth and sub-
due it. Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds
of the air, and all the living things that move on the earth.
(Gen. 1:26–28, nab)

Since this story has humans sharing the same day of Creation with
the animals, it would seem that there is a natural kinship of human-
kind with all animal species. This kinship, affirmed differently in the
common earthiness of Genesis 2, is underscored when humans are
told by God that they may not eat animals; plants alone will provide
them with food (Gen 1:29). This important verse provides a perspec-
tive from which “subdue” (Heb. kavash) and “dominion” (Heb. yarad)
should rightly be interpreted.

Of the so-called “troublesome directives,” the more vexing is “to
subdue the earth.” Modern English speakers might associate the word
“subdue” with control and subjugation. On the surface, subduing the
earth may seem to promote human power over and exploitation of
the earth and its life forms with negative outcomes. Perhaps more
insight can be provided for the biblical meaning of “subdue” if we
examine how it is used elsewhere in sacred Scripture. The Hebrew
word for subdue appears in Numbers and 1 Chronicles. In Numbers
32, subdue is synonymous with what is required for the Jews to in-
habit, with God’s help, the land promised to them.16 In 1 Chronicles
22 “subdue” is again found with reference to land that is to be pre-
pared for the construction of the temple, a “sanctuary of the Lord.”17

One might reasonably conclude, therefore, that “subdue” conveys the
meaning of transforming land into a home for the people of Israel, a
land where God can also be worshiped as the covenant prescribed.

What bearing does this have on Genesis 1:28? In light of the heart-
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breaking loss to the Jews of their homeland and temple, and their
enslavement as exiles in Babylon, “subdue the earth” may simply mean
that the Jews who were returning to their former home believed they
had a responsibility to have children and rebuild a society on their
former land. The biblical directive to subdue the earth cannot be sim-
plistically equated with a license to exploit non-human creation, as if
it were a mere instrument for human use. It is better interpreted as a
directive to reclaim a divine gift, the “Promised Land,” where the cov-
enant could be kept and God suitably worshiped.

Human dominion over creatures found in Genesis 1:26 and 28 is
repeated elsewhere in the Bible18 but, according to Richard Clifford,
there are good reasons for arguing that the fuller meaning of “domin-
ion” emerges in Genesis 6 to 9.19 In Genesis 6, land, animals and people
are not said to be lamenting; rather, it is God who laments over “how
great was man’s wickedness on earth” (Gen. 6:5, nab). Their sins will
bring upon the earth an ecological disaster of global proportions—
the “Great Flood.” The story focuses on Noah and his family, who alone
are righteous in the sight of God. God instructs Noah to build a huge
ark and directs him: “Of all kinds of birds, of all kinds of beasts . . . two
of each shall come into the ark . . . to stay alive” (Gen.6:20, nab). God’s
directive gives content to human dominion: Noah and his family are
charged with seeing to the survival of the other living creatures. Do-
minion exercised by God’s righteous ones results in “salvation”—the
deliverance of animals from destruction and, after the Flood, the flour-
ishing of humans and every kind of bird and beast. Animal and hu-
man survival are intimately related.

The climax of the story is a special covenant that God initiates with
Noah’s family and their descendants, and, very importantly, with ev-
ery living creature—“all the birds, and the various tame and wild ani-
mals” (Gen. 9:9–11, nab). This new covenant underscores the inher-
ent relational interconnection of humans with the rest of creation.
The Noahic covenant is a symbol of the unbreakable bond of all crea-
tures with their Creator and with one another. The perpetual sign of
this covenant is God’s “bow in the clouds” (Gen. 9:13, nab), a reminder
of the relationship God has not only with humans but also with all
living creatures.

While the authors of these ancient Genesis texts were not con-
cerned with ecological disaster resulting from extensive exploitation
of non-human nature, they are relevant for a theological understand-
ing of sustainability. This understanding honors and supports
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humanity’s kinship solidarity with all of the other life forms—birds
and beasts and “all kinds of creeping things of the earth” (Gen. 1:25,
nab)—and honors that kinship solidarity as a sacred covenant. Hu-
mans have a moral responsibility to sustain the order of the world
God created.

Does biblical faith in redemption put oikos
in the background?

In response to the second challenge, it is true that Christianity
places great emphasis on the redemption offered through Jesus Christ
and human salvation. Beginning in the Enlightenment period, this
emphasis contributed to the neglect of non-human nature and to
ecological disasters. However, a careful look at the biblical sources
shows that the neglect of oikos overlooks the ways in which God’s work
of creation provides the cosmic purpose behind God’s redemptive
activity. This is true for the Old Testament20 as well as for the New. In
Psalm 146 (nab), for example, we find a hymn composed by someone
who has learned that there is no other source of salvation (v. 3), than
God the Creator, “the maker of heaven and earth, the seas and all that
is in them”(v. 6).

It is this same God who

secures justice for the oppressed,
gives food to the hungry…
sets prisoners free…
gives sight to the blind…
raises up those who are bowed down…
protects the stranger…
[and] sustains the orphan and the widow,
but thwarts the way of the wicked. (vv. 7–9)21

In each activity, God responds to the creatures most in need, of-
fering them the liberation of a redeemed life.

In the New Testament, creation and redemption are treated as two
related aspects of God’s one engagement with the world in and
through Jesus Christ. Through the incarnation, God comes into rela-
tion with the world of creatures in a personal and intimate way. In a
manner that resonates with Psalm 146, Jesus brings glad tidings to
the poor, proclaims liberty to prisoners, gives sight to the blind, and
secures justice for the oppressed (Luke 4:18). While it is true that these
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activities are directed towards people, this passage ends with a proc-
lamation of a Sabbath year. This is a year of favor in which not only
are slaves to be freed and debts cancelled, but also, planting, pruning
and harvesting for storage are forbidden. The earth itself is to be given
Sabbath rest in honor of the Creator (Lev. 25: 2–7, Deut. 15:7–11).

Further, through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, God’s creative
activity continues as a work of redemption. This is clearly affirmed in
an early Christian hymn in Colossians that proclaims that God,
through Christ, the first born of all creation, reconciled to himself all
things (human and non-human creatures), whether on earth or in
heaven (Col. 1:1–20). The saving work of Jesus Christ, therefore, can-
not be simplistically limited to “an after-life” for human beings. Re-
demption in Jesus Christ is not reductively anthropocentric. It extends
to the entire household of life with God embracing all creatures in
and through Jesus Christ.22

Conclusions

This limited treatment of creation and redemption provides a theo-
logical basis for approaching sustainability in an explicitly ecological
way. The definition of sustainable development adopted by the United
Nations places emphasis almost exclusively on human economic de-
velopment. It is laudable for its concern for the poor whose very ex-
istence is threatened daily, as the gap between the economically poor
and the affluent continues to widen. Yet the definition is myopically
anthropocentric in its emphasis. It supports concern for the environ-
ment in so far as it must be sufficiently healthy to meet present and
future human needs. It contains a very important emphasis, but it
does not bring a holistic ecological consciousness to bear on the world
situation. It fails to acknowledge that humans are but participants in
a highly complex network of life comprised of delicate ecosystems.

 In response to the two major challenges to Christian faith ad-
dressed above, a kinship solidarity of humans with all forms of life
and with the earth itself emerged. It is affirmed in the Genesis Cre-
ation texts, symbolized by the Noahic covenant God initiated for the
“common good” of all living creatures, and subsumed in the saving
work of Jesus Christ that envisions redemption encompassing human
and non-human creation. The working definition of sustainable de-
velopment employed by the United Nations does not encompass the
biblically rooted kinship solidarity presented here.
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An arguably more adequate definition of sustainability is that of
Larry Rasmussen, who speaks of sustainability as “the capacity of
natural and social systems to survive and thrive together indefinitely.
It is also a vision with an implicit earth ethic . . . and a picture of earth
as oikos.”23 This definition is preferred because it takes into account
the inherent capacity of earth systems to strive to maintain their own
balance and replenishment. It also places humanity within the eco-
sphere as a participant, rather than as the sole referent in determin-
ing global policies. It further recognizes that an earth ethic must be
oriented to oikos as a whole, and therefore be thoroughly ecological.

An essential component for a Christian theology of sustainability,
conscious of kinship solidarity, is the recognition of the close link be-
tween both human poverty and affluence, and the degradation of the
health of oikos.24 Socioeconomic injustice among humans is evident
in statistics that indicate that 1.2 billion of the 6.1 billion people on
the planet are overweight, while an another 1.2 billion are seriously
malnourished.25 The affluent of the Northern hemisphere,  where most
of the 1.2 billion obese reside, consume the majority of the earth’s
resources and create most of its non-biodegradable and toxic wastes,
resulting in species extinction that is wiping out forms of life that took
millions of years to evolve. Oikos can no longer afford the minority
affluent who define well-being in terms of their own accumulation of
wealth and resources.

Kinship solidarity, foundational for a Christian ecological theol-
ogy of sustainability, provides us with a “world vision” that extends
the realm of justice to the whole of creation. It takes seriously that
oikos is not only the household of life, but also the household of God.
As the household of God, oikos has an inherent sacrality even a
sacramentality.26 Every creature is engraved with the unmistakable
marks of God’s glory.27 For Jeremiah’s lament to be replaced by an oikos
rejoicing with cries of gladness (Ps. 100:1–2), a program for a sustain-
able eco-justice—one which affirms the intrinsic value of all crea-
tures—must be adopted. Deep-seated anthropocentric attitudes and
practices that have long gone unchallenged must be replaced with an
emphasis on the integrity of all of God’s creatures if a sustainable oikos
is to become a reality.

1 The selected verse is from a longer section, Jeremiah 8:4–10:25, in which the domi-
nant theme is disaster and the need for repentance. Lamentation is also the central
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theme of Jeremiah 14:1–15:9, where drought and war, famine and sword are inter-
woven. See also Hosea 4:3 (“Therefore the land mourns, and everything that dwells
in it languishes: The beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and even the fish of the
sea perish” [nab].) and Isaiah 24:4–5 (“The earth mourns and fades, the world lan-
guishes and fades; both heaven and earth languish. The earth is polluted because of
its inhabitants, who have transgressed laws, violated statutes, broken the ancient
covenant” [nab].).

2 The occasion of this lament is likely Nebuchadnezzar’s first campaign against Judah
in 597 B.C.E. See Guy P. Couturier, C.S.C., “Jeremiah,” in The New Jerome Biblical
Commentary, eds. Raymond E. Brown, S.S.; Joseph A. Fitzmeyer, S.J.; and Roland E.
Murphy, O. Carm.; (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1990), 276.

3 Wendell Berry, Home Economics (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1987). Berry ar-
gued that the human economy must be “an analogue of the Great Economy” in how
humans use earth’s limited resources or the ecological crisis would continue to esca-
late, 59.

4 The World Commission on Environment and Development chaired by Gro Harlem
Brundtland, Our Common Future (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 43.

5 Nitin Desai, “Statement to the Second Committee, Introducing Item 98: Environment
and Sustainable Development” <http://www.johannesburgsummit.org/> 29 Octo-
ber 2001.

6 Ibid. 3 and passim.

7 Sustainability appears 16 times in “Renewing the Earth, an Invitation to Reflection
and Action on Environment in the Light of Catholic Social Teaching” in And God
Saw that It Was Good: Catholic Theology and the Environment, eds. Drew S.J.
Christiansen and Walter Glazier, (Washington, DC: United States Catholic Confer-
ence, 1996), 223–243.

8 Hope for a Global Future: Toward Just and Sustainable Human Development (Louis-
ville: The Office of the General Assembly, Presbyterian Church, USA, 1996), 76.

9 Christine E. Burke, I.B.V.M., “Globalization and Ecology,” in Earth Revealing, Earth
Healing (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2001), 21.

10 Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis,” first published in Sci-
ence 155 (1967), 1203-07; reprinted in Readings in Ecology and Feminist Theology,
eds. Mary Heather MacKinnon and Moni McIntyre, eds. (Kansas City, MO: Sheed
and Ward, 1995), 25-35.

11 Ibid., 31. Interestingly enough, White called for a renewed Franciscan spirituality,
because Francis “tried to substitute the idea of the equality of all creatures, including
man, for the idea of man’s limitless rule of creatures,” 35.

12 Ibid., 30-31. Later White writes: “We believe ourselves to be superior to nature, even
contemptuous of it, willing to use it for our slightest whim,” 33.

13See Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revo-
lution (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980), 170. Merchant cites “Novum Or-
ganum,” Part 2 in Francis Bacon, Works, 4: 247 and “Valerius Terminus,” in Works,
eds. James Spedding, Robert Leslie Ellis, and Douglas Heath, (London: Longmanns
Green, 1870), 3: 217, 219 and “The Masculine Birth of Time,” in The Philosophy of
Francis Bacon ed. Benjamin Farrington, (Liverpool, England: Liverpool University
Press, 1964), 62, fn. 13, 317.

14 This argument is obviously one-sided if the positive contributions of the Enlighten-
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ment are not also acknowledged: science ridding the world of many devastating dis-
eases, recognition of human rights, democracy replacing tyranny, and tolerance for
religious differences are among the most significant.

15 See Claus Westermann, Genesis 1–11, A Commentary, translated by John J. Scullion,
S.J., (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1974), 228–229.

16 For more on “subdue,” see Richard J. Clifford, S.J., “Genesis 1–3: Permission to Ex-
ploit Nature?” in Bible Today (1988): 135. In Numbers 32:21–22 and 29–34, “subdue”
is used in reference to Moses giving directives to the priest Eleazar, to Joshua, and to
the heads of the ancestral tribes of the Israelites to cross the Jordan, enter Canaan,
and subdue the land, building towns on it.

17 In 1 Chronicles 22:18–19 the land occupied under David is subdued and the people
are directed: “devote your hearts and souls to seeking the Lord your God. Proceed to
build the sanctuary of the Lord God, that the Ark of the covenant of the Lord and
God’s sacred vessels may be brought into the house built in honor of the Lord” (1
Chron. 22:19, nab).

18 Among them are Psalm 8:6 and the Deuterocanonical/Apocryphal texts: Wisdom 9:2
and Sirach 17:4.

19 Richard Clifford, loc. cit., 136.

20 For more development of this point, see Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation,
A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press,
1991), 12–14, passim.

21 For another Psalm that treats the themes of creation and redemption, see Psalm 19.

22 In Jesus Christ, the transcendent and the immanent, the “other-worldly” and the “this-
worldly” meet.

23 Larry Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1996),
127.

24 Ibid., 103.

25 Data are from the World Health Organization, which also estimates that an addi-
tional 2 billion are on the edge of hunger on a nearly daily basis, cited by Gary Gardner
and Brian Halweil, “Underfed and Overfed: The Global Epidemic of Malnutrition,”
WorldWatch Paper 150, March 2000, 7.

26 The sacrality and sacramentality of creation is a Roman Catholic insight traceable to
the writings of Thomas Aquinas, who envisioned creatures participating in the di-
vine goodness and manifesting vestiges of the Trinity; see the Summa Theologiae I,
questions 47, a. 1 and 45, a. 7.

27 This is a paraphrase of a statement made by John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian
Religion, I, v.1.
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Stealing Creation’s Blessings
Don Brandt

Introduction

Spearheaded by global warming, environmental issues are back
in the news and are likely to reach a crescendo by August 2002 during
the UN Conference on Sustainable Development. Many opinions from
dozens of groups will be expressed at this conference. Clear, prophetic
Christian voices speaking out on today’s twin problems of environ-
mental complacency and unrestrained exploitation are needed to
clarify and heal divisions among people, communities and nations.
Unfortunately, healers—including Christian environmentalists—are
besieged by opposing forces both within and outside of the church.

The main thesis of this chapter is that God commanded human-
kind to care for the earth. Failure to do so is an affront to the Creator.
Nowhere does the Bible speak of anything less than an attitude of grati-
tude, justice and love towards creation. Evangelism does not com-
pete with this way of thinking; it flows out of it. The fact is that all of us
are guardians over pieces of creation. We care for our bodies, protect
and educate our children, have life, health and other insurance poli-
cies in wealthier countries, repair the car, maintain the house, and
weed the yard. We need to transfer that attitude of creation concern
to the biosphere, our environment, that’s home to all of us. Christian
naturalist and thinker Hans Schwarz said it well: “The failure to con-
serve the land is not only a misuse of God’s gift but a sin.”1

Mainline or conciliar Protestant churches have taken a stand for
the environment, as have Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches.
Over the past two decades most evangelical congregations have joined
them. In theory at least, most Christians believe in a triune God who
has given humankind sacred responsibility for the earth and all its
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creatures. Yet some forces within the church rail against environmen-
talism. By expressing an ardor for the bios, Christian environmental-
ists are seen as borderline pagans embracing pantheism. The anti-
environmental camp points to Christians who have leaped the bounds
of orthodoxy and encamped with the eco-feminist, Gaian, and other
New Age “enemies,” proving that to be an environmentalist is court-
ing the Devil. The worldview of other Christians is that “we are just
passing through” and the “end times” are near. Why bother with snail
darters and condors when there are millions of people to save and
there is so little time to do it? Environmental concerns pale to irrel-
evancy in the minds of these fervent evangelicals.

The church has made it easy for some secularists to blame Chris-
tianity for the environmental mess in which the world finds itself. Be-
lieving the church is an obstacle to ecology, many scientists put their
faith in technology and technical environmental fixes. Others, such as
many eco-feminists and deep ecologists, seek to change social struc-
tures that they say harm the environment. Still others view the envi-
ronmental crisis fundamentally as a religious issue. Turned off by Chris-
tianity, they turn to other religions including earth worship.

Trinitarian perspective

Belief in a triune God who is Creator, Redeemer, and renewer
means that Christian environmentalists are unabashedly theocentric
in outlook. The human-centered or anthropocentric label often given
to Christians—that of domineering utilitarian managers of the envi-
ronment—is not biblically accurate. God is Creator of the cosmos.
Humans and the rest of the universe, whether animate or inanimate,
are the created. As a created and dependent life species, people are
part of creation. This means that we are in the same class (the cre-
ated) as animals, plants, air, water and rocks. However, humans have
a special role among the created in reflecting the image of God. One
principal way we do this is to obey and glorify God in our care for the
rest of creation.

God is Redeemer. Redemption is seen in the life and work of Jesus
Christ who has, is, and will restore all things (Colossians). It is Christ
who heals a world separated from God and broken by sin. God the
Holy Spirit is recreating and renewing our lives and the universe. We
experience this at the cosmic level as astronomers continually dis-
cover new marvels in the universe. We can also view God’s wonders at
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the micro level as biochemists continually fascinate us with discover-
ies in the working of cells, DNA, and genes.

Stewards

As stated in Genesis, “dominion” means that humans are to care
for creation. This is seen in Genesis, where God gave humankind the
privilege of naming created species. Naming brings with it a powerful
tie between both parties. The garden image in Genesis connotes that
humans are caregivers and caretakers of God’s creation. Most Chris-
tian environmentalists use the term “steward” to convey the idea that
we are part of the environment (the created) while having special re-
sponsibilities as worshipful custodians.

This role of Christians as environmental stewards is ignored, criti-
cized, or shunned by many groups, both Christian and secular. Some
people are unaware of how their lifestyles negatively affect the envi-
ronment. Others simply don’t care. In the developed world, avarice
feeds on consumerism, producing hundreds of environmentally
harmful products that meet few real needs. Forests are ravaged for
timber. “Exotic” birds, fishes and other animals are transported from
the tropical South to the industrial North. Poverty plays its part, too,
in extraction and depletion of species and general environmental deg-
radation. The poor do cut trees and deforest land for firewood and
building materials. They also farm steep slopes and thereby acceler-
ate soil erosion. The rural poor are not ignorant about the effects of
their actions. They know that what they do is harmful to the land, but
survival gives them little choice. Structural changes that bring land,
market and credit reforms can help create environmentally sustain-
able farming practices.

Christian critics

The views of too many Christians towards caring for the environ-
ment range between “why bother?” to outright hostility. Generally,
these are evangelicals who strongly believe that the world as we know
it will soon pass with the impending coming of Christ. If this is one’s
view, it follows that priority must be placed on converting as many
people as possible before Christ returns. Energy placed in other ef-
forts, such as “saving” the environment instead of souls, is frivolous
and irrelevant. It may even be the work of Satan, as resources are drawn
away from world evangelization.
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Fault cannot be laid at the door of those eager to fill the Great Com-
mission (Matt. 28:19–20). We may question the scriptural basis that
the world has entered the end times era2 even as we empathize with
these believers. Much that we see and hear certainly isn’t nice: ram-
pant alcohol and drug abuse, increased domestic and street violence,
trafficking of women and girls in epidemic proportions, court-
protected pornography, the persistence of some diseases and the
comeback of others. Yet we may question if the Lord excuses us from
social and environmental responsibilities and demands us to wholly
focus on evangelism by the spoken word. In writing on this issue, it is
a major concern of Ronald Sider3 that people are repelled by the gos-
pel message because they see Christian indifference and carelessness
towards the rest of creation.4

Christian negligence

This raises broader questions. Why do many Christians—and not
only those who believe the end times are near—have a cavalier atti-
tude towards the environment? Why don’t Christians take the com-
mand to care for the environment seriously? Is it due to a lack of knowl-
edge and discipling? Are most Western Christians dualists who do not
see themselves as part of creation? Is our faith in technology and the
market so strong that we think they can somehow solve all problems?
Or is it because our baals—the gods of consumerism and greed—are
too strong to resist?5

Perhaps no Christian environmentalist is better known and re-
spected than Calvin DeWitt. He relates that the road to environmental
care and nurture involves a three-step process.6 The first step involves
people becoming aware of creation. We need to identify and name
God’s creatures. Naming is a way of getting better acquainted and es-
tablishing a relationship with the environment. For the ancient He-
brews, naming was considered a moral responsibility and a sign of
respect for life.7 The second step is appreciation. People need to toler-
ate, respect, and value creation. This may be a long educational pro-
cess that requires hands-on experience. The hardest task may be to
motivate “couch potatoes” to walk in a park using all their senses.
Appreciation leads to concern of the environment. This is the third
step, in which the “I-thou” dualistic mind-set of humans versus na-
ture becomes “us,” and stewardship is born. We realize that we are part
of creation. Attitudes we once held that humankind were separated,
and therefore “better” than the rest of creation, have disappeared.
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The Church

The generally tepid attitude of Christians towards the environment
is disturbing. This is especially so because most Christian denomina-
tions and persuasions take the position that care for the cosmos is
the responsibility God gave to humankind. Today’s Roman Catholic
theologians, for example, recognize how the early church was influ-
enced by neo-platonic belief that emphasized the separation of soul
and matter. This dualism led to humans juxtaposed against nature
and is expressed in the writing of such pre-eminent theologians as St
Augustine (354–430).

While dualism predominated, more holistic views have a long
“counter-cultural“ history. Recognition that humans are part of the
created order is found in the writings of the early church. Unlike Greek
philosophers, Irenaeus (d. 208) thought that the material world was
fundamentally good.8 Similarly, the poetic earthiness of the Celtic fa-
thers shows a strong bond between humankind and the rest of na-
ture and nature with the Creator. This immanence—seeing God in
nature—continued through the centuries and is clearly revealed in
the early twentieth century verse of Irish poet Joseph Plunkett:

I see His blood upon the rose,
And in the stars the glory of His eyes,
His body gleams amid eternal snows,
His tears fall from the skies.

I see His face in every flower,
The thunder and the singing of the birds
Are but His voice—carven by His power
Rocks are His written word.
All pathways by His feet are worn,
His strong heart stirs the ever-beating sea,
His crown of thorns is twined with every thorn,
His cross in every tree.9

Roman Catholic

Catholic environmental theology is rooted in the teachings of St
Thomas Aquinas (1224–1274) and St Francis of Assisi (1181–1226).
Aquinas regarded humans as part of the created world. Along with
the rest of creation, people are clearly separated from the Creator. The
environment is both plentiful and inherently good:
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God deliberately brings about multitude and distinction
in order that the divine goodness may be brought forth
and shared in many measures. There is beauty in the very
diversity.” 10

At the same time, St Thomas has no doubts about the uniqueness
of humans in the rest of creation. Humans are the highest in the hier-
archy of the created order, with special rights and responsibilities.
Perhaps humankind’s role may be best likened to that of a corporate
manager or CEO of God’s creation—not a dominating dictator, as the
Lord remains the ultimate “boss,” but not a steward either. Still,
Aquinas believed that knowledge of God could be acquired from read-
ing Scripture and reflecting on the cosmos (natural theology). Both
may serve as guides to moral living as the conscience is a “natural
voice” and part of “natural law.”

Until fairly recently, the image of steward or earth-keeper was rel-
egated to a minority of theologians, of whom St Francis of Assisi is the
best known. Statues and pictures of St Francis feeding birds or pet-
ting wild animals abound. They are fixtures in homes, churches, parks,
and stationery. One is tempted to say that among most environmen-
tally sensitive Christians, St Francis has become something of a fe-
tish. He is the “patron saint” of both Roman Catholic and Protestant
environmentalists. St Francis’ love for creation was truly radical and
seems to be based on the passion that he had for everything in God’s
universe. Francis was indeed the first “deep ecologist,” but like
Aquinas, his views of creation and the bios were theocentric and
Trinitarian.

Today, Roman Catholic environmental theology is very close to
Orthodox theology and generally in harmony with mainline and most
evangelical Protestants. Few Christian ecologists would differ with
Clifford when he states that “there is an inherent relational interde-
pendence of humans with the rest of creation and their creator.”11 Dif-
ferences with many Protestants may lie with sacramentizing nature.
This may be a semantic issue with some Protestant groups; with oth-
ers it’s a theological one. God transcends (is above) creation, but God
is also seen in nature (immanence). This means that the environment
can bless humans by bestowing God’s grace on us. As stated by the
U.S. Catholic Bishops, sacramentizing means a “ . . .world that dis-
closes the Creator’s presence by visible and tangible signs” (i.e., na-
ture).12
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Most Protestants have no trouble in thinking that nature can in-
spire people with thoughts of God’s power and majesty or that the
cosmos is truly God’s handiwork. To move a theological step further
and believe that God both transcends the created and may actually
be found in nature may be beyond their ken. Instead of affirmation,
it’s more likely to spark protests that immanence smacks of New Age
pantheism. Yet Scripture says that God blessed Creation and called it
good. After the Fall, God is repeatedly seen in nature (1 Kings 19:12)
and nature is seen responding to the Creator (Ps. 96:12). Is it not a
logical step from here to see how nature can be a blessing to humans,
and humans to the rest of creation?

Another difference with the views of some Protestants is that
Catholic teaching directly links stewardship of the environment with
care of the poor. John Paul II made this tie in his 1990 World Day of
Peace message. The U.S. Catholic Bishops developed the theme fur-
ther in their 1991 pastoral paper, “Renewing the Earth.” The basic is-
sue is biblical justice. Catholic social teaching promotes the inalien-
able dignity of every person. Minimizing environmental damage will
benefit everyone, especially the poor. The poor, much more than other
income groups, pay the price for environmental desecration. The ur-
ban poor in the North live closest to oil refineries, chemical dumps
and electric power stations. In the South, the location of shantytowns
correlates with putrid, flood-prone streams or hills subject to mud-
flows. Justice for the land translates into justice for the poor. As stated
by Christensen and Grazer, “protection of the earth and the human
community go hand in hand . . . a truly classic case of the common
good.”13

Orthodox

Similar to Roman Catholic theology, Orthodox theology includes
the tie between the poor and the environment. Orthodoxy, too, has a
rich legacy of thought that interprets “dominion” and “subjection” as
humankind’s responses to be creation’s caretakers. This is seen in a
couple of ways. One is the call to protect the natural environment
and cherish the biodiversity of the planet.14 A second is the deep-
rooted belief in a “single” creator and creation propounded by the
seventh century mystic, St. Isaac of Syria.15

Another characteristic of the Orthodox worldview is the
sacramentizing of creation that follows the firm belief that God is
found in nature. In the emphatic and elegant words of nineteenth
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century novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky,

Love all of God’s creation, the whole of it and every grain
of sand. Love every leaf, every ray of God’s light! Love the
animals, love the plants, love everything. If you love ev-
erything, you will soon perceive the divine mystery in
things. Once you perceive it, you will begin to compre-
hend it better every day. And you will come at last to love
the whole world with an all-embracing love.16

This immanence quality of God in the environment may be more
strongly held in the Orthodox than the Roman Catholic faith. This
could be due to the smaller influence of neo-platonic dualism in Or-
thodoxy. At the same time, Western Enlightenment, with its empha-
sis on individual utilitarian pursuits, didn’t penetrate many Eastern
lands. 17

According to Orthodox theology, there is unity between man and
creation only when creation is used in accordance with nature. Only
such a use guarantees that the inner principles which the Maker has
placed in things are saved and preserved. This is not only a command-
ment of God, but also an essential precondition for preserving the
balance of nature itself.18

A more subtle difference between Orthodox and Roman Catholi-
cism is the ecological view of the Last Supper. Both faiths place the
Eucharist in the centre of corporate worship. In the Orthodox tradi-
tion, bread and wine remind those who participate in the sacrament
that the material world, and not only humankind, is worthy of redemp-
tion.19 The Eucharist serves as a continual sign that Jesus died for all
of creation and that God’s purpose for the cosmos is harmony and
order through the atoning blood of Christ.

Protestant

Not surprisingly, Protestant positions on the environment are more
diverse than Roman Catholic and Orthodox beliefs. If there is a com-
mon thread among Protestants, it is the foundational importance of
the Bible to theological discourse. Within Protestantism, mainline or
conciliatory churches have adopted strong ecological positions since
the 1970s. This is reflected in the actions of the World Council of
Churches and affiliated national councils. How much of these envi-
ronmental concerns are filtered down to parishioners through ser-
mons, church school lessons, and other means of instruction is un-
clear.
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Much of the Protestant evangelical church leadership adopted the
concept of environmental stewardship in the 1980s.20 As in other
movements, some parts of the evangelical community are in the fore-
front and serve as mentors, prophets, and guides. Examples include
Evangelicals for Social Action, Au Sable Institute, A Rocha, and the
International Evangelical Environmental Network.21 The case for stew-
arding the earth has so penetrated evangelical theology that environ-
mental care articles are found in the leading evangelical magazine,
Christianity Today, on a regular basis.22

The seriousness with which evangelicals view their role as stew-
ards may be seen in the 1994 document, “An Evangelical Declaration
on the Care of Creation” (Appendix 1). This statement is an elegantly
and strongly worded affirmation that biblical faith is essential to the
amelioration of environmental problems. Consistent with Orthodox,
Roman Catholic and conciliar or mainline Protestant thinking, crass
ecological damage is considered a sin. The triune God is affirmed as
transcendent Creator who is intimately involved with his creation.
This image of the immanence of God also moves evangelists closer to
the ecological position of other Christian persuasions. Generally more
than conciliary Protestants’ proclamations, though, the Evangelical
Declaration emphasizes Christ as healer-redeemer who restores
wholeness to humankind and all the created order.

Sympathetic critics point to two omissions in the Evangelical Dec-
laration. Sider’s concern is that the word “alone” was dropped from
the biblical teaching that “people alone have been created in the im-
age of God”23: “So God created humankind in his image, in the image
of God he created them; male and female he created them”(Gen. 1:27,
nrsv). Humankind’s image of God gives us a unique responsibility
among the created. Only people can serve as God’s stewards.

Michael Northcott raises a second concern. Although emphasis is
correctly placed on humankind’s role as stewards, not enough atten-
tion is given to worshiping God. This is so since

worship, true or false, is at the heart of our ecological
crisis. It is precisely the modern devotion to the cult of
consumerism which is driving the horrific global scale
of environmental destruction.24

Although varied, Protestant thought about the role of humans in
the environment has narrowed into something resembling a broad
consensus under the stewardship theme. Differences are now



74 God’s Stewards

expressed in how much a “caregiver” of nature versus an “overseer” of
the environment humankind should be. The role of steward also gen-
erally brings Protestant thinking about the cosmos into closer align-
ment with Orthodox and Roman Catholic perspectives. Yet it’s fair to
say that a common weakness in the West is that stewardship is not
done in community, “where gifts of caring and community can be
freely and thankfully shared.”25

While most Protestants don’t sacramentalize the created order,
more are seeing a Creator that is both transcendent and immanent.
The Bible continually and dramatically shows God’s transcendence
over the cosmos.

Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
Tell me if you have understanding.

Who determined its measurements—surely you know!
Or who stretched the line upon it?

On what were its bases sunk,
or who laid its cornerstone

when the morning stars sang together
and all the heavenly beings shouted for joy?

(Job 38:4–7, nrsv)

Evangelicals often overlook God’s immanence in nature although
it’s clearly revealed in the Bible. Without immanence, God’s transcen-
dence is deism. Immanence without transcendence leads to
panentheism,26

for in him [Christ] all things in heaven and on earth were
created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or
dominions or rulers or powers—all things have been cre-
ated through him and for him. (Col. 1:16, nrsv)

Ever since the creation of the world his [Christ’s] eternal
power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have
been understood and seen through the things he has
made. (Rom. 1:20, nrsv)

Our all-powerful transcendent and immanent God demands to
be worshiped. The role of a worshipful steward is readily seen in Old
Testament passages. The opening chapters of Genesis reveal that be-
fore the Fall, God called all creation very good. The Creator told hu-
mankind to care for creation (Gen. 2:15). “Dominion” (Gen. 1:26, NRSV),
subjugation (Gen. 1:28) and naming (Gen. 2:20) are creation-caring
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tools to bring harmony and order to the cosmos. Domination and
subjection that conjure up images of humans desecrating the envi-
ronment by acts of ruthless abandon are contradictory to the Gen-
esis story and the teachings in the rest of the Bible. It makes no sense
for God to call something “very good” only to allow it to be abused
and squandered.

Not only in Genesis 1 and 2 do we find God’s love for creation.
That driving concern is reflected later in Genesis following the Flood,
as Clifford reflects in her chapter. God’s covenant is not only to Noah,
and through him all humankind, but to all creation:

Behold I establish my covenant with you and your de-
scendants after you, and with every living creature that
is with you, the birds, the cattle, and every beast of the
earth with you, as many as came out of the ark. (Gen 9:9–
10, rsv)

Despite the emphasis given to Genesis, perhaps the best way to
see God’s love for the biosphere and humankind’s role as steward is
through the Sabbath laws. God demands that not only man but the
beasts under his care must rest every seventh day (Lev. 25:1–12). Per-
haps even more striking is the law that every seventh year the tilled
earth should remain fallow. Fallow fields help restore fertility, guar-
anteeing long-term productivity. Yet the main reason for the land to
rest has more to do with care of the land as a living organism than
human ability to grow more crops. A good steward cares for the land.
Unfortunately, good stewardship is not practiced by many of the
world’s farmers, herders and foresters today.

The result is a loss of biodiversity. As created beings, humans are
to live in cooperation and harmony with the rest of creation. Deep
ecologists and eco-feminists are right when they claim that survival
of the species depends more on cooperation than competition. Co-
operation implies that there must be a variety of created things, oth-
erwise there would be no need to live together in a reasonably har-
monious fashion. Cooperation also implies that variety must be good,
or lead to something that is mutually satisfying. In other words, vari-
ety is inherently beneficial to the created order. That being so, per-
haps the greatest environmental harm that humans are perpetuating
is the rapid eradication of other species in the created world.27

Currently, more than 11,000 plant and animal species are threat-
ened with extinction. This number includes 24 percent of mammals
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and 22 percent of bird species. The main culprit is lost habitat through
human activities. Many scientists agree with the eminent U.S. scien-
tist E.O. Wilson that the planet is in the early stage of  “massive extinc-
tion of ecosystems and species.”28 Clearly, the UN Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity signed by 175 countries is largely ignored.

Human behavior has an adverse effect on other species. This
doesn’t mean that people should cease all activities. A balanced view
is needed, such as that given by Susan Bratton:

Displacement of individual organisms will occur, and is
the normal consequence of agriculture. If entire species
and ecosystems are lost, however, and diversity is col-
lapsing, we have stolen creation’s blessing.29

Secular criticism

Secular critics, together with some Christians, have blasted Chris-
tianity for causing most of the world’s environmental destruction.
Christianity’s position toward the environment is labeled as “anthro-
pocentric” because of a misunderstanding of the biblical terms “domi-
nate” and “subdue” (see the chapter by Berry). According to this view,
domination led to the careless subjugation of nature, creating our
current environmental crisis. Criticisms by secularists are not totally
without merit, but by and large they miss the mark. A careful reading
of Genesis 1:26 and 28 shows that God gave the command of “domin-
ion” before the Fall. That is, at the time when the Creator saw that
his30 creation was very good (Gen. 1:31).

Dominion and subjugation in this context cannot mean indis-
criminate enslavement or reckless abuse of the rest of creation. This
is seen in Genesis 2:6–8 and 15, where humankind is created and
placed in God’s garden to till and keep it. In these and other verses,
domination clearly conveys order (till) and care (garden keeper). “Sub-
due” is the work given to humankind by God to bring order out of
chaos. To “inhabit the land that God has given is a gift, transforming
it into a house where God can be worshiped”31 and into an inherit-
ance for their children’s children. An image emerges that is near to
that of steward or caretaker.

Far from being an anti-environmental religion, Christianity as seen
throughout the Bible is very pro-life in all its aspects. Clifford relates
that
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the Bible is unquestionably not anti-ecological. The criti-
cism of Genesis creation stories, voiced by many envi-
ronmentalists and ecologists, is based on a simplistic lit-
eral reading of them and clearly does not represent the
core meaning of these texts.32

Northcott adds that “the Christian response is at least as signifi-
cant as that which characterizes the responses of humanists, and of
modern philosophers in particular.”33 (See the chapters written by
Clifford and Northcott.)

The primary mistake that secular critics make is equating Western
civilization with Christianity. The two are interrelated, of course, but
also distinct,34 as demonstrated in the chapter by Harris. The intellec-
tual separation of “nature” from humankind was made possible in
the Enlightenment, leading to a false division of knowledge into aca-
demic disciplines. Generally, Christianity in the West uncritically ab-
sorbed the neo-platonic body-mind, human-nature dualistic mind-
set of the Enlightenment. Newly emerging technologies succumbed
to “mammon,” and were not developed as steward’s tools to better
care for the garden (earth) but as a means of controlling and enslav-
ing the environment. The church should be rightly criticized for abus-
ing its prophetic call on behalf of justice for creation.

Calling to account earth-abusive technologies doesn’t mean Chris-
tians should be Luddites or intellectual throwbacks to the Palaeolithic
age. Scientific techniques and technologies are used by ecologists,
geologists, agronomists and other scientists, many of whom are Chris-
tian environmentalists. Knowledge and understanding are gifts from
God and should be used to glorify the Creator and benefit creation.
Significant restoration and renewal of the environment are possible,
increasingly so, thanks to scientific and engineering knowledge and
methodologies. Perhaps scientists and engineers should be required
to make a vow similar to that of medical doctors and promise to do
no harm to the patient—in this case, creation.

Neo-liberals

A criticism from neo-liberal economists, both Christian and secu-
lar, castigates environmentalists as a tribe of naysayers. Neo-liberals
ask: “Aren’t new sources of fuels always found?”; “Isn’t per capita food
intake up (except in Africa)?”; “Weren’t cheaper substitutes found for
scarce metals?” In other words, if the price is right, incentives and
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competition will always provide a cure. Such economic thinking can
be a balm to one’s conscience. And there’s no denying that life is easier
for those who have enough dollars to make choices.

Environmentalists respond by claiming that neo-liberal econo-
mists are short-sighted. In econometric and other quantitative mod-
els,35 most environmental and social externalities were not included
in evaluating the impact of a project through cost/benefit or other
techniques in the past.36 In many countries, these deficiencies are now
partially corrected by requiring that shadow prices be placed on non-
market items in environmental and social impact statements. In other
words, environmentalists are sometimes in the position to use eco-
nomic tools in acts of stewardship. In other cases this is not so, espe-
cially when states ignore their own environmental regulations and
laws. Items may still be excluded from evaluation because they re-
main largely non-quantifiable. Beauty and biodiversity are examples.

Deep ecologists, Gaians and eco-feminists

Wrongly-perceived Christian positions on the environment are
attacked by other critics. Deep ecologists are an eclectic group of hu-
manists, pantheists and some Christians. The usual anthropocentric
critique is hurled as an opener. Deep ecologists say that Christians
believe humankind reigns supreme above—and distinct from—na-
ture or the environment. They generally envisage all nature (includ-
ing Homo sapiens) as interconnected, and believe that the environ-
ment has intrinsic worth apart from that given to it by humankind.

What may shock secular deep ecologists is that most Christian
environmentalists agree with these positions. In the words of Bratton,
“God has a joy in his creation and purpose in his handiwork that have
nothing to do with humankind.”37 On the other hand, Christian deep
ecologists may be rightly criticized for the scant role they give to the
redeeming role of Christ and the renewing work of the Holy Spirit.
God as Creator receives all the attention. Such theologies can border
on deism with the result that most self-proclaimed Christian deep
ecologists are not Trinitarian in their beliefs.

Going “deeper” still, the concept, notion or religion (depending
on the individual) of Gaia is encountered. Here, the earth is believed
to be a single, self-regulating organism.38 Everything is interrelated,
both ecologically and mystically. All species evolve, and most have
become extinct. That’s normal. Life continues, though, and will con-
tinue with or without humankind. Some Gaia advocates believe that
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the passing of the human species is very probable, but that’s not sig-
nificant. Other species will flourish and take the place of humankind.
The earth (gaia) will live. Any environmental destruction, however
gross, is an opportunity for other life forms to flourish.

These and similar views place most Gaians beyond Christendom.
There may be some who hold to a creator god. But most believers in
Gaia see no god that is distinct or separate from nature. Mother Earth
or an earth goddess, however expressed, is worshiped.39 Gaian belief
systems are pantheistic or panentheistic New Age religions. The
former is the belief that the world as a whole is divine; the latter is a
conviction that the earth is part, but not all, of a creator god’s being.40

Often the interconnectedness theme of deep ecology and Gaia
appeals to eco-feminists. Relationships with God, each other and the
rest of nature are emphasized, along with belief that cooperation
among species is the norm. Competition exists, but within the larger
frame of cooperation. “Survival of the fittest” generates the need for
cooperation that creates ecological communities, whether human,
animal, plant or near-infinite combinations of both. There is a ca-
veat, however. Generally, eco-feminists do not place Homo sapiens at
the top of the hierarchy of created life. In fact, there isn’t a hierarchy,
and humankind is certainly not created in the image of God.

The relational, cooperative emphasis is also used in eco-feminist
discussions against paternalism. Competitive, low-relational, male-
dominated societies are blamed for human-induced ecological disas-
ters. Certainly, within the context of the environmental damage caused
by conflict and war, the eco-feminist critique against male authority
is convincing.

Interrelationships, cooperation and community in all God’s cre-
ation resonate with Trinitarian environmentalists, too. What are largely
missing from eco-feminist writings that grew out of Christian teach-
ings are the same elements absent in deep ecology linked to Chris-
tian traditions: the role of Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit. “In-
carnation” is espoused, but the term more often refers to the “body of
nature” than to that of Jesus’ corporal form.41 This is surprising, given
Jesus’ mature and non-paternalistic relationship with women and his
challenges to the male-dominated economic and political structures
of his day. Redemptive acts of cooperation and community readily
flow from Christ’s words and deeds.
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Environment care affirmed in the Bible

The Bible is laced with God’s love for creation and, by implication,
the responsibility for human care of the cosmos. Probably nowhere is
the Creator’s intimacy with nature expressed more than in the Psalms.
The Psalms are a veritable festival of love between God and his cre-
ated. Psalm 24:1–2 (rsv) reminds us that “the earth is the LORD’S and
the fulness thereof, the world and all who dwell therein; for he has
founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the rivers.”

In Psalm 96:11–13 (rsv) we hear a glad creation erupting in praise:

Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice;
let the sea roar, and all that fills it;
let the field exult, and everything in it!

Then shall all the trees of the wood sing for joy
before the Lord, for he comes,
for he comes to judge the earth.

That command for all creation to worship the Lord with praise is
found again in Psalm 148:7–14 (nab):

Praise the Lord from the earth,
you sea monsters and all deep waters;

You lightning and hail, snow and clouds,
storm winds that fulfill his command;

You mountains and all hills,
fruit trees and all cedars;

You animals wild and tame,
you creatures that crawl and fly;

You kings of the earth and all peoples,
princes and all who govern on earth;

Young men and women too,
old and young alike.

Let them all praise the Lord’s name,
for his name alone is exalted,
majestic above earth and heaven.

The Lord has lifted high the horn of his people;
to the glory of all the faithful, of Israel,
the people near to their God.

From scriptural passages such as these, it is difficult to compre-
hend how Christians can have anything but a theocentric worldview
of creation and the environment. Perhaps the glory and majesty of
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the Creator is no better articulated than in Psalm 104:5–13,19–30 (nab),
which states:

You fixed the earth on its foundation,
never to be moved.

The ocean covered it like a garment;
above the mountains stood the waters.

At your roar they took flight;
at the sound of your thunder they fled.

They rushed up the mountains,
down the valleys to the place you had fixed for them.

You set a limit they cannot pass;
never again will they cover the earth.

You made springs flow into channels
that wind among the mountains.

They give drink to every beast of the field;
here wild asses quench their thirst.

Beside them the birds of heaven nest;
among the branches they sing.

You water the mountains from your palace;
by your labor the earth abounds…

You made the moon to mark the seasons,
the sun that knows the hour of its setting.

You bring darkness and night falls,
then all the beasts of the forest roam abroad.

Young lions roar for prey;
they seek their food from God.

When the sun rises, they steal away
and rest in their dens.

People go forth to their work,
to their labor till evening falls.

How varied are your works, Lord!
In wisdom you have wrought them all;
the earth is full of your creatures.

Look at the sea, great and wide!
It teems with countless beings,
living things both large and small.

Here ships ply their course;
here Leviathan, your creature, plays.
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All of these look to you
to give them food in due time.

When you give to them, they gather;
when you open your hand, they are well filled.

When you hide your face, they are lost.
When you take away their breath, they perish
and return to the dust from which they came.

When you send forth your breath, they are created,
and you renew the face of the earth.

In Isaiah there are passages rich with imagery that stress God’s
majesty, and by comparison, humankind’s:

Who has cupped in his hand the waters of the sea,
and marked off the heavens with a span?

Who has held in a measure the dust of the earth,
weighed the mountains in scales
and the hills in a balance?

Who has directed the spirit of the Lord,
or has instructed him as his counselor?

Whom did he consult to gain knowledge?
Who taught him the path of judgment,
or showed him the way of understanding?

Behold, the nations count as a drop in the bucket,
as dust on the scales;
the coastlands weigh no more than powder.

Lebanon would not suffice for fuel,
nor its animals be enough for holocausts.

Before him all the nations are as nought,
as nothing and void he accounts them…

Do you not know? Have you not heard?
Was it not foretold you from the beginning?
Have you not understood? Since the earth was founded

He sits enthroned above the vault of the earth,
and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers;

He stretches out the heavens like a veil,
spreads them out like a tent to dwell in.

He brings princes to nought
and makes the rulers of the earth as nothing.

Scarcely are they planted or sown,
scarcely is their stem rooted in the earth,
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When he breathes upon them and they wither,
and the stormwind carries them away like straw.

To whom can you liken me as an equal?
says the Holy One.

Lift up your eyes on high
and see who has created these:

He leads out their army and numbers them,
calling them all by name.

By his great might and the strength of his power
not one of them is missing! (Isa. 40:12–17, 21–26, nab)

Isaiah also brings us one of the greatest prophecies of hope through
the redemption of the world in Jesus Christ and the renewing of cre-
ation by the Holy Spirit:

Lo, I am about to create new heavens
and a new earth;

The things of the past shall not be remembered
or come to mind.

Instead, there shall always be rejoicing and happiness
in what I create;

For I create Jerusalem to be a joy
and its people to be a delight;

I will rejoice in Jerusalem
and exult in my people.

No longer shall the sound of weeping be heard there,
or the sound of crying;

No longer shall there be in it
an infant who lives but a few days,
or an old man who does not round out his full lifetime;

He dies a mere youth who reaches but a hundred years,
and he who fails of a hundred shall be thought accursed.

They shall live in the houses they build,
and eat the fruit of the vineyards they plant;

They shall not build houses for others to live in,
or plant for others to eat.

As the years of a tree, so the years of my people;
and my chosen ones shall long enjoy
the produce of  their hands.

They shall not toil in vain,
nor beget children for sudden destruction;
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For a race blessed by the Lord are they
and their offspring.

Before they call, I will answer;
while they are yet speaking, I will hearken to them.

The wolf and the lamb shall graze alike,
and the lion shall eat hay like the ox
(but the serpent’s food shall be dust).

None shall hurt or destroy
on all my holy mountain, says the Lord.

(Isa. 65:17–25, nab)

Scripture in the New Testament confirms Christ’s lordship over
creation (Luke 8:23–24, John 1:1–4). Yet New Testament passages di-
rectly related to creation, environment or stewardship are few. We
must remember that the New Testament is both a continuation and
fulfillment of the Old. The overall focus of the New Testament is on
the kingdom of God through belief in the lordship of Christ. Trinitarian
theology announces Jesus as co-Creator (John 1:1–3, Col. 1:15–16) and
Redeemer of humans and all creation. In the words of Paul:

For in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell,
and through him to reconcile to himself all things,
whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the
blood of his cross. (Col 1:19–20, rsv)

God’s re-creation power is revealed through the Holy Spirit (Matt
23:19, Mark 13:4, Luke 3:22, 2 Cor. 13:13). In the words of Christ as
found in John 14:26 (rsv):

But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will
send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring
to your remembrance all that I have said to you.

Closing

A biblically-based environmental theology is founded on three
principles. First, The Bible is a history of God’s work, not human
achievement. Clearly, Christian environmental theology is theo-
centric, not anthropocentric. God is seen in the role of creator, re-
deemer, and restorer of all creation. We worship a triune God. The
words and work of Christian environmentalists should reflect this
belief.
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Second, humankind and the rest of the cosmos are part of the cre-
ated order. Yet humans are unique in that they are made in the image
of God. The primary task of humankind is to glorify God and take joy
in his presence.

Third, humans were given the responsibility to care for God’s gar-
den, the earth. In this respect, “dominion” and “subjugation” are best
seen through the lens of stewardship. But a steward must not be seen
as a co-creationist with God. We are to respect the rest of nature, to
bless and be blest in so doing.
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Appendix

An Evangelical Declaration on
the Care of Creation1

“The earth is the Lord’s, and the fullness thereof” (Psalm 24:1).

As followers of Jesus Christ, committed to the full authority of the
Scriptures, and aware of the ways we have degraded creation, we
believe that biblical faith is essential to the solution of our
ecological problems.

2 Because we worship and honour the Creator, we seek to
cherish and care for the creation.

2 Because we have sinned, we have failed in our stewardship
of creation. Therefore we repent of the way we have pol-
luted, distorted, or destroyed so much of the Creator’s work.

2 Because in Christ God has healed our alienation from God
and extended to us the first fruits of the reconciliation of all
things, we commit ourselves to working in the power of the
Holy Spirit to share the Good News of Christ in word and
deed, to work for the reconciliation of all people in Christ,
and to extend Christ’s healing to suffering creation.

2 Because we await the time when even the groaning creation
will be restored to wholeness, we commit ourselves to work
vigorously to protect and heal that creation for the honor
and glory of the Creator—whom we know dimly through
creation, but meet fully through Scripture and in Christ.

We and our children face a growing crisis in the health of creation
in which we are embedded, and through which, by God’s grace, we
are sustained. Yet we continue to degrade that creation.

2 These degradations of creation can be summed up as: (1)
land degradation; (2) deforestation; (3) species extinction;
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(4) water degradation; (5) global toxification; (6) the alter-
ation of atmosphere; (7) human and cultural degradation.

2 Many of these degradations are signs that we are pressing
against the finite limits God has set for creation. With con-
tinued population growth, these degradations will become
more severe. Our responsibility is not only to bear and nur-
ture children, but to nurture their home on earth. We re-
spect the institution of marriage as the way God has given
to ensure thoughtful procreation of children and their nur-
ture to the glory of God.

2 We recognise that human poverty is both a cause and a con-
sequence of environmental degradation.

Many concerned people, convinced that environmental problems
are more spiritual than technological, are exploring the world’s
ideologies and religions in search of non-Christian spiritual
resources for the healing of the earth. As followers of Jesus Christ,
we believe that the Bible calls us to respond in four ways:

2 First, God calls us to confess and repent of attitudes which
devalue creation, and which twist or ignore biblical revela-
tion to support our misuse of it. Forgetting that “the earth is
the Lord’s,” we have often simply used creation and forgot-
ten our responsibilty to care for it.

2 Second, our actions and attitudes towards the earth need
to proceed from the centre of our faith, and be rooted in the
fullness of God’s revelation in Christ and the Scriptures. We
resist both ideologies which would presume the Gospel has
nothing to do with the care of non-human creation and also
ideologies which would reduce the Gospel to nothing more
than the care of that creation.

2 Third, we seek carefully to learn all that the Bible tells us
about the Creator, creation, and the human task. In our life
and words we declare that full good news for all creation
which is still waiting “with eager longing for the revealing of
the children of God” (Rom. 8:19).

2 Fourth, we seek to understand what creation reveals about
God’s divinity, sustaining presence, and everlasting power,
and what creation teaches us of its God-given order and the
principles by which it works.
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Thus we call on all those who are committed to the truth of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ to affirm the following principles of biblical
faith, and to seek ways of living out these principles in our personal
lives, our churches, and society:

2 The cosmos, in all its beauty, wildness, and life-giving
bounty, is the work of our personal and loving Creator.

2 Our creating God is prior to and other than creation, yet
intimately involved with it, upholding each thing in its free-
dom, and all things in relationships of intricate complexity.
God is transcendent, while lovingly sustaining each crea-
ture; and immanent, while wholly other than creation and
not to be confused with it.

2 God the Creator is relational in very nature, revealed as three
persons in One. Likewise, the creation which God intended
is a symphony of individual creatures in harmonious rela-
tionship.

2 The Creator’s concern is for all creatures. God declares all
creation “good” (Gen. 1:31); promises care in a covenant with
all creatures (Gen. 9:9–17); delights in creatures which have
no human apparent usefulness (Job 39–41); and wills, in
Christ, “to reconcile all things to himself” (Col. 1:20).

2 Men, women and children, have a unique responsibility to
the Creator; at the same time we are creatures, shaped by
the same processes and embedded in the same systems of
physical, chemical, and biological interconnections which
sustain other creatures.

2 Men, women and children, created in God’s image, also have
a unique responsibilty for creation. Our actions should both
sustain creation’s fruitfulness and preserve creation’s pow-
erful testimony to its Creator.

2 Our God-given, stewardly talents have often been warped
from their intended purpose: that we know, name, keep and
delight in God’s creatures; that we nourish civilization in
love, creativity and obedience to God; and that we offer cre-
ation and civilisation back in praise to the Creator. We have
ignored our creaturely limits and have used the earth with
greed, rather than care.
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2 The earthly result of human sin has been a perverted stew-
ardship, a patchwork of garden and wasteland in which the
waste is increasing. “There is no faithfulness, no love, no
acknowledgement of God in the land . . . Because of this the
land mourns, and all who live in it waste away”(Hosea 4:1,3).
Thus, one consequence of our misuse of the earth is an un-
just denial of God’s created bounty to other human beings,
both now and in the future.

2 God’s purpose in Christ is to heal and bring to wholeness
not only persons but the entire created order. “For God was
pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through
him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on
earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his
blood shed on the cross” (Col. 1:19–20).

2 In Jesus Christ, believers are forgiven, transformed and
brought into God’s kingdom. “If anyone is in Christ, there is
a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). The presence of the kingdom
of God is marked not only by renewed fellowship with God,
but also by renewed harmony and justice between people,
and by renewed harmony and justice between people and
the rest of the created world. “You will go out with joy and
be led forth in peace; the mountains and the hills will burst
into song before you, and all the trees of the field will clap
their hands” (Isa. 55:12).

We believe that in Christ there is hope, not only for men, women
and children, but also for the rest of creation which is suffering
from the consequences of human sin.

2 Therefore we call upon all Christians to reaffirm that all cre-
ation is God’s; that God created it good; and that God is re-
newing it in Christ.

2 We encourage deeper reflection on the substantial biblical
and theological teaching which speaks of God’s work of re-
demption in terms of the renewal and completion of God’s
purpose in creation.

2 We seek a deeper reflection on the wonders of God’s cre-
ation and the principles by which creation works. We also
urge a careful consideration of how our corporate and indi-
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vidual actions respect and comply with God’s ordinances
for creation.

2 We encourage Christians to incorporate the extravagant cre-
ativity of God into their lives by increasing the nurturing role
of beauty and the arts in their personal, ecclesiastical and
social patterns.

2 We urge individual Christians and churches to be centres
of creation’s care and renewal, both delighting in creation
as God’s gift, and enjoying it as God’s provision, in ways
which sustain and heal the damaged fabric of the creation
which God has entrusted to us.

2 We recall Jesus’ words that our lives do not consist in the
abundance of our possessions, and therefore we urge fol-
lowers of Jesus to resist the allure of wastefulness and over-
consumption by making personal lifestyle choices that ex-
press humility, forbearance, self restraint and frugality.

2 We call on Christians to work for godly, just, and sustain-
able economies which reflect God’s sovereign economy and
enable men, women and children to flourish along with all
the diversity of creation. We recognise that poverty forces
people to degrade creation in order to survive; therefore we
support the development of just, free economies which
empower the poor and create abundance without dimin-
ishing creation’s bounty.

2 We commit ourselves to work for responsible public poli-
cies which embody the principles of biblical stewardship of
creation.

2 We invite Christians—individuals, congregations and
organisations—to join with us in this evangelical declara-
tion on the environment, becoming a covenant people in
an ever-widening circle of biblical care for creation.

2 We call upon Christians to listen to and work with all those
who are concerned about the healing of creation, with an
eagerness both to learn from them and also to share with
them our conviction that the God whom all people sense in
creation (Acts 17:27) is known fully only in the Word made
flesh in Christ the living God, who made and sustains all
things.
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2 We make this declaration knowing that until Christ returns
to reconcile all things, we are called to be faithful stewards
of God’s good garden, our earthly home.

1 The Declaration was launched in 1994 as one of the first products of the Evangelical
Environment Network (EEN), and has since been endorsed by several hundred church
leaders throughout the world. For more information regarding the Declaration and
the origin of the EEN, please see The Care of Creation: Focusing Concern and Action,
ed. R.J. Berry, (Inter-Varsity Press: England, 2000).
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partnership which serves more than 85 million

people in some 80 countries. World Vision seeks to follow
Christ’s example by working with the poor and oppressed
in the pursuit of justice and human transformation.

Children are often most vulnerable to the effects of pov-
erty. World Vision works with each partner community to
ensure that children are able to enjoy improved nutrition,
health and education. Where children live in especially dif-
ficult circumstances, surviving on the streets, suffering in
exploitative labour, or exposed to the abuse and trauma of
conflict, World Vision works to restore hope and to bring
justice.

World Vision recognises that poverty is not inevitable.
Our Mission Statement calls us to challenge those unjust
structures, which constrain the poor in a world of false pri-
orities, gross inequalities and distorted values. World Vi-
sion desires that all people are able to reach their God-given
potential, and thus works for a world which no longer tol-
erates poverty.
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