
A Place to Call Home? 
 Reading the Bible from 

the Perspective of Earth



What you see depends on where you stand.  
Our contexts will shape our interpretations.



Context of Climate Change  

• Flooding 
• Record-breaking storms 
• Severe drought 
• Heat waves 
• Bushfires  
• Melting Ice  

Links between climate change and 
human initiatives 

• Deforestation  
• Fossil fuel emissions 
• Pollution  
• Overpopulation  
• Destruction of ecosystems 
• Reduction of biodiversity 



Higher temperatures  
Increases in subtropical diseases 
Increased the risk of extinctions 

Rising sea levels 
Increased erosion 

More frequent extreme weather 
events 

Change in rainfall patterns 
Flash flooding  
Reduced soil moisture and 
groundwater supplies 
Aggravated water quality problems 

Climate refugees  
Tuvalu and Kiribati



The greatest failure of Christianity in the 
total course of its history is its inability to 

deal with the devastation of the planet.  
[Thomas Berry]



Lynn White Jr. (1967) ‘The Historical 
Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’ 

Causal relationship between 
Christianity and the ecological crisis 

‘The most anthropocentric religion 
the world has ever seen’

Some Background



Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to 
our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, 
and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the 

wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that 
creeps upon the earth.”  

So God created humankind in his image, 
in the image of God he created them; 

male and female he created them.  

God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish 
of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing 

that moves upon the earth.”  
[Gen 1:26-28]



Establishes humanity as ‘master’ over the environment 

‘Humans are not simply part of nature:  
they are made in God's image… No item in  
the physical creation had any purpose  
save to serve man's [sic] purposes.’ 

Has enabled the emergence of scientific and technological 
ideologies 

          ‘Our science and technology have grown out of      
          Christian attitudes toward man's [sic] relation to      
          nature. We are superior to nature, contemptuous of it,  
          willing to use it for our slightest whim.’ 

          ‘Christianity bears a huge burden of guilt for the kind of     
           behaviour in the world that has been so ecologically      
          disastrous.’ 

The ecological crisis is a religious crisis. 

Lynn White Jr. (1967)  
‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’



Since the roots of the ecological crisis are largely 
religious, the ‘remedy must also be essentially 

religious, whether we call it that or not’  
[Lynn White Jr.]

‘What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the 
man-nature [sic] relationship.’ 

‘More science and more technology are not going to get 
us out of the present ecologic crisis until we find a new 

religion, or rethink our old one.’



An Ecological Reading of the Bible 
Provides a way to read the Bible in the 
context of global ecological degradation 

Requires a radical reorientation to the 
biblical text.  

Earth is placed at the centre of the  
interpretation  

Earth is autonomous – a character in 
the text.  

Tries to perceive reality from the 
Earth’s perspective.



An Ecological  
Reading of the Bible 
This interpretation is not value-neutral – 
guided by six ecojustice principles: 

1. The Principle of Intrinsic Worth  

2. The Principle of Inter-connectedness  

3. The Principle of Voice  

4. The Principle of Purpose  

5. The Principle of Mutual Custodianship  

6. Principle of Resistance



The universe, the Earth and 
all its components have 
intrinsic worth/value.  

Not because they are useful to 
humanity, nor because they 
are vehicles that reflect God’s 
act of creation 

1. The Principle of Intrinsic Worth 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 



So, the questions to keep in mind here as 
we approach the biblical text include:  

Is Earth viewed merely as a resource for 
humans or as a subject with intrinsic 
worth?  

Does the text acknowledge and respect the 
intrinsic worth and value of Earth and non-
human members of Earth community? 

Is Earth used and abused to serve the 
interests of humans and divine?

1. The Principle of Intrinsic Worth 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 



2. The Principle of Interconnectedness
Ecological Reading of the Bible 

‘On the basis of these scientific perspectives, 
there can be little doubt that homo sapiens is 
nature’s creature. How are we related to the 

rest of nature? We flourish only within an 
intimate ecological fabric, and within the 

relationships of that fabric, we are kin to the 
other citizens of nature’s society. Our 

interrelatedness is best conceptualized 
according to the model of genetic relatedness. 
Nature’s processes have produced us, we are 

constituted by our inheritance from its past and 
we live in the ambience of its created balances 

today. There is a kind of non-negotiability to the 
message that science delivers on this point. Our 

kinship with nature is not a matter of our 
preference, nor is it an issue that calls for our 

acquiescence. It simply is’ (Philip Hefner). 

The Earth is a community of interconnected living things 
which are mutually dependent on each other for life and 
survival.  

Humans are Earth-bound



2. The Principle of Interconnectedness

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

So, the questions to keep in mind 
here as we approach the biblical text 
include:  

Is there evidence of mutual 
dependence and interconnectedness 
amongst human and non-human 
characters in the text? 

Is the existence and survival of Earth 
threatened by humans or divine?



3. The Principle of Voice

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

The Earth is a living entity capable of 
raising its voice in celebration and against 
injustice.  

Earth has been understood as an object, 
devoid of consciousness. 

This principle is committed to hearing the 
voices of the Earth 

It asks whether the voice of the earth and 
the members of the earth community can be 
heard in many passages in a way that views 
them as subjects with their own languages



3. The Principle of Voice

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

So, the questions to keep in mind here as 
we approach the biblical text include: 

Is Earth treated as a subject with a ‘voice’ 
or as an object to be exploited? 

Does Earth have a voice? Is Earth allowed 
to speak or is Earth’s voice silenced and 
suppressed? 

Whose voice is dominant?  Does it celebrate 
life and speak against injustice? Or does it 
demand submission and subservience?



4. The Principle of Purpose 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

For a long time Earth’s 
‘purpose’ was to serve humanity 
(and God) 

This principle affirms that 
Earth is a complex of 
interacting ecosystems that 
function according to an in-built 
design or purpose



So, the questions to keep in mind 
here as we approach the biblical 
text include: 

Is Earth’s purpose clear?  

Are their hindrances to Earth 
fulfilling its purpose? What are 
they?

4. The Principle of Purpose 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 



5. The Principle of Mutual Custodianship 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

Responsible custodians can function as 
partners with, rather than rulers over, 
the Earth 

Reflects a new role for human beings in 
the Earth community 

Not stewardship (hierarchical) – more 
like kaitiakitanga  

Humanity portrayed as an integral part 
of the Earth community



5. The Principle of Mutual Custodianship 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

So, the questions to keep in mind here as 
we approach the biblical text include:  

Is there mutual custodianship between 
Earth and human characters in the text? 

Is there any attempt by human or divine 
to dominate and destabilize that mutual 
partnership? 

Is diversity of Earth community 
jeopardised by any unjust move towards 
homogeneity?



6. The Principle of Resistance 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

The Earth and its components actively 
resist injustice. 

Earth finds ways to survive and resist 
oppressors 

Are there explicit or oppressed 
resistance stories that relate to the 
Earth?  

Do any of the biblical traditions of hope 
reflect a similar awareness of the Earth 
as a subject? 



6. The Principle of Resistance 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 

So, the questions to keep in mind here 
as we approach the biblical text 
include: 

Are there elements of resistance 
against injustice in the text? 

Does Earth take part in that resistant 
movement? 

What kind of injustice does Earth 
resist against?



Suspicion – Identification – Retrieval



Suspect that the history of interpretation has 
been anthropocentric 

Biblical interpretation primarily interested in the 
relationship between God and humanity 

Where is the Earth in this text?  

How is the Earth presented in this text?  

How do other characters (God, humans)  
engage with Earth in this text? 

Are there texts in the Bible where the voices of  
Earth and Earth community are present, but 
have been ignored because of the mindset of 
past interpreters? 

The Task of Suspicion 

Ecological Reading of the Bible 



The Task of Identification 

This is about coming to terms with 
one’s ‘deep ecological connections’ 

Reposition oneself as self-consciously 
part of the Land 

Sensitive to the experiences of the 
Earth in the text 

Becoming an advocate for the Earth 

How might the Earth experience the 
events described in the biblical text?

Ecological Reading of the Bible 



The Task of Retrieval 

Listens to and learns from the 
silenced or ignored voice of the Earth 

‘Voice’ need not correspond to the 
language of words associated with 
humans voices 

How might we retrieve the experience 
of Earth 

Involves articulating this 
communication

Ecological Reading of the Bible 



Genesis 1 
In the beginning… 

Earth is a partner with God  

‘The earth brought forth…’ 
‘Let the waters bring forth…’  

God saw that it was good 

Earth is the co-source of all 
living things 

All creatures have a common 
kinship that derives from Earth 



Humans are not connected to the existing 
created order 

Made in the image of God 

Given the mandate to dominate 

Hebrew term rada is what kings and 
taskmasters do (1Kings 4:24; 5:16) 

Hebrew term kabash (subdue) used 
elsewhere to mean  

‘crush under foot’ (Mic 7:19) 
‘subjugate’ (Josh 18:1)  
‘rape’ (Esth 7:9; Neh 5:5)

Genesis 1 



Genesis 2 
No vegetation on the Earth 
because there is no one to 
‘serve’ adamah and nurture 
her 

Human created from the soil  

Linguistic connection - 
adamah and adam 

Humans were created from 
Earth for Earth



Genesis 2 
The human has the task of greening 
adamah: 

Then the Lord God took the man 
and put him in the garden to 
Eden to serve and preserve it. 
(2:15) 

The Earth then helps to create the 
animals and birds – they are kin of 
the humans  

The role of the human is to ‘serve 
and preserve’ adamah





A Place to Call Home? 
 Reading the Bible from 

the Perspective of Earth





Earth-themed worship services





Blessing the animals on the feast of St 
Francis



Walk and Wonder as a Church



Greywater  
Recycling



Community  
Gardening



Community  
Gardening



Community  
Produce



Community  
Produce



Community Produce



Solar Power







Reducing Waste 
and Recycling



Reducing Waste 
and Recycling



Advocacy



Tree Planting



Five Leaf Eco-Awards 

https://fiveleafecoawards.org/


