

  




  
 [image: image]





  This book is a distinctive, if not unique, treatment of how the New Testament bears on ecology. While Old Testament studies are more common, little exists on the New Testament. But here we find two chapters on Jesus’s Beatitudes and two on “The Lord’s Prayer.” Paul, James, and Revelation contribute to this rich collection as well. In addition to Bredin’s perceptive exegesis, he interweaves into his exposition contemporary data on how the cosmos is changing and what he personally is doing about this, a bridge between biblical study and living ethics.




  The book will be useful to readers across the spectrum and will serve as a good text in colleges, universities, and seminaries. His style is not confrontational but inviting. Each chapter ends with questions for discussion, valuable for church study groups. Highly recommended.




  WILLARD M. SWARTLEY




  Professor Emeritus of New Testament




  Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary




  Mark Bredin brings his unique perspective as both biblical scholar and caregiver to bear on the neglected question of what significance the New Testament has for contemporary environmental issues. The result is a creative, provocative, and engaging book that should be of interest to all Christians who seek to follow Christ in a world full of injustice, facing grave threats to its ecological health. Bredin’s skills as an exegete are evident on every page, but this is no mere academic study; readers will find themselves profoundly challenged and encouraged as Bredin wrestles with the implications of the Bible’s radical call upon us to care for others and for the earth as God does. This clearly-written and accessible book, with helpful summaries and reflection questions at the end of each chapter, would also serve as an excellent text for a course on the Bible and the environment.




  DR. JONATHAN MOO




  Assistant Professor of Biblical Studies




  Whitworth University, Spokane, WA




  An impressive response to the ecological crisis by a New Testament scholar and caregiver. Demonstrating the earth’s need, Mark Bredin convincingly argues that God is a “Cosmic Caregiver.” Followers of Jesus Christ are caregivers for the earth. I highly recommend this well-informed, original, and well-written book.




  DR. EDWARD P. ECHLIN




  Ecological Theologian




  Author of Earth Spirituality: Jesus at the Centre; The Cosmic Circle: Jesus and Ecology; Climate and Christ: A Prophetic Alternative.




  Mark Bredin has gifted us with a persuasive portrayal of the Bible’s message calling humanity without equivocation to care for the earth. Echoing the concreteness so characteristic of biblical writers, Bredin’s New Testament focus complements numerous other treatments more oriented toward the Old Testament. His discussion is comprehensive. Jesus, of course, is the center but we also learn how Paul taught creation care. The reader of this book will likely be changed—Bible-believers will be challenged to care more for the environment; environmentalists will be challenged to recognize the Bible as their ally.
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  I found this book to be scripturally edifying, morally compelling, and ministry equipping. As a leader in the church who cares about mobilizing Christians to care for creation, this is one of the best books I have ever read in that field. I am personally motivated by its challenges, and I am more deeply devoted to the Creator because its explanations prompt both action and awe.
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  FOREWORD




  Recently many Christians have become aware that the Bible has something to say about creation that is relevant to our age of ecological crisis and looming ecological catastrophe. To care for the earth and to value other creatures as God does are responsibilities the biblical God has given to humanity, responsibilities we have disastrously neglected, and therefore also responsibilities that are especially compelling and urgent today. But for the most part, awareness of this ecological dimension of the Bible has been based only on a few key texts, mostly in the Old Testament. Within the New Testament writings, perhaps only Romans 8:19–23 has drawn much attention.




  What Mark Bredin has shown in this book is not only that there are many other New Testament texts that refer directly and specifically to our relationship with other creatures, but very importantly, he has also shown that the ecological dimension is integral to major overall concerns of the New Testament: the kingdom of God, salvation, discipleship, justice, and hope. Well-known passages such as the Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer turn out to be highly relevant to Bredin’s theme. So is the rich seam of New Testament references to table fellowship and food.




  Bredin writes about the New Testament in a way that will be readily accessible to a nonspecialist readership, but at the same time his work is rooted in sound biblical scholarship. It also reflects his strong practical commitment to the changes in lifestyle that we must all consider very seriously if his arguments are valid.




  In short, this is a book that will widen the horizons within which we read Scripture. Those who think the New Testament irrelevant to contemporary concerns will have to think again. Those whose faith and discipleship have so far left the nonhuman creation out of account will be encouraged to follow Jesus into this area too. Those already convinced that care for creation is part of our calling as Christians will find that it is even more integral to the New Testament’s vision of the world than they have supposed.




  RICHARD BAUCKHAM




  Emeritus Professor of New Testament Studies, University of St Andrews




  Senior Scholar, Ridley Hall, Cambridge
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  Chapter 1




  WHY CARE FOR


  THE EARTH?




  Recently, a church minister asked me, “What’s the point of biblical scholarship?” My reply expresses how influential biblical study has been for me: “If it had not been for biblical studies, I would not be enjoying my current job supporting people with learning disabilities, a job in which I’m paid considerably less than the UK national average. I would not have taken up my practice of growing my own food, saving water, and using less oil. I would not be living without a car or be shopping for items that have not involved the suffering of fellow humans or other living creatures.”




  Without biblical studies my life would be considerably different. Thinking back on my journey with God, I see that God has led me to a commitment to biblical studies that continues to transform my previous worldview dominated by greed to one based on “care.” I believe that God has led me to theological study to help me see the world from his perspective.




  This book is written to share some of the perspectives and visions of the New Testament that have been influential on my life.




  The Task




  Since the 1970s, I have heard voices proclaiming ecological doom. I am not a scientist so I have been cautious in assessing the various arguments about climate change and oil depletion. I limit my task to understanding what the New Testament has to say to us about our relationship with each other and the rest of creation. This is why this book is titled The Ecology of the New Testament. I use “ecology” in the sense of considering social relations as belonging to ecological relations. I see human beings as part of the natural world. I urge that we consider human relationships in the context of all creation.




  I will show that God’s redeeming actions in creation call Christians to see their ecological, as well as personal, sins and repent. Through repentance we learn to care for each other and the planet because the Bible says so, and not because scientists, politicians, and environmental campaigners tell us to. This does not mean that we ignore those voices, but we must certainly listen to the Bible.




  This Book




  I expect most readers will be Christians who are living comfortably in North America or Europe. Some may feel discontented with their lives and separated from God’s good creation; others may find themselves questioning what it means to follow Christ’s example in our hoarding and greedy society.




  I hope this book may offer some food for thought regarding the teachings of the New Testament. Such thought should involve assessing truthfully our own culpability in the issues relating to the ecological crisis as the writing of this book has done for me. Further, I pray that the Holy Spirit leads you to seek diligently the New Testament’s guidance whether you are skeptical of those calling for environmental preservation or utterly convinced it is one of the most important issues for Christians today.




  I am also writing this book to myself, as I struggle to make sense of my call to follow Christ in the early decades of the third millennium. I would not have attempted to write on this subject unless I believed it was important, indeed vital, for the practice of my faith.




  God’s Care for the Earth




  A dominant theme throughout this book is the need to care for the earth because it is God’s good creation. I believe that the neglect, abuse, and despoliation of the world damage something that is precious to God and also are an indirect, sometimes direct, cause of much of the death and suffering that people endure. The world is precious to God. This is evident throughout the Old Testament.




  In Genesis 1:31 when God had finished his creation, he saw everything that he had made, and he declared, “It was very good.” Elsewhere in the Bible this same creation shouts and sings for joy because God’s awesome deeds include the provision of abundant crops and flowing water (Psalm 65:5–13). We read further that the presence of the Lord makes creation happy, so that the sea roars, the floods clap their hands, and the hills sing for joy (Psalm 98:7–9). The psalmist also observes that “these [all creation] all look to you to give them their food in due season; when you give to them, they gather it up; when you open your hand, they are filled with good things” (Psalm 104:27–28). God “save[s] humans and animals alike” (Psalms 36:6). He waters the trees abundantly and feeds the young lions when they call to him (104:16, 21). This psalm also recounts the wonderful harmony between God’s creatures so that the grass grows for the cattle and plants for people to use (104:14–15).




  Such positive views of creation stand at the heart of the Old Testament. It is also the case for the New Testament as I will demonstrate throughout this book. It is significant that in John 1:3, Jesus is said to be cocreator with God: “All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.” The claim that Jesus is the cocreator of the world reiterates the intrinsic value of the planet to God such that he shows commitment to the material world by becoming incarnate with it (John 1:14; Colossians 1:16–17; Hebrews 1:3).




  Closely connected to the preciousness of God’s creation and the need to care for it are themes of peace and justice. These themes are central to the Old and New Testaments. The current book will be rooted in God’s goal of establishing justice for creation, establishing God’s peaceable kingdom on earth. Despite depressing statistics about our world, as Christians we live in the hope of God bringing eternal resurrection to all creation, an eternal and whole peace. The hope for the peaceable kingdom on earth is connected intimately with the fact that what God has created is good and made with a purpose.




  In the light of the dominant theme of caring for God’s creation, this book will also encourage Christians to look more deeply at their lifestyles in terms of how these cause destruction to God’s good creation.




  Motivations




  This book is motivated in part by scientific claims that humanity is causing damage to the environment through lack of care: damage detected particularly in climate change, deforestation, desertification, loss of biodiversity, disappearing oil and clean water, and erosion of topsoil to mention a few.




  As a Christian claiming that Scripture is authoritative, I am driven to make a distinctively Bible-centered contribution to the environmental debates that are so central to society’s leaders and voters alike. As a New Testament specialist, if I don’t take the opportunity to respond to the present ecological crisis through Scripture, I cannot complain that the Christian voice is being ignored, nor can I face the church minister and say that biblical study is important and relevant to the world.




  A second motivation is the apparent neglect of full-scale studies in the New Testament of the environmental crisis. The New Testament has been neglected in this when compared to the Old Testament, which has seen a considerable number of publications. The Anglican bishop of Liverpool, James Jones, perceptively writes: “When it comes to the ethics of the environment, or what could be called an earth-ethic, Christians often turn to the pages of the Old Testament.”1 Bishop Jones adds with great honesty that “if you asked me what Jesus had to say about the earth and whether the Gospels had anything to say in formulating an environmental ethic, I would have thought ‘precious little.’”2




  However, several New Testament studies focusing on peace and justice pave the way for important applications of the New Testament to ecological issues. As far back as 1987 Perry Yoder commented that shalom and shalom making mean ecological wholeness.3 My study is to differing degrees inspired by André Trocmé’s Jesus and the Nonviolent Revolution, John Howard Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus, Walter Wink’s Engaging the Powers, Richard Hays’s The Moral Vision of the New Testament, Willard Swartley’s Covenant of Peace, Glen Stassen’s Living the Sermon on the Mount, and Michael Gorman’s Reading Paul.




  Finally, I am motivated to share with you what I see as the central insights of the New Testament, especially regarding the need to care not only for fellow human brothers and sisters but also for all creation. I argue that the kingdom of peace we hope for is best established by caring for each other and the rest of creation. I believe we must develop a theology rooted in care, seeing our human existence as part of a network of relationship of which we are only a small segment.




  Methodology




  My approach to the New Testament will make every effort to understand the texts in their original literary and social contexts. This kind of study is generally referred to by biblical scholars as “exegesis.” Through also acknowledging our own cultural and political agendas that we bring to the texts, the message of the New Testament will spring up from its pages, energizing our ministry to bring God’s peaceable kingdom on earth. Much of what gets in the way of understanding the New Testament is our failure to recognize the cultural baggage we bring.




  The Ecological Crisis




  The extent to which humans are causing irreparable damage to the planet is open to dispute, but this book believes that planet Earth is in danger and that humans should be concerned. Many have found this hard to accept as our way of life is based on easy access to the earth’s resources. The ecological crisis that scientists and environmentalists talk about can be summed up in the following points:4




  • Global change. Climate changes are causing ecological devastation through flooding, droughts, and extreme weather. There is some dispute as to whether this is caused by humans. However, most politicians and scientists claim climate change is the biggest threat to our world today. Many see it as directly related to high consumption of fossil fuels on the part of the richer nations.




  • Deforestation. The loss of forests leads to climate change as the trees’ capacity to absorb greenhouse gases is lost. Soils dry out and become deserts, and habitats and species are lost—a problem for us, as a quarter of the medicines we use today are from rain forest plants. Loss of forests is driven by (a) the need to make space for cattle to satisfy appetite for beef; (b) the demand for goods made from wood (including paper products); (c) mineral and oil extraction (major oil companies like BP, Shell, and Exxon are all involved in exploiting different rain forests); and (d) hydroelectric dams to provide the necessary energy for mineral and oil extraction cause flooding of areas of forest. All deforestation can also cause displacement of indigenous peoples.




  • Loss of biodiversity. It is said that one extinction leads to another leading to another and so on. It is thought that 10 percent of the world’s species could disappear within twenty-five years because of the breakdown of the rain forest ecosystems.




  • Shortage of water. Lack of clean water is becoming one of the biggest problems facing our world and its people.




  As responsible Christians we must ask ourselves: Are our consumption habits leading to such damage? We should not let our political positions and cultural upbringing alone lead us to take a pro- or anti-environmentalist perspective. We must listen to the New Testament carefully and thoughtfully whether we vote Republican or Democrat. And wherever our cultural sensitivities lie, we must make those elected to positions of power know our concern for the planet because of our Christian faith.




  Christians and Environmental Preservation




  Many Christians see environmental preservation as unimportant. Their position is rooted in seeing God’s redemptive actions as being human centered. Yet human-centered readings of the Bible say more about our Western technological mindset than about the Bible’s message.




  Salvation History Means Salvation Ecology




  Barbara Rossing, a leading New Testament scholar, quotes one Christian writer exemplifying a view of God and the Bible that is far from caring for God’s good creation: “God gave us the earth. We have dominion over the plants, the animals, the trees. God said: ‘Earth is yours. Take it. Rape it. It’s yours.’”5




  Some Christians see the central teaching of the New Testament as redemption from imminent judgment for only an elect few. This redemption excludes most of the world’s population, as well as the rest of creation. Therefore, the natural world cannot be the object of particular ethical concern. The natural world is seen as providing only the background to the greater drama of God’s redemptive actions to bring the elect of humankind to salvation, which is seen as a process of emancipation from nature.




  Many of us, including Christians who are actively involved in environmental preservation, hold the above view that salvation is only for humanity. Why is such a view so dominant, and does it have a basis in the New Testament?




  I believe this view comes out of an individualistic human-centered reading of the New Testament. It is important for today’s Christians to consider that the New Testament writers presupposed the importance of all creation and not just humans. Unlike modern Westerners, the people of the New Testament did not live in distinct communities separated from the soil, flora, and animals; they recognized their need to care for the land around them as well as their livestock. Such a worldview was also central to the Old Testament writers. The New Testament writers were so familiar with their environment they did not feel any urgency to spell out what was very obvious to them but what is not so obvious to us.




  However, having said this it is important that we recognize in our reading of the Bible how it recounts human sinful actions. I want to share with you a reflection I had recently on the Tower of Babel story.




  Escape from the Tower of Babel




  The Tower of Babel narrative (Genesis 11) describes how humanity united by one language builds a tower to reach the heavens. As humans attempt to build toward heaven, they come to imagine that they are like gods, and this hubris is ultimately the cause of destruction and wars. It does not take a huge leap of the imagination to see the parallels between our modern era and the era that produced the Babel story.




  I want to share with you my reflection on this story:




  I found myself high in the tower with others. We were all so desperate to escape. Why? We were dying because we had separated ourselves from the rest of creation below us. In our panic we fled. Rapidly we descended the steep outside steps of the tower. As we did so, we eagerly kept before us signs of land below like sailors looking for the first sign of land after a long sea journey. Our descent was hasty and driven by the need to be reunited with the land, in Hebrew ’adamah from which we humans are named ’adam. This is the land that we had so eagerly fled from in our building of the tower to reach heaven. Alarmingly in our descent we soon discovered that we were getting no closer to the earth; we couldn’t see it; there was no sign—we had gone too far from the earth we are named after, and it was too late to return. Tragically many preferred to throw themselves from the tower rather than remaining in the tower with no hope of returning to earth.




  Underlying my reflection on the Babel story is modern humanity’s story. Humanity in seeking to separate itself from the rest of creation is motivated to do so because of its wish to be independent. Fallen humanity doesn’t like the idea of being “part of the rest of creation.” Rather, humans seek to be godlike, to “make a name for themselves;” in other words, they want to live as though they were creators and not created. Putting space between them and the rest of creation somehow gives them the illusion of being in control and above it. But it is an illusion, for humanity cannot live without the rest of creation.




  God as a Caregiver




  Thinking of God as a “caregiver” has helped me understand more the God I encounter in the Bible. My own work as a “caregiver” has been influential. In this section I hope to introduce you to this not-so-well-known idea of God.




  What comes to mind when we think about God? What we think about God says a lot about how we see ourselves and influences how we act. Christians often support their idea of God with their favorite bits of the Bible. For example, some see God as a warrior figure to justify going to war or even to plunder the earth’s resources.




  It is very important that we don’t use the Bible to justify our own human views and prejudices that conveniently ignore the God who clothes the grass of the field and feeds the birds of the air and who cares for others more than he cares for himself. I suggest that we keep in mind the Bible’s dominant depiction of God as one who is active in the daily life of his creation. Creation is valuable to God, and therefore God is driven to care for it and to prevent those who harm it from destroying what he made. God is not an aloof figure—a clock maker who, after making it, stops caring about it.




  God’s relationship with creation is as one whose whole being is invested in his work. If we focus on the God of the Bible—one who is intimately connected with what he has made—then we will be critical of a vision that sees God as a despotic landlord instead of filling the more caring role represented in images traditionally associated with mother, gardener, or nurse. God of the Bible, I believe, is as much like a caregiver as he is a modern president or royal figure.




  I don’t wish to make God into our buddy. It is biblically true that God is Creator and that we are created. Yet while God is “in heaven” (Matthew 6:9), he is also the Father of all creation (Matthew 6:9). There are many descriptions and metaphors in the Bible relating to God that emphasize more the intimate God who knows his creation by name. Images such as shepherd and gardener, for example, express the caring and compassionate God. In this tradition I want to offer the metaphor of God as a “caregiver” because I think it advocates the downstairs (servant) God over and against the upstairs (aristocratic) God.




  I previously argued for this in an article in 2008 on the book of Revelation.6 The initial worries some had with my argument were that I neglect the authoritative otherness of God. My response is that anyone who has been in the care of a skilled caregiver will recognize his or her utter dependence on that person, an experience I had while in intensive care after a cycling accident. Here, I became dependent on the nurses and doctors. The more vulnerable the person is, the more authoritative the carer becomes; yet a good caregiver takes charge in such a way that gives security and communicates confidence to the vulnerable person.




  This is what Jesus means when he says that the great among you must be servants. The caregiver is an image that many may identify with, especially anyone who has cared for children, elderly relatives, or even a plot of land. Furthermore, such a metaphor fits closely the depictions of God in Scripture as I hope to show in this book.




  Summary of The Ecology of the New Testament





  In this book, I argue that we must care for the earth because the Bible reveals God as one who cares for it, because he created it, and we are called to show our love by serving him through caring for what he has made. It has been too easy to neglect particularly the New Testament in terms of the ecological crisis. If we publicly declare, “Jesus is Lord,” then Jesus’s life and teachings must drive us constantly to serve him in our world, and we must read the New Testament in our context of ecological crisis. When we unpack the New Testament’s ecological message about caring for the earth, we will find that the New Testament speaks to the life-threatening, violent imperialism and tribalism lying at the heart of the ecological crisis, but with an invigorating hope for God’s completion of his creation. It is this hope that drives the Christian to care for God’s creation.




  Jesus of Nazareth provides a vision of God’s future when his will is to be done on earth as in heaven. The New Testament documents God’s re-creating actions as he works to establish his future reign of cosmic justice on earth. At the heart of the New Testament is its teaching “to love God with all our being” and “our neighbors as ourselves.” It is evident in all the teachings found in the New Testament that “to love God” is “to love what God has made,” and according to the respective gifts God has given each, we must act to show that love toward all God’s creation. The New Testament teaches us how this must be expressed. Further, it points toward truer sources of joy and fulfilment that lie in generosity and mercy, fundamental characteristics of God. It provides a vision of cosmic justice rooted in future reality where God’s dwelling will be on earth.




  Chapter Summary




  This chapter has introduced the main themes and hopes of The Ecology of the New Testament. Human rebellion against God is seen in the mistreatment of God’s creation revealed most powerfully for us today in environmental damage. This arises through greed and the desire for self-empowerment regardless of how this affects the rest of creation. God is not a careless superpower separated from the sufferings of his creation. God is the caregiver who enters into his contract with his creation to bring it to completion as he intended.




  Reflection Questions




  1. What comes to mind when you think of the New Testament and the environmental crisis?




  2. Which aspects of the New Testament inspire you in thinking about the environmental crisis?




  3. Which aspects have you found problematic, and why?




  Chapter 2




  COSMIC


  JUSTICE




  Seek first his kingdom and justice.—Matthew 6:33




  If you have men who will exclude any of God’s creatures from the shelter of compassion and pity, you will have men who deal likewise with their fellow men.—St. Francis of Assisi (1181–1226)1




  Social justice without ecological justice is injustice which ultimately injures people badly.—Edward Echlin2




  My Body and Body Earth




  Throughout my childhood I loved running. When I pushed myself too hard, my body would tell me, at times quite painfully. Yet I was trained as an athlete to ignore aches and pains. I was taught to see my physical body as an enemy that needed conquering. Unfortunately, such a dualistic attitude toward my body resulted in serious injury. If I were to continue running, I needed to learn to listen to those aches and pains. I slowly turned to a more sustainable approach to running, and I felt health and exhilaration while running because I cared for my body. In order for my body to stay healthy, my mind had to heed all aches and pains.




  I have started to see this growing relationship with my physical body as a model for a relationship with the wider body, earth. The earth is in many ways the wider body of the human community. Sadly, our earth, our green beautiful earth, is in danger like our personal bodies. Further, like our bodies, the earth is telling us so. It is important that we learn to listen to our body “earth” and where it is suffering. We must not ignore it as I was inclined to do with running in my younger competitive days. We must learn to adopt a lifestyle that cares for our body “earth.” We must seek to do activities that are good for the earth such as running is for the body. We must not see the earth as an enemy from which we must extract every drop of blood it can produce. Such a way leads to catastrophe on a level that makes my painful running injuries seem microscopic in proportion.




  If our physical hearts are weak, the flow of our life is slowed. As we become fully aware of this danger, we take action to heal our hearts so that we can live more wholly. Likewise we must develop awareness and sensitivity to our wider body, the earth. If the ozone layer around our earth were to disappear for even an instant, we would die. If the sun were to stop shining, the flow of life would stop. We must make every effort to respond to our wider body as we would if we were told that our physical heart were sick. We must do justice not only to our individual bodies, but also to our larger body, earth. If we don’t, it will become sicker and our individual bodies along with it. Therefore personal and social justice must include ecological justice. I call this holistic justice “cosmic justice.”




  Health for All Creation




  God’s “justice” in the Old Testament is rooted in concern for the well-being and salvation of humanity. However, this justice also implies well-being and salvation for all God’s creation.




  Such a view is not obvious to many twenty-first-century Westerners who generally presuppose distinctions between social and ecological justice, putting much greater emphasis on the social. We often find it difficult to understand justice as something that extends to the whole earth. I argue that we must make a conscious effort to align ourselves with the whole earth. This chapter firmly supports international ethicist and theologian Michael Northcott, who rightly observes that the biblical narrative of justice suggests that justice is ecologically situated and not just relating to humanity.3




  The Old Testament in Three Words




  We cannot understand the New Testament without the Old Testament, which can be summed up in three words: creation, fall, and re-creation. These words provide the key for understanding the Bible. We should read the Old Testament as one book recording the story of God’s activity of redeeming creation.




  Creation




  God declared his whole creation “good”; this did not mean only humankind but all creation.4 The psalmist, for example, writes: “You save humans and animals alike, O LORD” (Psalm 36:6). All creation is intrinsically valuable in the eyes of the Creator. Christopher Wright says, “God provides the same food for us as for the rest of the animals (Genesis 1:29–30). … We, along with all other animals, have the same basic needs of food, water, sleep, and shelter. So then we are animals among animals.”5 Humans and animals alike share the breath of life (Genesis 1:30; 6:17; 7:15, 22; cf. Psalm 104:29–30). Those of us who arrogantly think that humanity is more important to God than the rest of creation should recall that humanity is not the first to be created, and we don’t even get our own day of creation. Wright emphasizes, “It is easy to say that human beings are superior, or unique, or special. Undoubtedly so. But the opening chapters of the Bible do not immediately emphasize human uniqueness. On the contrary, it seems that at point after point the Bible tells us that we have more in common with the rest of creation than in distinction from it.”6 [FN: Wright, 117].




  Prolific writer and Kentucky agrarian Wendell Berry reminds us that humans are children of Adam and that the Hebrew word ’adam means “dirt.”7 Therefore, humans are beings of the land and not marked out as superior. As children of Adam, we are connected to the soil, and human life is to interact with the earth.




  Fall




  After creation came the fall. The fall is neglected by many Christians who are embarrassed by talk of being “sinners.” It is more “modern” to be positive about humanity. However, I believe we cannot understand the Bible’s depiction of God without the fall from which God is seeking to redeem us.




  One result of the fall the Old Testament depicts is humankind setting itself over the rest of creation (Genesis 4:8–16; 6:5–7; 11:1–9). Humans begin to see the rest of creation as something to control and tame. It seems to me that even to think of social and ecological justices as “separate” is to read Scripture through unredeemed eyes. Scripture does not see humans as separated and above the rest of God’s creation. We are “dirt people.” Fundamental to the climactic fall story of Babel is how humans deny that they are “adam”—by building a tower to separate themselves from the dirt that sustains them.
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