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    INTRODUCTION


    Can a Christian Be an Environmentalist?


    


    

      THE SUBJECT MATTER of this book is, in my opinion, one of the most misunderstood topics of holiness and social justice in the Christian community today. The topic is obviously important, relevant, contemporary, and compelling. It is an issue our neighbors (both locally and globally) care about deeply. As a result, this is a subject that profoundly influences the church’s witness to the world. But as I have traveled, written, and spoken on this issue in Christian circles for more than a decade, I have found that the church is largely paralyzed on this topic. From college students to CEOs, seminarians to pastors, cattle ranchers to coal miners, Californians to Kentuckians—we the church are MIA on the issue of environmental stewardship.


      When I was teaching Old Testament at Wheaton College, professor Kristen Page (the Ruth Kraft Strohschein Distinguished Chair of Biology) and I won a Faith and Learning grant to launch the first-ever Wheaton course designed specifically to integrate the Bible and biology in an inquiry into environmental stewardship. Our title was “Environmental Concern for the Christian: The Bible and Biology.” As professors are wont to do, we opened the first class with a seemingly innocent “icebreaker”: “Introduce yourself to the class, telling us your name, your major, and why you took this course.” Like most teachers, I have deployed a conversation starter like this dozens of times in an array of classroom settings. But by the time this one was over, I was stunned. Why? Because every one of our twenty-some students voiced the same testimony:


      

        I’ve always loved the outdoors (camping/hiking/bird watching/wild ponies on Assateague/the common dolphins in the Channel Island sound/the beauty of the Ozarks). I have always felt God’s presence and pleasure when I pursued those loves. But as a Christian, I didn’t think I was allowed to incorporate that love or advocacy for those loves into my Christian identity. So I was really excited when you offered this course.


      


      Every student. Every well-educated, socially active, theologically committed young adult sitting in that classroom felt they were not allowed to advocate for the beauty and sanctity of God’s creation and still call themselves “Christian.” And perhaps even more remarkable, the professors standing in front of those Wheaton students shared the same testimony. Why? Why has the church, historically the moral compass of our society, gotten so lost on this topic?


      One reason is certainly politics. Not kingdom politics, but American and international politics. I think that most would concur that the traditional political allies of the church are not the traditional political allies of environmental concern. If you are pro-life, it is assumed that you cannot also be pro-environment. If you are a patriot, you supposedly cannot also be a conservationist. Or to be more forthright: in the United States, if you are an environmentalist, it is assumed that you are a Democrat—and Democrats, supposedly, are not pro-life. If you are a Republican, it is assumed that you cannot also be pro-environment. In other words, somehow environmental advocacy has been pigeonholed into a particular political profile and has become guilty by association. But of course, Christians are first the citizens of heaven, and therefore our alliances and our value system are not defined by American politics. Rather, our value system (aka “holiness”) is defined by the Holy One. And as citizens of his kingdom, ultimately there is only one set of politics the Christ follower should be concerned about.


      A second cause of the church’s paralysis on this topic is familiar to many matters of social concern. We, the Western majority voice, are largely sheltered from the impact of environmental degradation on the global community. We don’t see how unregulated use of land and water by big business decimates the lives of the marginalized. We have not witnessed the sterilization of the fertile fields of Punjab, India, at the hands of unrestrained industrial agriculture or the social collapse that it has caused. We have not stood on the shores of the Ganges River and seen and smelled the results of the unrelenting abuse of this immense and immensely important estuary via untreated industrial waste, raw sewage, and incomplete cremations. Our front windows do not offer us a view of the lunar landscapes left behind by mountaintop removal coal mining in Appalachia or the ragged remains of Madagascar’s 88 percent deforestation—both of which have left the marginalized without recourse. As a result, we struggle to understand creation care as an expression of concern for the widow and the orphan.


      Third, and perhaps most detrimental, is the theological posture taught by many in the church that the created order is bound only for destruction. Subsequently, many devoted followers of Jesus have come to believe that it is ethically appropriate to use the earth’s resources as aggressively as possible to accomplish what really matters—the conversion of souls. The end result? The church, particularly the evangelical wing of the church, has inadvertently dismissed the issue of environmental stewardship as peripheral (or even alien) to the theological commitments of the Bible.


      This book is my contribution to exposing and uprooting these misconceptions that have rendered the church silent on a critical concern. As a longtime professor of biblical studies, a professional exegete, an author, a theologian, and—most importantly—a committed Christian, my objective in this little book is to demonstrate via the most authoritative voice in the church’s life, that of Scripture, that the stewardship of this planet is not alien or peripheral to the message of the gospel. Rather, our rule of faith and praxis has a great deal to say about this subject. And what the Bible has to say is that the responsible stewardship of creation is not only an expression of the character of our God; it is the role he entrusted to those made in his image.
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  CREATION AS


    GOD’S BLUEPRINT


  

    

      We all long for Eden, and we are constantly glimpsing it: our whole nature at its best and least corrupted, its gentlest and most human, is still soaked with the sense of exile.


      J. R. R. TOLKIEN, THE LETTERS OF TOLKIEN



      


    


  


  

    I GAVE MY FIRST PUBLIC MESSAGE on the issue of environmental stewardship in 2005 at Asbury Theological Seminary’s Kingdom Conference. Historically, the goal of this conference has been to engage students in larger conversations regarding Christian responsibility across the globe. Standard topics have included training for effective cross-cultural communication; messages from courageous Christian cross-cultural workers (aka “missionaries”); organizations such as Word Made Flesh and SEND International; and ministries committed to assisting orphans, refugees, and trafficked women. Never had Asbury’s Kingdom Conference taken on environmentalism. But in 2005, under the courageous leadership of Professor Christine Pohl, the committee took the plunge. It was a tense moment for everyone. In central Kentucky in 2005, this was not a topic that “the church” talked about. At least not from the pulpit. But being young and idealistic, I said yes to the event and dove into the task with a full heart. I was determined to reach my audience in a fashion that would engage and challenge without offending. And in the twenty-five minutes allotted to me, I preached my heart out. To my joy, my community responded with the same—wide-open hearts. The end result? This event launched a movement at Asbury that is still moving forward.


    We definitely had our challenges. There was more than one accusation of “hippie do-gooder-ism,” there were lots of questions about finances and labor, and there was one particularly telling faculty meeting in which I had to actually show my colleagues where to find the numbers on the bottom of their plastic water bottles and explain what the numbers meant! But we moved forward, and we created one of the most effective institutional recycling programs I’ve ever seen.


    The director of custodial services, Craig Reynolds, was a critical ally in this expedition into the unknown. Although he had not been socialized into institutional environmental commitments (we’re talking about Wilmore, Kentucky, here), when Craig became convinced of the moral imperative, he not only joined the team but also did the hard work of designing a financially advantageous response. Craig crunched the numbers and demonstrated that recycling our copious amounts of paper was cheaper than trashing it. He found that employing a company such as Shred-it resulted in a reduction in labor for his custodial staff. Together we found permanent solutions to our particular scenario. Then came Matthew and Nancy Sleeth (of Blessed Earth fame), who further educated the community on the topic and offered their time and resources. When President Timothy Tennent arrived in 2009, he brought the seminary to a new level, making it clear that the next phase of expansion would be organized with an eye on sustainability. As a result, after “a long obedience in the same direction,” this seminary has been transformed into a leading recycler in the region.


    But as with so many efforts toward individual and systemic reform, the Asbury community was only able to respond to this challenge because the issue was addressed via the community’s own value system. In this case, Asbury needed to hear a biblical argument as to why environmental stewardship matters to the kingdom.


    So how does one mount a biblical argument on this topic? Like all issues of faith and praxis, to determine whether a value is biblical, it must be subjected to a survey of the biblical text. As interpreters and exegetes, we must ask the question: Do I see this particular value or precept systematically represented in the text as an expression of the reign and rule of God? Or is this value limited to a marginal representation in the Bible via the particularities of situational ethics? To make an argument that environmental concern is a kingdom value, the issue must rise to the level of the former—a consistent component of God’s instructions to humanity, a regular attribute of God’s communicated values and affections. And as all biblical theology starts in Eden, we must start our inquiry there as well.


    

      WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?


      In the opening chapter of Genesis, God reveals his blueprint for creation. A close reading of this chapter demonstrates that the questions the biblical author is attempting to answer are, Who is God? What is humanity? and Where do we all fit within this cosmic plan? In figure 1, we see that the reader is offered an answer to these questions via the literary framework of a perfect “week.” Here the interdependence of the cosmos is laid out within seven days of creative activity, crowned by the final day, the Sabbath. Thus, on days one through three we are offered three habitats (or kingdoms): (1) the day and night, (2) the sea and heavens, and (3) the dry land. On days four through six, the inhabitants (or rulers) of these various realms of creation are put in their proper places as well: (4) the sun and moon to rule the day and night, (5) the fish and birds to occupy the sea and sky, and (6a) the creatures who inhabit the dry land.1


      

        [image: Figure  1. The seven days of creation in Genesis 1–2:3]


        

          Figure  1. The seven days of creation in Genesis 1–2:3


        


      


      As we consider the relationship between the first three days of Genesis’s creation song, which designate the habitats/kingdoms of creation, and the final four days, which identify the inhabitants/rulers of those same realms, we find a correlation that communicates place and authority. Therefore, on day four we read that God creates the “two great lights” to “govern” (or “be lord of”; Hebrew: māšal) the day and night (Gen 1:14-19). On day five we read that fish and birds are created to “be fruitful, multiply, and fill” the seas and skies (Gen 1:20-23). On day six the land creatures are created to occupy the dry land (Gen 1:24-25). But as we approach the sixth day, we find that the literary structure of the piece shifts dramatically. Why? To communicate the crucial role that this stanza holds in the larger piece. Even the most casual reader can see that this day is given the longest and most detailed description up to this point. Why so much attention? Because this penultimate climax of Genesis 1 offers us the most breathtaking aspect of the Creator’s work so far. On this day a creature is fashioned in the likeness of the Creator himself. On this day humanity (ʾādām) is created in the image of God.


      

        Then God said, “Let us make humanity [ʾādām] in our image [ṣelem], according to our likeness; so that they may rule [Hebrew: rādâ]2 over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” (Gen 1:26)


      


      The profound implications of humanity (ʾādām) being fashioned and animated as God’s physical representatives on this planet cannot be overstated.3 Both the biblical text and its ancient Near Eastern counterparts make it clear that for humanity to be named a ṣelem (image) is for humanity to be identified as the animate representation of God on this planet. In essence, woman and man are the embodiment of God’s sovereignty in the created order. Here male and female are appointed as God’s custodians, his stewards over a staggeringly complex and magnificent universe, because they are his royal representatives. Like the fish and birds, humanity is commanded to “be fruitful, multiply, and fill” their habitat. But because they are the image bearers of the Almighty, they are also commanded to “take possession of” (Hebrew: kābaš), and “rule” (Hebrew: rādâ) all of the previously named habitats and inhabitants of this amazing ecosphere as well:


      

        God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth so that you may take possession of it [kābaš].4 Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the heavens and every living thing that moves on the earth.” (Gen 1:28)


      


      In the language of covenant, Yahweh has identified himself as the suzerain and ʾādām as his vassal. Moreover, Yahweh has identified Eden as the land grant he is offering to ʾādām.


      The final stanza of the creation song introduces the ultimate climax of both the week and the message—the Sabbath day (Gen 2:1-3). This seventh day is set apart; it is sacred; it is holy. This day communicates that the universe in all of its breathtaking symmetry is finished, that the Creator is pleased, and as an expression of his good pleasure God has seated himself on his throne to revel in the beauty before him. Most important to us, the seventh day communicates that the perfect balance of this splendid and synergetic system is dependent on the sovereignty of the Creator.5 And as God is enthroned over all the vastness of our universe on the seventh day, humanity’s installation on the sixth day announces that man and woman have been appointed as the stewards of God’s vast cosmos. This message is reiterated in Psalm 8, when a worshiper standing millennia beyond the dawn of creation reiterates the wonder of humanity’s place in the cosmos:


      

        When I consider your heavens,


        the work of your fingers,


        the moon, and the stars that you have fixed in place.


        What is humanity that you should remember him?


        Or the son of ʾādām that you should care for him?


        You have made them [humanity]


        a little lower than the angels


        and crowned them with glory and splendor,


        You have made them lord [Hebrew: māšal]6 over the works of your hands,


        You have placed everything under their feet


        Flocks and oxen, all of them!


        Even the wild creatures of the field!


        The birds of the heavens, and the fish of the sea,


        whatever passes through the paths of the seas!


        O Yahweh, our Lord,


        how majestic is your name in all the earth. (Ps 8:3-9)


      


      The message in both texts is explicit. Whereas the ongoing flourishing of the created order is dependent on the sovereignty of the Creator, it is the privilege and responsibility of the Creator’s stewards (that would be us) to facilitate this ideal plan by ruling in his stead. How? Like the other inhabitants of the earth, sky, and sea, the children of Adam are to “be fruitful, multiply, and fill” the earth. But as the ones made in God’s image, we are also given authority over all the spheres whose creation precedes the sixth day. And like any vassal who has been offered a land grant by his suzerain,7 humanity is commanded to “take possession” of this vast universe per the instructions of his sovereign lord (Gen 1:28).8 In sum, humanity plays a critical role in God’s blueprint for the flourishing of this majestic ecosphere in which we find ourselves. Yahweh is indeed the ultimate sovereign, but humanity has been created as his representative to serve as custodian and steward, enacting the Creator’s will by living our lives as a reflection of God’s image. We have received our authority from the Creator. We rule as he would rule. We are stewards, not kings.


      Genesis 2:15 specifies humanity’s task further:


      

        Then Yahweh Elohim took the human and put him into the garden of Eden to tend it [lĕʿobdāh]9 and to guard it [lĕšomrāh].10


      


      In this second creation account, the message is repeated: the garden belongs to Yahweh, but human beings have been given the privilege to rule and the responsibility to care for this garden under the authority of their divine lord. This was the ideal plan—a world in which humanity (ʾādām) would succeed in building human civilization in the midst of God’s kingdom by directing and harnessing the amazing resources of this planet under the wise direction of their Creator. Moreover, as those made in the image of God, humanity is literally “installed” in the garden for this very task.11 Here there would always be enough. Progress would not necessitate pollution. Expansion would not require extinction. The privilege of the strong would not demand the deprivation of the weak. And humanity would succeed in this calling because of the guiding wisdom of their God. As I am wont to say in my classes, God’s ever-expanding universe was offered to his children such that they might always be captivated by its profound complexity, its fierce beauty, and its fragile balance. We were designed to love what God loves, and we were commissioned to seek the stars.


      But we all know the story: humanity rejected this perfect plan and chose autonomy instead. And because of the authority of humanity’s God-given position within creation, all creation paid the price for humanity’s choice. Because of ʾādām, even “the creation was subjected to futility [or “frustration”]” (Rom 8:20).12 In the words of New Testament scholar Douglas Moo, because of ʾādām’s choice, the planet itself has been “unable to attain the purpose for which it was created.”13 As I discuss in my book The Epic of Eden: A Christian Entry into the Old Testament, the curse enacted by humanity’s rebellion is not simply a list of random penalties—it is a reversal of God’s originally intended blessings.14 Those made in the image of God and designed to live eternally will now die like the animals. The earth, designed to serve, will now devour (Gen 3:19). The act of birth will now produce death (Gen 3:16). Adam’s labor, which was intended to bring security to his family, will now be undermined by the very resources designed to provide for him (Gen 3:17-19). In other words, the perfect balance of Eden, portrayed in the seven-day structure of Genesis 1, has been flipped upside down because of the rebellion of those who were appointed to lead. The treason of God’s chosen stewards has consigned all under their authority to frustration and death. This because although Adam and Eve had the authority to make this choice, they did not have the agency to hold the cosmos in check after making it. In an instant, God’s perfect world became ʾādām’s broken world—full of conflict, want, death, anxiety, and violence. And because of humanity’s strategic place in God’s plan, not only did this twisted existence become Adam and Eve’s inheritance—it became the inheritance of all placed under their rule.15


    


    

    


      WHAT WILL WE SAY?


      In my experience, the body of Christ readily recognizes the disastrous effects of the fall in the arena of human relationships. Corrupt and abusive governments, bigotry and violence, the oppression of the weak and the deprivation of the voiceless—no one needs to tell the informed believer (or even most unbelievers) that these realities were not God’s original intent for humanity. Nor, in my experience, does anyone need to tell the committed Christian that it is the responsibility of the church to take a proactive stand against these distortions of God’s good plan. History teaches us that, at its best, the church has been among the first to identify the effects of the fall on human society and has often been the first to respond. There is a reason that most of the relief organizations, homeless shelters, hospitals, and orphanages on this planet have the words Christian, salvation, mission, Baptist, saint, or cross in their titles.16 As Bishop Swanson of the New York City Tract Society stated in 1859 when faced with the unbearable conditions in the urban slums of an emerging America, “The Church of Christ must grope her way into the alleys and courts and purlieus of the city, and up the broken staircase, and into the bare room, and beside the loathsome sufferer. . . . For she was organized, commissioned, and equipped for the moral renovation of the world.”17


      This imprint of God’s character in the heart of the true believer is why the first abolitionists were Christians; why Martin Luther King Jr. was a Baptist preacher; and why the Union Rescue Mission (currently the largest private homeless shelter in the United States) has housed itself in the bowels of LA’s Skid Row since 1891.18 We see the impact of humanity’s rebellion and we know that we are called as Christians to be light, salt, and leaven in the midst of a bruised and broken world. But rarely, it seems, do we as Christians reflect on the effects of humanity’s rebellion on the garden. And rarely, it seems, do we consider how the reality of redemption in our lives should redirect our attitude toward the same. Surely if the ultimate objective of our God is to reconcile the world to himself through us, this topic deserves to be on the table as well. (2 Cor 5:17-21).


      

        DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


        

          1. What aspect of this chapter affected you the most? What was the most troubling, the most inspiring, or the most convicting?


          2. In your church community, what are the main roadblocks to environmental concern and action?


          3. In your own life (do your best to be transparent) what are the main roadblocks to environmental concern and action?
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  THE PEOPLE OF THE OLD COVENANT AND THEIR LANDLORD


  

    

      Failure to fulfill our obligations as faithful trustees of the gifts of God’s creation will inevitably bring God’s judgment upon us. The earth itself will rebel against our greedy and thoughtless exploitation of nature and our irresponsible fecundity.


      RICHARD BAER JR., “LAND MISUSE:


        A THEOLOGICAL CONCERN” (1969)



    


  


  


  

    

      RENTER OR LANDLORD: WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?


      Our next stop in our survey of biblical theology as it concerns environmental stewardship is the nation of Israel. Israel is critical to the discussion because it stands as the first model of God’s relationship with a redeemed and landed citizenry in a fallen world. Israel understood that it was Yahweh who actually owned the land of Canaan. This emerged from their understanding that Canaan was a land grant, distributed to the tribes under Joshua; and Israel’s privileges to that land grant emerged from their covenant document—their constitution and bylaws, what we know as the book of Deuteronomy.1 The stipulations here are completely clear. If the nation will keep Yahweh’s commandments, they will keep the land. Deuteronomy 4:40 summarizes the agreement with these words:


      

        Keep his decrees and commands, which I am giving you today, so that it may go well with you and your children after you and that you may live long in the land the LORD your God gives you for all time. (NIV)


      


      In this book, whose legal traditions reach back into the shadows of Israel’s earliest settlement, there is a continual chorus: if the people will remember the law of God and obey it, they will live and prosper; but if they forget and disobey, they will not prosper. To obey is life; to disobey, death. “So choose life in order that you may live, you and your descendants!” (Deut 30:19 NASB). The incarnation of Israel’s blessing of life was the Promised Land. This is the land of Canaan that Yahweh “swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to them and to their descendants after them” (Deut 1:8). In the language of ancient international diplomacy, the land of Canaan was, as mentioned in the first chapter, a “land grant” given by a suzerain to his vassal. And, of course, land grants could be recalled.2 Thus, although the offspring of Abraham were invited to live on the land with joy and productivity, the book of Deuteronomy is eminently clear that, just like the Garden of Eden, the land would never be truly theirs. Rather, as the curse sections of Deuteronomy 28 unequivocally communicate, Yahweh retained the right to reclaim his land, to uproot his people “from their land in anger and fury and in great wrath, and to cast them into another land as it is this day” (Deut 29:28). Why would Yahweh, who loves his people, uproot them from their land? As Israel’s story presents in graphic detail, he did so because of Israel’s long-lived, oft-repeated, remorseless breach of the covenant agreement. As it was in the garden, so it was in the land of Israel. God owns the land, and it is humanity’s privilege to live on it. It was God’s joy to give both the garden and the land grant of Canaan to his people. It was God’s intention that the land would provide for all of his people’s needs. But God’s people were renters, not landlords. And if they failed to remember that reality, there would be consequences.


      Israel’s identity as a lessee is most evident in the laws of the tithes, firstfruits, and the offering of the firstborn that populate the Mosaic covenant. Here we find that the people of Israel, much like renters, were expected to pay a percentage of their income to Yahweh via the central cult site—the tabernacle (and later the temple). In Israel’s early subsistence economy, in which pastoral and agricultural goods were the mediums of exchange, this meant a percentage of their crops and flocks were to be brought to the tabernacle/temple as an offering to Yahweh. And because Israel’s government was theocratic (a government actually ruled by God), an offering to Yahweh was also tribute to the king.


      

        Be sure to set aside a tenth of all that your fields produce each year. Eat the tithe of your grain, your new wine and your oil, and the firstborn of your herds and flocks in the presence of Yahweh your God at the place he will choose to place his name3—the tithe of your grain, your new wine, your oil, and the firstborn of your herd and flock—in order that you may learn to fear Yahweh your God all your life. (Deut 14:22-23)4


         


        You shall set aside each of the firstborn males that are born from your herd [cattle] and your flock [sheep and goats] for Yahweh your God. You shall not work with the firstborn of your herd, nor shear the firstborn of your flock. Rather, you and your household shall eat it every year in the presence of Yahweh your God in the place that Yahweh chooses. (Deut 15:19-20)


         


        This will be the priests’ due from the people: when anyone sacrifices an ox or a sheep, they must give the priest the shoulder, the two cheeks, and the stomach. You shall also give him the firstfruits of your grain, your new wine, and your oil, and the first fleece when you shear your sheep.5 For Yahweh your God has chosen him and his sons from all your tribes forever, to stand and serve in the name of the Yahweh. (Deut 18:3-5)


      


      For those unfamiliar with ancient Near Eastern culture, it is best to understand Israel’s tithe as a form of regular taxation. The system of offering and sacrifice served two important functions: (1) to acknowledge Israel’s position as a tenant and subordinate in God’s government, and (2) to address the needs of the landless among them (Deut 14:28-29; 26:12-15).6 But unlike the way most of us feel about rent or taxation, the law in Deuteronomy speaks of the tithe as an act of celebration as well. Here the Israelite is worshiping by giving thanks to God with a concrete gift that supports the staff and infrastructure of the temple/tabernacle, as well as the marginalized. As most of the meat from the animals sacrificed was returned to the worshiper, the offerings brought on this pilgrimage also provide a feast to be shared by the extended family.7


      The law of the firstborn is quite unfamiliar to most of us. It provokes the question: What makes a firstborn special to a pastoralist? Ryan Strebeck, a past student who is currently the pastor of First United Methodist Church in Sweetwater, Texas, helped me explore this question. Ryan is a third-generation cattle rancher from eastern New Mexico and Elk City, Kansas. He has a lot of experience with firstborn calves. According to Ryan, there are no particular qualities that a firstborn calf has that following calves would not share. But what is distinct about the firstborn is the “fragile nature of one’s first birthing experience.” Apparently (just like humans), a cow’s first calving season can be more traumatic than subsequent seasons. As a result, “Miscarrying, or ‘sloughing’ a calf, is more common for a heifer than [for] a five-calf cow. Mindful of this, we could probably say that a firstborn calf is more prized because of the high risk of losing that first calf.”8 Ryan went on to explain to me that in today’s market, a heifer that sloughs will likely be sent to slaughter, as she has become an economic liability. Ann Bell Stone of Elmwood Stock Farm has something similar to say about sheep. She herself is a sixth-generation family farmer from central Kentucky. Her family has kept a Suffolk/Dorset–cross sheep herd for generations. Like Ryan Strebeck, Ann Stone told me that a ewe’s first birth is usually no different from its later births. But the first birth is a strong indicator of what sort of producer and mother the ewe will be. As sheep tend toward multiple births (an economic asset), the ewe that produces twins or triplets the first time is a ewe worth keeping.9 In both of these testimonials we find that the firstborn is not necessarily unique in its own particularities, but it does serve as a bellwether. So a live, healthy first birth is a great blessing to any farmer and an indicator of good things to come. Moreover, as Ann pointed out, any “firstfruit,” be it produce or livestock, is a product for which the farmer has labored and waited throughout a long “hungry season.” So to give the “first” away is a sign of both great sacrifice and profound confidence, sacrifice in that the farmer and his family have waited a long time for that first lamb or tomato, and confidence in that they have no real assurance, outside their trust in God, that a “second” is coming.


      Returning to the laws in the book of Deuteronomy, note that the text states that the firstborn is not to be worked or shorn (Deut 15:19)—meaning that the economic benefits that might have been derived from this animal all belonged to Yahweh. Since the goal in a region like Palestine was for the ewes to give birth twice per year (once always in the spring), and since traditionally the best meat comes from a weaned male (two to five months old), it is probable that the sacrifice at the tabernacle/temple was of a weaned, two- to five-month-old male firstling of the flock in the fall. This particular selection would not only provide the best meat for the family feast but would cull the herd of males. The fact that the firstborn was reserved for special slaughter at the central cult site, and would need to be butchered on site for the meat to remain edible, explains the inordinately small number of bones from yearlings (sheep, goat, or cattle) recovered from Israelite villages and the large number retrieved from worship sites.10


      What we learn here is that Israel’s worship was structured around the regular acknowledgment that nothing they had was truly theirs. It all belonged to Yahweh. Here we also find Yahweh’s divinely authorized taxation system—the ultimate indicator that the people of Israel were only tenants on Yahweh’s land. Israel is commanded to make regular offerings of the land’s produce to the divine king throughout the year because their land belongs to God. In fact, the old legal core of Deuteronomy is introduced and concluded by imperatives regarding Israel’s tenant status. Deuteronomy 12:10-12 opens the law code with the following command to bring offerings (a form of rent and/or taxation) to the central cult site:


      

        When you cross the Jordan and live in the land that Yahweh your God is giving you to inherit, and he gives you rest from all your enemies around so that you may live in security, then you will bring to the place in which Yahweh your God will choose to place his name all that I am commanding you: your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, your tithes and the contribution of your hand, and the choicest votive offerings that you vow to Yahweh. And you shall rejoice in the presence of Yahweh your God.


      


      And Deuteronomy 26:1-11 closes the law code with a reminder of the same:


      

        When you have entered the land that Yahweh your God is giving you as an inheritance, and you possess it and live in it, you shall take from the first of all the produce of the ground that you shall bring in from your land that Yahweh your God is giving you, and you shall put it in a basket and go to the place where Yahweh your God chooses to place his name. And you will go to the priest who is in office at that time and say to him, “I declare this day to Yahweh your God that I have entered the land that Yahweh swore to our fathers to give us.” Then the priest shall take the basket from your hand and set it down before the altar of Yahweh your God. And you shall testify before Yahweh your God, “My father was a wandering Aramean. . . . He brought us to this place, and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Therefore, I have now brought the first of the produce of the land that you have given me, O Yahweh.” Then you shall set it down before Yahweh your God, and worship before Yahweh your God, and rejoice, on account of all the good things that Yahweh your God has given you and your household.


      


      Deuteronomy, the constitution and bylaws of ancient Israel, makes it crystal clear that this good land given to God’s people, as well as its produce, belongs to Yahweh. The tribes of Israel are only his tenants, who are appointed to their inherited tribal landholdings according to his good pleasure.11


    


    

    

      SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE: WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?


      Now let’s turn toward God’s expectations of Israel as regards sustainable agriculture. In concert with Israel’s understanding that it was Yahweh who actually owned the land of Canaan, a number of laws address the longevity of the land’s fertility. The essential idea presented in Scripture is that each generation of Israelites is required to maintain the land in such a way that it is as fertile when they pass it on to the next generation as it was when they received it. At the core of these laws is the command regarding Sabbath rest—a mandate to humanity to regularly cease production so that the land may be allowed an opportunity to replenish itself.12 Thus in Exodus 23:10-12 we read,


      

        You shall sow your land for six years and gather in its yield, but the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the needy of your people may eat; and whatever they leave the wild animal may eat. You are to do the same with your vineyard and your olive grove. Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh you shall rest, in order that your ox and your ass may rest and the son of your female servant and the immigrant may be refreshed.


      


      Leviticus 25:4-7 reiterates and particularizes this law:


      

        But during the seventh year the land shall have a Sabbath rest, a Sabbath belonging to Yahweh; you shall not sow your field nor prune your vineyard. Your harvest’s aftergrowth you shall not reap, and the grapes of your untrimmed vines you shall not gather. . . . Rather, the Sabbath [growth] of the land shall be your food—belonging to you, your male servant, your female servant, your hired man, your temporary resident, and the immigrants among you. Even your domesticated beast and the wild animal that is in your land shall have all its crops to eat.


      


      In other words, just like humanity, the land was to be given a Sabbath rest. In agriculture-speak, what is being described here is the practice of “fallowing”—allowing a plowed and tilled field to remain unseeded during a growing season. Not only does this ancient practice aid the recovery of soil fertility, but it also breaks the natural cycle of species-specific pests and diseases that result when a single crop is repeatedly cultivated in the same field. David Hopkins says that early Israel “undoubtedly practiced a type of short-term fallowing in which a year of cultivation was followed by a year of bare-ground fallow.”13 And as all “mixed farmers” know, a fallow field serves as excellent pasturage for livestock.14 The remains of last year’s crop provide important nutrition to this year’s livestock. And in addition to aerating the soil with their foraging and hooves, these same animals generously deposit their nitrogen- and phosphorous-rich manure throughout the fields one year in advance of the next planting.15 In all these practices, the ancient Israelite farmer supported and enhanced the microbiology of his soil and thereby dodged the disaster of sterile land, famine, and forced relocation.16 Keep in mind that then, as now, such farming practices limited short-term yield. In fact, Norman Yoffee theorizes that a significant contributor to the late eighteenth-century agricultural collapse in Babylonia was Hammurabi’s abbreviation of fallow law in his quest to increase short-term yield.17 In contrast, the Sabbath mandate in Israel’s agricultural system limited short-term yield but helped to ensure long-term productivity.18 Then as now, long-term soil fertility protected the poor.19 It is very interesting to me that it was the Sabbath—this “true cessation from the rhythms of work and world; a time wholly set apart”—that established the posture of restrained production and moderate consumption that facilitated the long-term perspective commanded by God.20


      Crop rotation was a third weapon in the arsenal of the ancient farmer who labored toward sustainable soil fertility. As any organic farmer would tell us, and as the history of urbanization in Mesopotamia dramatically illustrates, the continuous cultivation of a single crop in the same field depletes the soil of nutrients and encourages the proliferation of pests and diseases specific to that particular crop.21 In contrast, crop rotation (particularly the rotation of certain crops, such as legumes) actually restores the soil’s nitrogen content.22 The gleaning laws (which command leaving a portion of the harvest in the field for the marginalized) also contribute to sustainability. The unharvested portion of the crop ensures something agriculturalists speak of as “crop residue,” which provides essential humus to the soil.23


      Thus we see that Israel’s Sabbath law protected the long-term fecundity of the land. The sustainable farming practices this law encouraged—which limited short-term yield24 but helped to ensure long-term productivity—were understood as “righteousness” in the Old Testament (see Job 31:38-40). Of interest is that current agricultural science is demonstrating that our modern failure to provide for long-term soil fertility is indeed leading to disaster—in the form of decreased fertility, poor nutrition, and, in many parts of the world, sterility. As we will see in a future chapter, this failure also has a devastating effect on those living on the margins.


      Although I would never suggest that present-day farmers return to the agricultural methods of the Iron Age, I would suggest that in Israel’s fallow law we find a critical ideological principle that should continue to guide our approach to the stewardship of agricultural land: It is not acceptable for any populace to take from the land everything that it can. Rather, as the law of Israel teaches us, God’s people are commanded to operate with the long-term well-being of the land as their ultimate goal. They are instructed to leave enough so that the land might be able to replenish itself for future harvests and future generations—even though such methods will cut into short-term profits. Why? The answer offered in Leviticus is short and direct: “because I am Yahweh says your God” (Lev 25:17), and “the land is mine” (Lev 25:23).25 In Deuteronomy, the answer comes from a different direction but is equally compelling: so that “you shall prolong your days in the land” (Deut 5:33; 30:18; 32:47). In other words: because this is Yahweh’s land and Yahweh’s produce, and because Yahweh intends that his land be fruitful for the next generation of tenants.26 In sum, the constitution of ancient Israel taught that economic security or growth was not a viable excuse for the abuse of the land, and that true economic well-being would come only from careful stewardship of it.
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