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INTRODUCTION

			For even though I am absent in body, nevertheless I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good discipline and the stability of your faith in Christ.

			Colossians 2:5

			The experience of teaching online courses and guiding doctoral research online evolved over the years for us. We did not set out to teach online courses or write about issues related to online Christian education. Expectations for our professional academic careers involved a beautiful campus with ivy-covered walls and a close-knit academic community of colleagues and students. While we certainly have had that, we have also had an unexpected blessing given to us through our participation in online Christian education. We believed, maybe like you, that online learning was inferior to traditional education on a physical campus and in a typical classroom setting. This was especially true in our early days of distance education using VHS video­­tapes, audio cassettes, postal delivery of course materials, and mediated communication through keyboarding in real time. We can still remember our first ventures in synchronous live “webinars” with students from all across the United States who met in real time for about an hour of discussion and interaction. The poor students who could not type fast had a hard time keeping up with the pace of the discussion and exchange of messages through CompuServe.

			With the advances in learning technologies, many of the old distance barriers and the clunky means of communication have vanished. Just recently, Steve conducted a research methods class for doctoral students in South Korea while seated in a video classroom in Virginia. The quality of the images and the ease of communication between professor and students in real time was startling. Students could see his PowerPoint slides as if they were in the room with him, and he could see the expressions on their faces and what they were eating for snacks during the breaks. A host of other technological innovations that many who teach online employ on a regular basis makes using such technology seamless and unobtrusive.

			Two of the major stumbling blocks for many who resisted teaching online were community formation and spiritual growth. We understood the concerns because we had to face these issues ourselves as we migrated over the years to online teaching. While each of us had our educational, sociological, and theological reasons why both are problematic or potentially possible in online settings, the feedback and unsolicited comments from our students have sealed our conclusions about both community formation and spiritual growth in online courses and degree programs.

			One student, who was taking an online course for the very first time, wrote in his online journal, “[As a result of taking this online class,] I can report that I have grown not only academically but in every area of my life. That is to say, I have grown holistically as a person and as a child of God. My personal goals have changed and evolved throughout the journey of my studies.” A doctoral student in an online degree program wrote, “Not only am I allowed to pursue my chosen degree, I am also able to connect to a network of people whom I would have never met, much less interacted with and formed a community.” Another online student provided this unsolicited comment, “I have experienced the most accelerated spiritual growth while completing my master of divinity online and it was because of the collaborative learning process and sense of community. I was able to learn deep, theological truths and how they apply to my life through interacting with classmates, professors, and the course material. In turn, my social network (friends, family, church, neighbors, etc.) benefitted, as I would share what I was learning with them through discussions, Sunday school, and Facebook.” Space does not permit including other written feedback we have received over the years from both students and faculty. Those who have made the decision to participate in online Christian education have discovered that many of the prospective drawbacks and concerns vanished as a result of their experience, and they became enthusiastic supporters of this form of educational delivery. Many have been pleasantly surprised at the rich and thick nature of the interactions and exchanges that permit a more thoughtful and nuanced consideration of an issue or topic. While there is certainly a great deal of room for improvement and quality enhancement of the online experience, those who have experienced it firsthand feel part of an authentic, Christian community and sense a positive growth in their walk of faith as a result of their virtual encounter with other Christians. These experiences in online Christian education happened because we have entered a new era of unprecedented technological innovation that makes possible the creation of spiritual connections between believers—connections that have never existed before in human history.

			An Interconnected Age

			Alvin Toffler (The Third Wave, 1984) gave us his take on the different eras of human history in developed countries. He identified three waves that divide human history into four ages: the nomadic age, the agricultural age, the industrial age, and finally, the information age. While Toffler has never proposed a fourth wave or fifth age, we argue that we are now on the cusp of the interconnected age. This is an emerging age that is transitioning from the information age and providing us with multiple ways to interconnect with people, places, ideas, religions, institutions, organizations, and affinity groups. The physical sciences help us see an interconnected universe “where every atom is connected to every other atom.”1 Another way of describing the interconnected age is to see it as a “networked world” or “the age of the network.”2 The interconnected age would not be possible without the computer, the internet, and a host of digital devices at our disposal.

			Heidi Campbell and Stephen Garner argue that the church needs to ponder how it will negotiate faith given the interconnected age in which it now exists.3 The network society in which the church currently lives, they argue, requires the church to ask about the effects on our theologizing and spiritual lives. What is the relationship between new media and theology? We argue, similarly, that the church and its institutions and organizations need to consider the impact of the interconnected age or network society on our concepts, paradigms, and practices of spiritual formation.

			We have seen evidence in the church, classroom, and community that traditional approaches to spiritual formation are inadequate because they are too individualistic, private, and disconnected. Most of us no longer live in monasteries cloistered from the real world. All of us live, work, and relate to each other in the real world and this world is digital, networked, and highly interconnected. Given the twenty-first century reality of digital relationships and interactions, we need a model of spiritual formation that provides a better fit for the way we live in the interconnected age.

			An Ecological Model of Spiritual Formation

			Since we live in a highly interconnected world where first-year students know about their roommates before they ever arrive on campus and where we may interact with people overseas as much as we do our neighbors next door, we propose a model of spiritual formation that recognizes and utilizes these interconnective and interactive realities. In the natural world nothing grows alone, isolated and disconnected from its ecological habitat. Instead, everything grows ecologically through connections to and interactions with other living and nonliving things producing mutual growth and fecundity. We will argue that there is an ecological motif running through the Bible that uses the ecological growth observed in nature to illustrate spiritual growth. Jesus taught his parables upon the assumption that what is valid in one sphere (the natural) is valid also in the other (the spiritual).

			An ecological perspective on how we grow as Christians enlarges our orientation to spiritual formation and engenders relationships and connections beyond our traditional privatized perceptions of how Christians grow. An ecosystem perspective reminds us, indeed requires us, to think of growth both individually and corporately. Defined natural ecologies like forests, gardens, vineyards, and fields, as well as defined social ecologies like families, workplace, and educational institutions, inform us about how spiritual ecologies like the church, Christian homes, Christian organizations, and other faith communities function to promote spiritual growth. In God’s ecology, individual things and people do not grow alone. They grow when they connect to and interact with the ultimate Source of Life and other growing people.

			A Road map Through Ecologies of Faith

			We think ecological images and metaphors not only appear in Paul’s description of the body of Christ but also permeate the entire landscape of God’s revelation in Scripture. In chapter one we see that God created natural and human ecologies beginning with the perfect ecology of the Garden of Eden. Although this was a perfect place for human and biological growth, the introduction of human sin marred God’s perfect ecology and introduced disconnection at multiple levels of existence. These multiple disconnections require reconciliation that can only come through the reconciling work of Christ on the cross.

			Chapter two introduces the concept of an ecological motif that runs from Genesis to Revelation. After identifying the chief characteristics of a biblical motif, we provide examples from both the Old and New Testaments of an ecological motif in which the writers of Scripture use examples or illustrations from natural ecology to illustrate spiritual patterns of growth. We show how the Bible references trees, flowers, seeds, gardens, vineyards, forests, olive groves, and fields to identify different features that suggest growth and expansion.

			In chapter three, we examine the ecological power of the nature parables that Jesus taught. We examine the work of several parable scholars who provide evidence for another feature of the ecological motif in Scripture. In particular, we observe that in the parables Jesus taught, there is a direct correspondence between how things grow in nature and how they grow in the kingdom of God. We examine selected parables that utilize observations from natural growth to illustrate the processes of spiritual growth. We then draw some applications from this biblical evidence for understanding Christian spiritual formation.

			The focus of chapter four is a study of the ecological overtones of the human body metaphor Paul applies to the body of Christ. In particular, we highlight the work of Howard Snyder, who most consistently argues for thinking about the church through an ecological lens. We draw parallels between the ecology of the human body and the ecology of the body of Christ, showing how growth occurs through a series of spiritual connections and interactions.

			Beginning in chapter five, we examine the online learning ecology and show how our model of spiritual formation fits this newly emerging form of education. Online or any form of distributed education beyond the campus classroom requires a model of learning that recognizes and appreciates the distinctive nature of the online environment. We offer evidence that online Christian communities of learning are just as valid and authentic as on-campus communities and can produce the same spiritual outcomes. In chapter six, we consider the design and structure of online learning ecologies. We are concerned to show how social connections and learning interactions form an online learning ecology that creates a learning web of interconnected participants (students and faculty), concepts (forming a logical structure of course content), course materials, learning tasks, and educational resources. Chapter seven provides an opportunity for us to investigate the digital ecologies that allow us to interconnect with each other using a variety of mediated technologies. Critics have charged that online experiences are disembodied and thus incapable of forming community and facilitating spiritual growth. We argue from the example of the apostle Paul that any form of mediated communication (letters, computers, digital devices) may convey personal presence and promote spiritual growth. In chapter eight, we direct our attention to the power of social networks and what they can teach us about how Christians grow ecologically through social and spiritual connections and interactions. We highlight social network research that demonstrates the power we have to influence mutually those with whom we have some social bond. We draw parallels between the social connections and mutual social interactions we have in social networks to the spiritual connections and mutual spiritual interactions we have in the spiritual ecology of the church.

			With chapter nine, we explore an exegetical analysis of Pauline terminology that seems to fit the ecological paradigm. In chapter nine, we examine Paul’s use of what we identify as “vertical syn-compounds” wherein he establishes our spiritual connection to the person and work of Christ. The need for establishing a connection to Christ finds it origin in the chapter on the Garden ecology and the introduction of human sin that creates multiple forms of disconnection in the universe. Through the reconciling work of Christ on the cross, we enjoy a spiritual connection to Christ that makes possible our fellowship with God. Chapter ten examines the same syn-compound terms but now used in reference to connected members of the body of Christ. This is what we term “horizontal syn-compounds” because Paul uses them to stress how connected we are to one another as members of Christ’s body. In chapter eleven, we build upon the connectional language with a study of Paul’s use of the allēlōn (“one another”) reciprocal imperative. In this chapter, we study how Paul applies this language to the interactions, relationships, exchanges, and various transactions that occur between and among believers within the church. Just like Urie Bronfenbrenner demonstrated through his ecology of human development model that mutual social interactions lead to mutual development in human growth, so too Paul’s use of this language demonstrates that mutual spiritual interactions lead to mutual development in spiritual growth.

			Chapter twelve sets out an ecological take on sanctification and holiness that complements traditional instruction on these topics. From his public ministry, we argue that Jesus understood holiness and sanctification to be contagious qualities that spread from one person to another. We argue from Rodney Stark’s sociological analysis that the contagion of the gospel spread through Christian social networks and made possible the gradual growth of the Christian faith within the Roman Empire. We also show from Ephesians 4 that individual holiness spreads from one member of the body of Christ to another, thereby making it possible for the body to build itself up spiritually.

			We conclude the book in chapter thirteen with an exhaustive item-by-item summary of the salient features of our ecologies of faith model. In this way, we recapitulate the major themes and topics in a way that cements comprehension and understanding. Our purpose in all of this is to set out a biblically grounded model of spiritual formation that integrates insights from sociology, ecology, developmental psychology, education, and the emerging field of social network theory and apply it to online Christian education. Although our field of vision is limited to that particular area of ministry praxis, we recognize that the model may have wider application to other sectors of Christian ministry. It is our hope and prayer that those who serve in other areas of ministry will creatively apply our proposal and find it beneficial and effective.

			A Personal Invitation

			We are both administrators and teaching faculty on a large university campus teaching courses in traditional classrooms. We value this aspect of our academic and professional career and realize that the embodied experience of teaching and learning has a rightful place in any ecology of spiritual formation. However, the question about where spiritual growth occurs needs a more holistic and ecologically informed perspective if we are to capture the essence of biblical teaching and apply it to various forms of Christian community whether digital, virtual, or physical. The ecology-of-faith model we propose in the following chapters offers a promising start. It blends a variety of disciplinary elements into a comprehensive and holistic framework that encourages us to think outside the box of traditional formulations that may no longer serve Christian ministry well in the interconnected age. We invite you to join us on this journey of mutual discovery. We hope that you are encouraged and challenged to grow—even though we may not be present in body with you.

			


		


		
			PART 1

			
A Biblical Theology of Ecology

			

		


		
			
ONE

			
God’s Garden Ecology

			Field and forest, vale and mountain, flowery meadow, flashing sea,chanting bird and flowing fountain, call us to rejoice in thee.

			Henry Van Dyke, “Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee”

			One of the most stunning synagogue mosaics unearthed outside of Israel is the one on the floor of the synagogue in the ancient Cilician city of Mopsuestia in modern-day Turkey. The original builders paved the entire synagogue in mosaics depicting Noah’s ark surrounded by a variety of animals and the story of Samson. These mosaics and others like them illustrate the mastery required to take separate tiles and form them into a coherent scene that looks as if they were part of an original whole. In this synagogue, the original artisans were able to synthesize two different biblical accounts into one in a seamless unity that is breathtaking to behold.1

			When we study God’s creative masterpiece, we discover that we live in a physically interconnected universe. Biological, social, and physical scientists all agree that we live in a universe more akin to a spider’s web or power grid than to telegraph or telephone lines strung between poles. Ervin Laszlo summarizes the consensus view: “Most scientists are ready to admit that, in principle, ‘everything is connected with everything else.’”2 The interconnected reality of the universe is supported by quantum physicists when they assert that “every atom in the Universe is connected to every other atom.”3 We now understand that nothing in the universe happens in isolation. We live in a highly interconnected, spider-like web of interlocking elements at every level of human existence (biological, economic, electronic, digital, political, molecular, sociological, physical, and spiritual). All this evidence tells us that God created a world where things grow, develop, and are sustained through ecological connections and interactions. Our task as God’s servants is to recognize this created reality and live our lives, grow spiritually, and teach and preach in harmony with it. In this chapter, we will consider God’s creative masterpiece from an ecological orientation. We will first zoom out upon God’s cosmic ecology and then zoom in on the Garden ecology depicted in the opening chapters of Genesis.

			Cosmic Ecology

			As we embark on our consideration of an ecological model, we need to start by pulling the camera back and widening our view. Edward Wimberley provides such a perspective when he writes about “cosmic ecology.”4 Rather than thinking only about what he calls “environmental ecology,” which is centered on the earth, he situates earth’s ecology within the larger frame of the ecosystem of the cosmos: “While suspended in the vacuum of the universe, the planet Earth remains inextricably embedded within a cosmic ecosystem that sustains it and largely dictates the conditions under which life on the planet will exist.”5 He cites specific examples of this cosmic connection by reference to “cosmic rays produced by distant exploding stars [that] interact with airborne particles in the lower atmosphere to create heavier cloud formations, producing global shading, rain, and cooler temperatures.”6

			He argues that our current notions of environmentalism and environmental ecology are too restrictive because they fail to appreciate what he calls “our cosmic ‘household,’” a phrase that originated from the Greek word oikos.7 In his view, the known universe functions “as a set of interrelated ecosystems that are of great value and importance.”8 He proposes thinking of the existing universe as a “nested ecology” consisting of “an interlocking set of systems that begin at the level of the self and progressively extend to encompass families, groups, communities, ecosystems, the biosphere, and beyond into the unfathomable reaches of the cosmos.”9 According to Wimberley, human beings nest within existing natural ecologies but “are also embedded within an intricate network of personal and social ecologies that are predicated upon the existence of a vast and complex web of natural ecologies.”10 Our entire existence as humans consists of being intricately interconnected to and interacting with all of the various overlapping and interdependent ecological entities, some of which we will delineate in passing before we embark upon a consideration of the ecology of the Garden of Eden.

			Earth Ecology

			A natural ecosystem—one that we find in God’s creation—is a specific environment in which living things grow. Biotic (living) and abiotic (nonliving) components work in a mutual manner to facilitate growth and capacity to reproduce. Without ecological connections and interactions, there is no growth and reproduction. To grow, living things need ecologies and specific habitats within those ecologies.

			The English words ecology and ecosystem derive from the Greek word oikos and other words in its semantic domain.11 There are approximately three hundred occurrences of oikos/oikia and the larger semantic field in the New Testament. John H. Elliott writes, “Altogether this constellation of terms forms one of the largest semantic fields in the entire NT.”12 The Greek Old Testament (Septuagint) translates oikos from the Hebrew word for family or household (bayit). German zoologist Ernst Haeckel first coined the term ecology in 1866 and defined it as “the science of relations between the organism and the surrounding outer world.”13 Alfred George Tansley first introduced the term ecosystem to scientific literature in his 1935 article “The Use and Abuse of Vegetational Concepts and Terms.”14 The word oikos originally referred to any habitation or space where people, animals, and all living things resided. J. Donald Hughes writes that oikos was the word literally used to refer to “the whole inhabited earth . . . the home of all mankind.”15 Collomb reminds us, “In ecology nature is indeed seen as oikos . . . a biosphere made up of interrelated parts.”16 These descriptions of ecology as oikos honor Haeckel’s reference to ecology as the “household of nature.”17 In addition, oikos referred to a house, temple, household, apartment, or various humans who inhabited such structures.

			Various and numerous definitions are extant in the ecological literature but no one recognizes any of them as definitive.18 The simplest definition of ecology or ecosystem we have states that it is the study of the “interdependence of all living things, plant and animal, and their environment which makes life possible.”19 Although the scientific community uses ecology and ecosystem distinctively and analytically, we see ecology and ecosystem for our purposes as synonyms and will often use them interchangeably.

			Although the study of ecology existed primarily in the fields of biology and zoology and originally focused on the relationship between organisms and their environment, eventually the concept broadened to other natural and social sciences as a way to explain the complex relationships between interconnected entities, such as the fields of family, congregational, social, human, and economic ecologies. We will see in subsequent chapters how this same conceptual perspective applies to our understanding of the church, the kingdom, and Christian spiritual growth.

			Social Ecology

			Ecology does not only refer to various biomes of the created world. All human beings exist within a defined group of people with whom we regularly connect and interact with in some fashion. As Peter Berger states, “Man is biologically predestined to construct and to inhabit a world with others.”20 We would prefer to say that humans are divinely predestined to construct and to inhabit a world with others. God built this social dimension into our creational DNA—made clear in the book of Genesis: “Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him’” (Gen 2:18). The image of God has something to do not only with our relationship to God but with our relationship to others as well. The two key words in social ecology are the same key words that surface in any ecology: connections and interactions. Connections form some kind of a social bond, usually embodied in a social organization (family, business, church, organization, institution). By comparison, interactions refer to what transpires between the connections or the social capital that emerges from the interactions.

			The emerging field of social network analysis sharpens our understanding of social ecologies. One of the main features of our social ecologies is the concept of “social contagion.” Social contagion has to do with our ability to influence others and the ways in which others influence us. Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler’s research on social networks shows six degrees of separation that explain how connected we are to one another, while three degrees of separation explain how contagious we are to one another.21 The dwarfs in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs conveniently illustrate six degrees of separation. Between each of the seven dwarfs is a degree of social separation totaling six degrees of separation. Three degrees of separation would be the friend of a friend of a friend. Christakis and Fowler note this phenomenon operating in social ecologies: “We need to understand how interconnections and interactions between people give rise to wholly new aspects of human experience that are not present in the individual themselves.”22 The social connections we have with other people and the interactions we create to maintain those connections make us socially contagious—for better or worse.

			The spiritual ecology of the body of Christ partakes of the same connections and interactions necessary for spiritual growth and influence (spiritual contagion). In subsequent chapters, we will study Paul’s use of syn-compounds (“together with”) that emphasize our spiritual connection to Christ and to other Christians. In addition, we will examine Paul’s use of allēlōn (“one another”), reciprocal imperatives that stress our spiritual interactions with other Christians to whom we mutually connect through Christ.

			Human Ecology

			Human growth takes place within human ecologies that represent social connections to and interactions with other developing humans—connections and interactions that lead to mutual human growth. The pioneering and influential work of Urie Bronfenbrenner in The Ecology of Human Development guides our study of human ecology. He argues that it is not enough to postulate the existence of innate patterns of development that unfold in a mechanistic manner. He insisted that human growth occurs as the result of bonded interconnections and reciprocal interactions between and among developing persons. He described bonded interconnections as “the relations of the various parties with each other as members of a group engaged in common, complementary, or relatively independent undertakings.”23 He went on to propose that these social bonds create the “phenomenon of interaction [as] fundamental to an understanding of how human beings develop.”24 He used the term reciprocity to describe a “phenomenon of interaction” that involved what he described as “concomitant mutual feedback” that generated “progressively more complex patterns of interaction.”25 The result of these reciprocal engagements “produces its most powerful developmental effects” on the mutual growth of all interacting persons.26

			Bronfenbrenner further proposed that reciprocal interaction between developing persons in human ecologies produces reciprocal development among all active participants. The social connection and interaction between persons serve as “a vehicle with a momentum of its own that stimulates and sustains developmental processes . . . as long as they remain interconnected . . . in a bond.”27 Thus, what Bronfenbrenner observed as occurring in human social ecologies we find consistent with natural and social ecologies.

			Personal Ecology

			What we observe as characteristic functions of natural, social, and human ecologies we find present in the individual as well. In the foreword to Nurture That Is Christian, the late Ted Ward offered what he called “a theory of spiritual ecology,” which borrowed the concept of ecology from the study of biology “that refers to the interdependence of each component in the creation with respect to each other component.”28 He used this to guide his concept of how each human being “is internally related,” where “every part is joined together in such a way as to affect each other for mutual better or worse.”29 He argued that the study of human development offered a tantalizing way to organize the various aspects of human being into a personal ecology represented—but not exhausted—by six different developmental dimensions: physical, intellectual, emotional, social, moral, and spiritual.

			Taking our cue from Ward, we have conceptualized this personal ecology using the human hand to illustrate the “interdependence of each component . . . with respect to each other component” as seen in figure 1. 

			In the same way that any defined ecology functions through connections and interactions to produce mutual growth, so does the personal ecosystem of the human being. Just as Bronfenbrenner identified the dynamic elements of our human ecologies that interact with one another to produce reciprocal development, so do the interactive dimensions of each human seek to produce whole-person development across all dimensions. Neglect of any one or more of these dimensions, in one way or another, diminishes the ability of the human to reach full maturity and developmental equilibrium. In the same way, Christians who are to “grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ” must reflect growth in all of these aspects or dimensions of our created personhood if we are to achieve “the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:15, 13, emphasis added).
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						Figure 1. Six developmental dimensions

					

			

			Garden Ecology

			As we construct our view of spiritual formation through the lens of ecology, we must begin by considering the original and perfect ecosystem God created in the Garden of Eden. Although we may identify multiple ecologies existing simultaneously in the cosmic ecosystem, the first defined ecology was the work of God on behalf of his animal and human creatures in the Garden of Eden. God’s original humans nested perfectly within what Theodore Hiebert called “the ecology of the garden.”30 The garden ecology was a pristine, divinely created environment in which, to quote Paul, “God causes all things to work together for good” (Rom 8:28). The symmetry and symphony of creation functioned perfectly and blessed Adam and Eve, as well as the animals and vegetation. Hiebert demonstrates that “the ecology of this garden is distinct from the Mediterranean highlands” and must be viewed as a unique ecological environment.31

			The oasis ecology of the Garden of Eden is an extended agricultural image of God’s original interaction with humanity. God the original farmer “planted a garden” and placed the human in that pristine ecology (Gen 2:8). Once God planted the garden ecology, it became the task of the humans to maintain what the Lord had created—“to cultivate it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). All of the named components of the garden functioned interactively to produce the perfect ecology for humans to enjoy and flourish as God intended.

			In Genesis we see the garden described as a “luxuriantly fertile place.”32 For example, Genesis 13:10 says, “All the valley of the Jordan . . . was well watered everywhere . . . like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt as you go to Zoar.” The floodwater irrigation of the Nile River in Egypt is a base of comparison with the garden of the Lord. One even sees this rich ecology reflected in the name Eden, which means “lush fecundity.”33 The Genesis 2 account lends support to the Genesis 13 description with the reference to the four rivers that flowed from it to water the whole earth (Gen 2:10-14). The Garden of Eden was the perfect oasis ecology for the humans God created in his image and likeness. This is supported by the Hebrew term “garden” (gan), which is used in biblical Hebrew for agricultural practices requiring irrigation. Since the garden ecology existed prior to rainfall (as we read in Gen 2:5), it was watered by irrigation (šqh) that found its source in a spring (’ēd) that emerged from underground (Gen 2:6). Such a defined garden ecology, with its constant irrigation, temperate climate, and biodiversity, reflected a pristine environment captured in the Semitic root for Eden, ‘ēden, which means “fertility.”34

			God the original farmer “planted a garden” and delegated his farming tasks: “Then the Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to cultivate [‘bd] it and keep it [šmr]” (Gen 2:8, 15). Yet regardless of the human activity, the narrative makes it clear that God is the ultimate source of any growth (Gen 2:9). Growth produced through the combined efforts of the human and God takes place within a defined ecosystem of complementary reciprocity—of giving and receiving nutrients and nourishment. All of the named components of the garden and those not named functioned interactively to produce the perfect ecology for humans to enjoy.

			The Garden Ecosystem

			Some scientists think of ecosystems as multiple ecologies that interconnect and interact with each other. The original garden ecosystem consisted of several interlocking and nested ecologies. The most obvious is the “natural ecology” in which all of the animals, trees, rivers, and springs collectively created a lush natural environment perfectly suited to God’s human handiwork. In addition, a “spiritual ecology” defined the relationship between God and his human creation. This spiritual ecology enabled the humans to flourish spiritually and enjoy God’s fellowship free from any disturbance (Gen 3:8). There was a “social ecology” (even a “family ecology”) represented in the bond between the first man and woman who became husband and wife (Gen 2:18-25). Built upon this social ecology was a “human ecology” that describes the individual functioning of the human (Gen 2:7, 15, 19-20). Each human being is a composite of connected and interacting systems and dimensions that operate harmoniously to sustain human life at an optimal level of existence as God intended (see figure 1). In the Genesis description of original humanity, we see physical, intellectual, spiritual, moral, and social aspects constituent of the whole person created in the image and likeness of God.

			These subsets of the larger ecosystem of the Garden interacted with one another to create an interconnected whole. Within each ecological subset of the Garden ecosystem, we find specific ways in which the parts connect to the whole. The spiritual connection between God and humans manifested itself through interpersonal interactions that forged a significant spiritual bond between them. In the same way, the social connection between Adam and Eve forged a bond—“joined” them together—so strong that they became “one flesh” (Gen 2:24). Von Rad notices the strength of this original bond, writing, “Whence comes this love . . . stronger than the tie to one’s own parents, whence this inner clinging to each other, this drive toward each other which does not rest until it again becomes the one flesh in the child?”35 We can see in this original Garden ecology God created for the good of the first humans, all of the elements necessary for continued growth in perfection and righteousness.

			The Problem of Sin

			However, into this perfect ecology, humanity introduced sin that disconnected us from our Creator and disrupted the entire ecological balance divinely created for us to enjoy. Ever since, humanity has searched to re-establish broken connections through religion, social contracts, political organizations, environmental policies, governmental edicts, and interpersonal relationships.

			Each of the subsets of the larger ecosystem of the Garden of Eden (spiritual, natural, social, and human) felt the effect of human sin. All of the ecological connections and interactions that bonded God to humanity, humans to each other, and humans to nature and that made it possible for the human to live with personal integrity—shalom, “wholeness”—were disrupted and dislocated. All of the ecological harmony and synergy that existed prior to Genesis 3 fragmented into pixelated brokenness.

			Human sin infected the connective harmony that permeated the pristine ecology God created. The entire web of connections and interactions that made God’s original ecology hum along in perfect harmony was suddenly off-key and discordant. The scope of this disruption is breathtaking. None of the ecological subsets within the garden ecology could avoid the spread of this sinful infection. The word that perfectly describes these multiple disconnections is alienation. Alienation is a separation between things or persons previously connected. American theologian Paul Tillich, although hesitant to adopt the language of original sin, did embrace the concept of alienation, which has its roots in human sin that engendered human separation from God.36 In his view, the result of this alienation is “estrangement” in all spheres of human existence.37 Pannenberg critiques Tilllich’s view of alienation and offers a Genesis-based elaboration that not only involves alienation from God but “entails a rupture between human beings and the natural world which God has created (Gen 3:17ff) and a rupture among human beings themselves (Gen 3:12 and 16).”38

			Francis Schaeffer summarized the orthodox view of the fall, saying it “not only separated man from God, but also caused other deep divisions.”39 He went on to describe “psychological divisions,” “sociological divisions,” and the “ecological divisions” that separate humanity from nature and help explain the ecological crisis about which he wrote.40

			There is some overlap between our analysis and Schaeffer’s, but we see four ecological subsets, and thus four ecological alienations (disconnections): spiritual, social, human, and natural. Howard Snyder builds on Schaeffer’s analysis and refers to these different ecological subsets as “the ecology of sin.”41 He writes, “All these divisions derive from sin, and all distort God’s good purpose in creation. Therefore they all cry out for a gospel of reconciliation and healing.”42 Because of human sin, the spiritual connection between humanity and God, the social connection between humans, the natural connection between humanity and nature, and the internal wholeness of individual persons are broken beyond human repair. Human sin introduced alienation and disruption that could only be repaired through the finished work of Christ, who reconciled us to God and gave his people a ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18-20).

			Summary

			As humans we live in a series of nested ecologies—all of which are connected in one form or another and therefore mutually influence each other to varying degrees. God created all of these ecological realities, including the ecology of the Garden of Eden—our first human home. Human sin disrupted the interconnected harmony of this divinely created, cosmic ecology and introduced the ecology of sin. In subsequent chapters, we will explore how God brings about the restoration of all of this ecological brokenness, alienation, and disconnection in Christ so that we can once again utilize the divine resources necessary for our full enjoyment of God’s salvation.
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The Ecological Motif in Scripture

			When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.

			John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra

			When American naturalist John Muir took his “thousand-mile walk” from his home in Indiana to Florida, which he wrote about in A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf, he took his personal copy of the New Testament with him on his journey. While reading God’s word outdoors, Muir developed a more holistic and protoecological appreciation of creation “that prepared the ground for a part of twentieth century ecological thinking in America.”1 Wendell Berry confirms the wisdom of Muir’s approach when he writes, “I don’t think it is enough appreciated how much an outdoor book the Bible is. . . . It is best read and understood outdoors, and the farther outdoors the better.”2 The biblical authors spent much time in the outdoors and from this vantage point brought their observations of its marvelous attributes into the words they wrote.

			Gordon Zerbe affirms their vantage point when he writes, “From beginning to end, from first part to last part, the Bible is an ecological book.”3 He means “there is a remarkable commonality between the ecological and the biblical perspective.”4 He sees not only this commonality but also an ecological slant on the New Testament’s concept of the kingdom of God as well as the concept of restorative wholeness to God’s creation in the consummation. Ernst Conradie expands this observation to insist “it is important to read the whole Bible through ecological spectacles. This soon leads to the discovery that the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, is ‘filled to the brim’ with ecological overtones.”5
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						Figure 2. John Muir, circa 1912

					

				

			

			Beyond simply noting an ecological emphasis in the Bible like Zerbe and Conradie, H. Paul Santmire uses the term “ecological motif” in contrast to what he calls the “spiritual motif” to describe two contrasting ways to view a Christian attitude toward nature.6 While we use the term “ecological motif,” we use it from within a biblical tradition rather than a theological one as Santmire does. We are using the term motif in its literary meaning as “a pattern that appears in a written text.”7 A biblical motif represents a repeated concept, such as the shepherd motif, the wilderness motif, or the Exodus motif, that frequently appears in Scripture. However, as Weston Fields reminds us, “In the field of biblical literature no one definition of ‘motif’ is agreed upon.”8 In addition, no normative hermeneutical controls exist for identifying a legitimate biblical motif. Most biblical writers treating a biblical motif simply assume everyone understands what constitutes a motif and proceed to develop one they have identified. Consequently, as Dennis Horton concludes, “Current usage of the term qualifies nearly anything as a motif.”9

			Though he does not apply any of his insights to Scripture, William Freedman offers us some guidance concerning literary motifs in general. Given the paucity of guidance for determining a biblical motif, we may legitimately use his criteria for our purposes.10 Freedman distinguishes between the identification or “establishment” of a motif and its literary efficacy. We are interested in its identification and accept the fact that the use of the motif has spiritual efficacy for the faithful who read and study it. The first “indispensable factor” that Freedman notes for the identification of a motif is “the frequency with which it recurs.”11 The greater the frequency of occurrence of an image, theme, or verbal pattern, the more profound the impression upon the reader. The second identifying factor is “the avoidability and unlikelihood of the particular uses of a motif.”12 By this he means that “the more uncommon a reference is in a given context, the more likely it is to strike the reader” and grab attention.13 What we mean by ecological motif certainly meets Freedman’s first identifying factor of frequency and his second identifying factor of improbability; we might expect to find references to creation in general but not necessarily references to the ecological diversity and interconnectedness of creation.

			We use ecological to mean that which pertains to the interrelationship and interconnection of all things in nature. The study of ecology directs our attention to what Howard Snyder refers to as “the most comprehensive conceptual frame we have for visualizing the complex interrelationships of factors that make up human life and the life of our planet.”14 An “ecological motif” then is a repeated pattern of reference in the biblical text that describes creation from an ecological vantage point that stresses nature’s interconnections. Edwin Yamauchi reminds us that although the biblical writers did not possess a scientific understanding of ecology, they “were at least partially aware ‘of the interrelationships of living things to one another and their surrounding environment.’”15 Ellen Davis observes this ecological perspective early on in Genesis where “one can discern that the form of human life is fundamentally ecological” in the sense that “we are enmeshed in a harmonious web of relationships, infinitely complex in their intersections, that have in God their origin and their point of cohesion.”16

			Ecological Images of Growth

			Scripture abounds with images of growth that would have been easily understandable in its original context and to its original readers. Daniel Hillel says, “All the events described in the Bible took place in the distinctive ecological domains of the region that includes the Fertile Crescent.”17 This environmental reality may explain why biblical writers communicate the ecological motif in “implicit messages, expressed as allusions, associations, and connotations.”18 This ecological context would also seem to explain why the biblical writers borrow terms and references from this environment for their own purposes within their distinctive narrative traditions. One of those purposes is to illustrate to Israel the ecological wholeness of land as God’s creation. Richard Bauckham argues that we should not “lose sight of the inter-connections and interdependence . . . which modern ecology reveals in scientific detail” in passages such as Job 38–41.19 In these chapters, natural elements intertwine with the animal kingdom in a symphony of natural ecology.

			Psalm 104 is another example of how the biblical writers paint a “picture of an ecological creation.”20 It depicts interdependency in God’s creation and values each segment of the ecosystem. No living creature can exist apart from its connection with other living creatures. The psalm depicts the diversity of living creatures and assigns a habitat for each. In Psalm 104:16-23, birds build their nests in trees, the wild goats live in the mountains, beasts live in the forests, etc. In Psalm 104:14-15, plants and other vegetation provide food for animals and sustains human life. And in Psalm 104:16-17, the trees of Lebanon absorb the rain and provide a place for the birds to nest. The psalmist looks down at the grass and up at the mountains, and between these two vantage points he sees a divinely orchestrated ecosystem where “everything is connected to everything else.”21 This is exactly what John Goldingay recognizes when he sees “the ecology of creation” expressed as “the interrelationships of creation” manifesting an “interwoven ecology,” likened to “a magnificent quilt in which every thread contributes to a whole, woven by a supremely skilled craftworker.”22

			Paul famously appeals to this imagery in 1 Corinthians 3:6: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth.” God is the ultimate source of all living and growing things in his creation, but in this passage, God utilized the spiritual farming efforts of Paul and Apollos to achieve growth. Growth is a byproduct of an intricate series of interlocking events, conditions, and exchanges between and among living and nonliving entities. When we zoom out and take a Google Maps view of growth in God’s creation, we see the interconnected and interactive elements that conspire to instigate, encourage, and reward growth. We are on solid ground when we say all growth in God’s creation is ecological growth, for nothing grows alone and detached from other living and growing things and persons. The portrait Paul paints in 1 Corinthians 3:6 is one that illustrates the ecological interplay between planting, watering, and growth. While Paul was addressing the issue of spiritual growth in the Corinthian community, he borrowed terms and processes most often associated with agriculture. Agricultural references may explicitly identify ecological aspects of growth or assume them to be implicit. Most of the references we see in Scripture take an implicit stance since most of the biblical authors took these matters to be common knowledge. As Hillel observes, “Although the natural environment seldom serves as a subject in its own right, it is reflected indirectly as the backdrop to described events.”23 Scripture contains references to several particular aspects of the created order, each of which demonstrates ecological growth.24

			Trees: Psalm 1:3, Jeremiah 17:7-8, and Ezekiel 31:4-5. Psalm 1:1-3 draws a comparison between the ecology of trees and the righteous person—who like the tree is “planted by streams of water” and “yields its fruit in its season” (Ps 1:3). Here we find a prepositional phrase that denotes a defined ecology, “by streams of water.” Trees do not grow alone; they grow as they connect to and interact with a greater ecology that provides part of the nourishment and nutrients needed to sustain life and produce growth. The tree also contributes to the ecology in which it lives by adding nutrients to the soil and atmosphere and by hosting birds who build their nests in its limbs.25 All of this the psalmist understands, not only about the ecology of trees but the ecology of the righteous person who does not flourish alone but as he or she is planted within a defined ecology. Righteous people avoid the detrimental social ecology described in Psalm 1:1—“counsel of the wicked,” “path of sinners,” “the seat of scoffers”—and places themselves within the beneficial ecology of the law of God and of God’s people who follow that law.

			All three texts refer to the growth of trees in a defined ecosystem expressed by four prepositional phrases: “by streams of water,” “by the water,” “by a stream,” and “trees of the field.” All three texts highlight the power of the ecosystem to induce flourishing (“its leaf does not wither,” “its leaves will be green,” and “its height was loftier . . . its boughs became many and its branches long”). In two of the three texts, the biblical writers draw parallels between the righteous and the flourishing growth of trees in a defined ecology. The flourishing trees and the righteous give evidence of health and vitality through observable indicators that confirm growth while also confirming the viability of the natural or spiritual ecosystem that produced them.

			Vineyards: Psalm 80:8-16, Jeremiah 2:21, Isaiah 5:1-7, Ezekiel 17:7-10, Amos 9:13-15, and John 15:1-11. Within the larger cosmic ecology of the universe, many discreet ecological communities exist. Although often studied as distinct ecological habitats, such as lakes and forests, they are not independent of the wider ecosystem of which they are a part. The vineyard fits the definition of a discreet ecological community or mini-ecosystem.26 A descriptive account of the vineyard as a mini-ecosystem with defined boundaries appears in Isaiah 5:1-7, in the commonly identified “Song of the Vineyard.” Martin Klingbeil highlights this text because it “presents an important aspect of creation in demonstrating the interconnection of God’s creation.”27 Interconnection is the hallmark of an ecological understanding of creation that recognizes and values the mutual resources these interconnections provide for the growth of all living things and persons.28

			This text also has the advantage of declaring, unambiguously, “The vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel” (Is 5:7). It thereby makes a direct correlation between vineyard imagery and Israel. In this text, the owner of the vineyard not only planted hedges around the vines but also took the added precaution of building a wall around it (Is 5:5). Here we see most clearly that a vineyard represented a special type of ecosystem with defined boundaries that demarcated it but did not separate it from the surrounding ecological environment. The defined boundaries of the vineyard ecology are evident by the physical boundary marker of the wall or hedge that surrounded the vineyard of a particular owner. The story of Naboth’s vineyard in 1 Kings 21 highlights the family and covenant boundary markers that kept the vineyard in patrilineal succession over the generations.29 The combination of the physical, covenantal, and familial boundary markers of the vineyard serve to emphasize the fact that a vineyard was a mini-ecosystem and that Israel manifested similar ecological characteristics from a sociological and spiritual perspective.

			What arrests our attention in Isaiah’s description of Israel as the “vineyard of the Lord of hosts” is that although the Lord “expected it to produce good grapes, . . . it produced only worthless ones” (Is 5:7, 2). One would expect—given the due diligence of the Lord expressed in five verbs of vineyard care (dug, removed, planted, built, hewed) and given that the Lord located the vineyard on a “fertile hill” and built a double fence (hedge and wall)—that the choicest of fruit would result with an abundant harvest (Is 5:1, 5). We would expect the defined mini-ecosystem of the vineyard with the organic interconnections and mutual interactions of shared resources and the care motivated by love would result in prolific growth (Is 5:1). When we do not see what we expect, we are forced to identify internal or external threats to the ecosystem. Isaiah tells us that the threat to the vineyard ecology was internal—derived from Israel’s “bloodshed” and oppression of the marginalized that produced a cry (scream) of distress (Is 5:7).30

			Both the Old Testament (kerem) and the New Testament (ampelōn) use the vineyard to symbolize the nation of Israel (Is 5:1-7; Jer 2:21; 6:9), the kingdom of God (Mt 20:1-11; 21:33-43), or the followers of Jesus (Jn 15). There are also references to literal vineyards, which were commonplace in ancient Israel (Jer 31:5; Amos 9:14; Zeph 1:13).

			Psalm 80:8-16 is another passage typical of a metaphorical use of vineyard imagery to refer to Israel. The vineyard metaphor in Psalm 80:8-11 expresses what happened to Israel before the internal threats identified by Isaiah began to disrupt God’s vineyard ecology. In this portion of the psalm, Asaph reminds God’s people that God took a shoot from a vine in Egypt and planted it in the land of promise (Ps 80:8). The vine took root and became a vineyard that “filled the land” to such an extent that “the mountains were covered with its shadow” and “it was sending out its branches to the sea and its shoots to the River” (Ps 80:9-11). Goldingay likens the imagery to “a giant plant like Jack’s beanstalk” from the children’s story.31 The hyperbolic language of the psalm conveys the impression of extensive growth within an ecosystem, with its boundaries marked by the Mediterranean Sea and the Euphrates River, comprising the biblical “narrative from Joshua to David.”32

			Both of these Old Testament texts provide an ecological perspective on growth or the lack thereof. As we noted from Psalm 80, Asaph rejoiced over the realized growth of Israel planted as God’s vineyard in the land of promise. When properly functioning, ecological growth derived from organic interconnections and the mutual exchange of resources tended by a loving vintner is extensive and impressive. The covenant connection with the Lord, when intact and functioning, provides all the spiritual resources the Lord’s vineyard needs for growth. Isaiah 5 says that eventually all of this growth stymies and reverts to “briars and thorns” because “the vineyard of the Lord of hosts” turned her back on her only source of spiritual nourishment (Is 5:6-7).

			Of course, in the New Testament, the most significant passage that depicts the organic connection between the Lord and his people is the extended description in John 15:1-11. We can only approach the general orientation and flow of the passage as it pertains to the subject at hand. Few biblical scholars have allowed actual first-century viticulture practices to inform this vivid picture Jesus offers of his future relationship to his disciples (and those who will follow them). The relationship Jesus describes appertains after he goes to his Father and comes to them again through the ministry of the Holy Spirit (Jn 14:4, 12, 16, 18, 25-26). Despite the physical separation between Jesus and his disciples, he insists on using a rich organic and ecological image of their relationship to stress its intimacy and connectedness.

			The vine and vineyard imagery depicts a reciprocal relationship (with phrases such as “Abide in Me, and I in you,” “He who abides in Me and I in him,” and “If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you”) indicative of mechanisms of growth in a natural ecology (Jn 15:4-7). Worster says this is a basic feature of any ecosystem: “The health of an ecosystem also required a condition of mutualism and cooperation among the many organisms inhabiting an area.”33 This description of the essential quality of ecological functioning gave rise to the study of ecology as “a relational discipline speaking a relational language.”34 The relational quality of ecosystem functioning that operated in the vineyard ecology provided Jesus the perfect illustration of his relationship to his followers. As we will discuss in a subsequent chapter, Jesus frequently turned to the natural world to illustrate spiritual principles operating in the kingdom and in his relationship with his followers. Most often, his borrowed analogies and metaphors reflected the ecological realities of growth in creation that stress organic interconnections and reciprocal interactions of shared nutrients producing mature, mutual growth.

			Flowers: Psalm 103:15, Hosea 14:5, and Matthew 6:28. Biblical writers referred to flowers to illustrate beauty (Mt 6:28), love (Song 2:2), transient human mortality (Ps 103:15-16), and spiritual restoration (Is 35:1). While all of these uses, and many others, provide valuable insight, we want to focus our attention exclusively on the use of flower imagery to convey the concept of ecological growth. Sometimes these uses overlap, as in Hosea 14:5-7: “I will be like the dew to Israel; He will blossom like the lily, And he will take root like the cedars of Lebanon. His shoots will sprout, . . . And they will blossom like the vine.”35 The context of Hosea makes it clear that the prophet envisions a future time when God will revisit his covenant blessings upon Israel. One of the illustrations of this spiritual renewal is the blossoming and growing lily. Another example of a mixed use of the flower imagery is in Psalm 103:15 (NIV): “The life of mortals is like grass, they flourish like a flower of the field.” While this passage certainly illustrates human transience (“the life of mortals is like grass”), it also illustrates human flourishing and growth (“they flourish like a flower of the field”). The many references in both testaments to flowers of the field identify various types of flowers “growing in valleys, among brambles or in pasture land.”36 The prepositional phrase “of the field” (śādeh) highlights the ecosystem within which the flowers grow. John Hartley proposes that “this masculine noun broadly designates . . . a definite portion of ground.”37 This description of the term “field,” along with the force of the prepositional construct, parallels our proposal: we think of the term “field” as a defined ecology within which various plants, seeds, flowers, and trees grow.

			The phrase “flower(s) of the field” is found in the Old Testament but finds a more specific parallel on the lips of Jesus. In Matthew 6:28, we find a movement from lesser to greater in God’s care for flowers and his creatures, where Jesus admonishes his disciples to “observe how the lilies of the field grow; they do not toil nor do they spin.” He arrests our attention with the phrase “observe how the lilies of the field grow.” The word Jesus used for “observe” (katamathete) in its intensive form (kata + manthanō) means “to consider, to observe, to think about.”38 Jesus called upon his disciples (and us) to focus and give attention to “how” lilies grow. The natural growth of lilies should have taught the disciples something about anxiety, while simultaneously teaching them something about the growth process. The third element is the prepositional phrase “of the field.” That phrase, like its Old Testament equivalent, highlights the context or ecosystem within which the growth of lilies occurs. The entire phrase reminds us that lilies do not grow in isolation but within a rich and diverse ecology comprising soil, water, sun, other organisms, and insects, such as the honeybee. Granted, Jesus does not elaborate all of this ecological detail; he assumes that his disciples know this or will come to know it as they scrutinize the growth of field lilies.

			Seed(s): Isaiah 30:23, Ezekiel 17:5-6, Matthew 13:31-32, and Mark 4:8, 26-29. As with most of the Hebrew prophets, Isaiah not only foresees a day of judgment on Israel for its covenant infidelity but also expects a day of blessing and renewal. Isaiah 30:23 describes the latter: and in that day “Then [God] will give you rain for the seed which you will sow in the ground . . . and it will be rich and plenteous.” There are two ecological references in the rain and the soil, which will enable the “rich and plenteous” harvest God will give Israel. God uses the natural elements and patterns of growth he established in his creation to bring about this fruitfulness. Both fruitfulness and unfruitfulness are part of the illustrations in Ezekiel 17, Matthew 13, and Mark 4. We explore the Gospel passages in greater depth in chapter three.

			Ezekiel 17:5-6 utilizes a parable of two eagles to illustrate what God (the first eagle) did for Israel as his “seed” and how Israel rejected his provision for a lesser eagle, Babylon (Ezek 17:12). The first eagle “took some of the seed of the land and planted it in fertile soil. He placed it beside abundant waters. . . . Then it sprouted and became a low, spreading vine . . . and yielded shoots and sent out branches” (Ezek 17:5-6). Here again we have ecological references identified by land, fertile soil, and abundant waters, which place the seed within an ecosystem that provides all the nourishment and nutrients necessary for growth. In such a lavish ecosystem, we are not surprised by the resultant growth of the seed into a “spreading vine” that produces “shoots and [sends] out branches.” The description suggests that seed grew sequentially (“sprouted,” “became a vine,” and “yielded shoots”) and extensively (“sent out branches”), but it also reproduced itself through the mutual exchange of resources—as all functioning ecologies do.

			While commentaries on Ezekiel explain the details of this riddle, we direct your attention to the description of Israel’s growth when properly connected to God (“turned toward him,” Ezek 17:6). Ezekiel presents Israel’s spiritual health and vitality using ecological images of growth. These images convey important principles and patterns of spiritual growth we mustn’t overlook. When we consider the purposely chosen image of a rich and diverse ecosystem within which Israel flourished in her relationship with God, we think about spiritual growth within God’s perspective—not one created out of our own deliberations or theological traditions. The spiritual ecosystem that God provided Israel consisted of fertile soil and abundant waters. The spiritual growth of Israel mirrored the natural growth of seed properly planted, watered, and tended. Such spiritual growth reflects natural patterns of growth that follow a movement from immature seed to mature vine and branches. Here, in a context of a contrived riddle, the growth is idealistic; we know from other passages (Ps 30; 40) that such growth rarely comes without the presence of what Walter Brueggemann calls the “wrenching transitions” or “points of disjunction.”39 We see these transitions and disjunctions sprinkled throughout the Old Testament but featured most prominently in psalms of “disorientation” (Ps 13; 22; 86).40
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