
 
 

 
 

CHRISTIANS IN DIALOGUE 

 
First Session 

HUMANS AND THE WEB OF LIFE 

 

Pre-session Activities 

• Think about your current state of understanding of the problems of the natural 
environment.   

• Read Psalm 104, a song of praise for God the creator and provider, which has 
been described as “one of the four most important passages for a Christian 
environmentalism”. 

 
Ecology and Theology 

The science of ecology deals with the dynamic interactions of life forms with each 
other and the environment.  This dynamism is driven by environmental changes, and 
results in changes on the distribution and evolution of life forms.  As noted in the 
Introduction, some of these changes were catastrophic; extinguishing most species, 
but these catastrophes resulted in the evolution of new species, and led ultimately to 
humanity.  Science places humans as one component of this “web of life” that is the 
outcome of ongoing creation that we see around us today.  If we assume that the Bible 
is essentially about humans we receive a narrower message than one based on the 
whole of the earth as the focus of God’s concern. This concern with all creation is 
expressed beautifully in Psalm 104.  Nonetheless, it must be said that from a biblical 
and theological point of view, God’s concern for all creation must be balanced by an 
understanding of the unique place of humans in the divine economy.  
 
The theology of environmental responsibility (“Eco-theology”) is still developing, but 
the underlying thrust is to perceive science and theology as being in a new phase of 
partnership.  It has been stated that “the sciences have shown us how to understand 
creation as nature.  Now theology must show us how nature is to be understood as 
God’s creation”.  Allied to this facet of theology is a move away from the Neoplatonic 
dualistic concept of the goodness of “spirit” and the evil of “matter”. 

 
The Place of Humans in Creation 

The place of humans in this web of life is unique.  As noted in the introduction, they 
have gradually become a dominant life form, and by their activity have had a major 
impact on the environment.  Throughout history this impact has increased in intensity 
and destructiveness, due to increase in population and resource use, but has 
accelerated greatly since the industrial revolution.  It has been suggested that the 



uniqueness of humans in the web of life does not lie, however, in their dominance or 
the changes they have already produced, but in the fact that “we are, to our 
knowledge, the only creatures on the planet who know the common creation story, the 
only creatures who not only participate in it but know that they do”. 

 
Christians and the Environment 

Concern for the deteriorating environment has grown dramatically over the last fifty 
years, but is it reasonable to blame environmentally damaging human activities on a 
licence from the Bible for unlimited exploitation of the earth by humans?  
Development of a Christian eco-theology accompanied by an exposition of the extent 
of environmental damage caused by humans, and attempts to present an ecologically 
sensitive interpretation of the Bible were present early in the ecological awakening, 
although they were initially confined to a few voices.  In 1961, at the World Council 
of Churches meeting in New Delhi, Joseph Sittler stated “The care of the earth, the 
realm of nature as a theatre of grace, the ordering of the thick, material procedures 
that make available to or deprive men of bread and peace – these are Christological 
obediences before they are practical necessities”.  In 1971, Pope Paul VI stated “Man 
is suddenly becoming aware that by an ill-considered exploitation of nature he risks 
destroying it and becoming in turn the victim of this degradation”.  The phrase 
“ecologically sustainable society” was first coined at the World Council of Churches 
meeting on “Science and Technology and Human Development” in 1974 at 
Bucharest.  In spite of such early environmentally supportive statements, little positive 
action was initiated by the Christian community for some years.  Since the 1980s, 
however, the Churches and theologians have been extremely active in developing eco-
theology to harmonize modern Christian theology with the environmental concerns of 
today and the future. 

 
Indigenous Peoples and the Environment  

Christians can also gain from an understanding of the perspective of indigenous 
peoples towards the environment and our responsibility towards it.  The 2008 
Lambeth Conference of Anglican Bishops stated: “Indigenous peoples have 
traditional understandings of the earth as a gift of the Creator and of their relationship 
to it and its creatures being one of interconnectedness and responsible caring. The 
Indigenous peoples have reminded us that we are not aliens in a wilderness to be 
conquered, but integral parts of the created order, as are  plants and animals, which 
are to be cherished and nurtured”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
DISCUSSION (Some suggested topics) 

• What do you think is encompassed by the term “eco-theology”? 
• Do you detect a conflict between “ecologically sustainable society” and 

“economic growth”? 
• Is it possible to argue for a profound unity of humans and the rest of the web 

of life and also argue for an important difference between human and other 
life? 

• Have you felt to date that the only ecological message of the Bible is for 
humans to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every 
living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen 1:28)? 

• Are Aboriginal attitudes towards the land relevant in today’s world, and if so, 
how and what may we learn from them? 

• To what extent are we still held captive by the Greek philosophical notion of 
dualism that “spirit is good” and “matter is evil”?  

• Do you know if your church has a similar statement to that of the Anglican 
Communion quoted above? 
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