
 
 

 
CHRISTIANS IN DIALOGUE 

Second Session 

TOWARDS AN ENVIRONMENTAL THEOLOGY 

 

Pre-session Activities:  

• The readings given below contain some of the important biblical passages 
specifically related to care of the environment as revealed in Scripture to the 
largely agrarian Israelites as they reflected upon creation and upon God’s 
requirements for treatment of the land. 

 
Read the scripture passages listed and consider whether they pick up the suggested 
themes of: 
 goodness of all creation (Gen 1:11-13,20-25,31; Sir 16:26-29; 39:16-33; Wis 
11:24-26).    
Creation belongs not to humans but to God (Lev 25:23; Ps 24:1-2; 50:10-12; 
94:4-5); and is maintained by God (Job 38-39; Ps 65:6-13; 104:1-32).  
God has established a covenant with all creation (Gen 9:8-17; Ps 36:6).    
Humans have been given the responsibility to maintain creation responsibly, and 
not to exploit it (Gen 1:26-30; Exod 23:10-12; Lev 19:9,23; 25:1-6; Deut 20:19-
20; 2 Kings 19:23-28).  They will be punished if they abuse this responsibility 
(Lev 26:32-35; 2 Chr 36:20-21).   

 
• In the first session, the term “eco-theology” was introduced.  Search Google using 

this term to get a feeling for contemporary writings. 

 
The Bible and Environmental Exploitation:  

The above selection of pre-session readings from the Bible clearly establishes it as an 
environmentally sensitive document.  Yet the Bible has been criticised as the source 
of the rationale for ruthless exploitation of the environment, most famously in 1967 
by a historian, Professor Lynn White Jr., who said in a watershed essay entitled “The 
Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis”: “We shall have a worsening ecological 
crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for its existence 
save to serve man”.  Unquestionably, early Christians not only destroyed images of 
pagan Gods, they also destroyed sacred groves and renamed pre-Christian sacred 
wells after saints in an attempt to destroy the competing animist religions with their 
guardian spirits.  In White’s hypothesis, this loss of a primarily spiritual protection of 
nature paved the way for adopting an objective approach to it, and consequently its 
unlimited exploitation by humans.  The use of strong words such as “dominion” in 



Genesis 1:26-28 and Psalm 8:5-8, and “fear and dread” in Genesis 9:2 would seem to 
justify this exploitation. 
It cannot be denied that Western European technological dominance and exploitation 
occurred in a conspicuously Christian intellectual environment, and in some cases the 
forceful spread of Christianity was used as the rationale for this exploitation.  
Similarly, it cannot be denied that other activities now recognised to be the antithesis 
of the true message of the Bible (such as slavery and anti-Semitism) were supported 
in part by quoting individual Bible passages.  Modern biblical exegesis has 
demonstrated the errors of such flawed interpretations.  We should add the error of 
destructive exploitation resulting in environmental degradation to the list. 

 
Eco-theology and the Bible:   

Biblical interpretation:  Genesis makes it clear that creation belongs to God, and that 
God has placed restrictions on human behaviour to avoid environmental abuses.  In 
Genesis 2:15, Adam is ordered to “till and keep” the Garden of Eden.  In 
Deuteronomy 20:19-20, the Israelites are forbidden from despoiling the countryside 
when at war.  In Second Kings 19:23-28, God rebukes Sennacherib for his despoiling 
of Lebanon’s natural environment.  In Exodus 23:10-12 and Leviticus 25:1-6, God 
commands that on the seventh day farm animals and slaves must be rested, and every 
seventh year the countryside of Israel must be rested to allow regeneration of the land 
– an early example of ecologically sustainable land usage.  If the Israelites fail to 
adhere to the Sabbath, they are warned in Leviticus 26:27-35 that they will be 
punished and God will enforce the Sabbath to rest the land. 
 
In Job 38-41, God mocks Job over his lack of understanding of creation and his 
inability to have dominion over it.  In many places, scripture reaffirms that creation 
belongs to God, not humans (eg Leviticus 25:23).  When God establishes the rainbow 
covenant after the flood, it   repeatedly states that the covenant has been made with 
“every living creature” not just with humans (Genesis 9:8-17).  It is clear that the 
mandate given by God is for use of the land and its resources in such a way as to 
sustain the whole of God’s creation. 

  
Eco-theology and Modern Theologians:  

Even a cursory look at the scope of entries in Google reveals that theological 
discussion of the environment has expanded dramatically in the last forty years.  
Different individuals have focussed on different themes, but there are some important 
themes emerging 

o All life has intrinsic value: All created things derive their value from their 
creator, rather than their usefulness for humans.  . 

o All beings are interconnected: This concept expands our understanding from a 
simple dependence on the intervention of God for our continued survival to an 
interdependence of all members of the earth community.   Humans have a role 
of stewardship or custodianship within this interconnectedness.  This includes 



a responsibility to avoid destructive exploitation.  God’s covenant with us and 
God’s love of all life is the basis of this responsibility.  

o Human use of resources must be sustainable:  As opposed to fatalistic views 
which see the destruction of the earth as part of God’s plan, eco-theology 
emphasises sustainability for future existence.  This includes ensuring the 
earth’s resources are not completely depleted, but that such use be considered 
in the context of sustainable development or sustainable sufficiency. The 
Levitical command (Lev 25: 1-12), for example, to allow a Sabbath rest is 
indicative of the desire to not overuse the earth’s resources. 

o Creation and grace are inter-related: The very act of creation establishes that 
the whole of creation is a recipient of God’s grace.   

 
In recognising the importance of the whole of creation, we must be careful not to 
elevate the status of nature beyond that of humanity, as a statement by Pope Benedict 
XVI in 2009 cautioned: “But it should also be stressed that it is contrary to authentic 
development to view nature as something more important than the human person.  
This position leads to attitudes of neo-paganism or a new pantheism – human 
salvation cannot come from nature alone, understood in a purely naturalistic sense” 
(Caritas in Veritate 48). 

 
 

DISCUSSION (Some suggested topics) 

• Do you agree with Professor Lynn White that the Christian doctrine of 
creation is largely responsible for the environmental crisis? 

• Is all creation good?  What about malaria and rats?  Should we try to eliminate 
them? 

• Psalm 8 describes humans as “a little lower than God” when affirming their 
dominion over animals.  Should we maintain that God has made humans 
superior to animals? Do you agree with Pope Benedict’s statement on the 
status of nature? 

• Is it legitimate to apply the Old Testament written over two thousand years 
ago for an agricultural people to today’s world? 

• What is the role of humans in God’s covenant with creation? 
• Discuss the ways in which a doctrine of grace helps us to understand our 

response in caring for creation. 
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