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This issue of Therefore builds on an earlier issue, 
“Environmental Justice,” Vol. 11, No. 2.  The following text, 
with revisions, was composed and edited for The Center for 
Informed Faith and is used here with permission.  The Biblical 
Teachings, Doing Something, and Conclusions sections are 
adapted from the corresponding sections of the earlier issue, 
while the Introduction and Problem sections are new and 
provide a more in-depth account of environmental concerns.
     H. Joseph Haag

Introduction

Since the beginning of space travel, a common 
experience shared by astronauts as they view the 
earth through the small windows of their space craft 

is an overwhelming feeling of dependence and gratitude 
for the planet they call home.  Set against the cold, dark, 
and infinite celestial horizon, their distant view of aquatic 
blues and terrestrial browns and greens makes the word 
“home” take on a new set of meanings.  While the hundred 
billion galaxies of the known universe may contain many 
planets habitable by complex life forms, Earth is the only 
one we know.  The third planet from a yellow, hydrogen 
burning star in an outer arm 
of the Milky Way, Earth 
is the only place we know 
where the atmosphere, 
ambient temperatures, solar 
radiation, water content, 
and a myriad of other 
parameters collaborate in a 
delicate dance to facilitate 
the development and 
sustenance of living beings.  
The only place we know 
where dolphins swim, where 
eagles soar, where foxes 
run, where bees swarm, 
where ants march, and 
where a thousand species 
inhabit a single forest.  The 
only place we know where 
human beings work, play, 
live, and die.

Unlike the astronauts 
who are awed by the big 
picture, our viewpoint is 
decidedly local and focused 
on our homes, schools, 
work places, and the well 
worn paths between these 
familiar points.  Until 
an environmental crisis 
affects us directly or is so 
newsworthy that it gains 
our attention, we go about 
our daily routines without 
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much thought about the collective impact we have on the 
health and welfare of the only known habitable place in 
the cosmos.  We may even adopt environmentally friendly 
practices like recycling, driving clean and efficient cars, 
and conserving energy and still remain unaware of the 
fragile balances which make the earth liveable and the 
threat posed by humanity as a whole to these balances.

Christians are called to protect our planetary home 
because we believe that God is the Creator and Sustainer 
of all that is.  The more we understand about how the 
systems which make life possible on Earth are affected by 
our everyday lives, the more we will be able to hear with 
clarity and urgency what the Bible has to say to us about 
our relationship with the environment.  Hearing this 
biblical Word can empower us to make a difference.1

The Problem
Simply put, human activities are outgrowing 

the earth’s capacity to support these activities.  As 
environmental scientist Lester Brown puts it:

Nature has many thresholds that we discover only 
when it is too late.  In our fast-forward world, we 

learn that we have 
crossed them only 
after the fact, leaving 
little time to adjust. 
. . . We know from 
earlier civilizations 
that the lead indicators 
of economic decline 
were environmental, 
not economic.  The 
trees went first, then 
the soil, and finally 
the civilization itself.  
To archeologists, the 
sequence is all too 
familiar.  Our situation 
today is far more 
challenging because in 
addition to shrinking 
forests and eroding 
soils, we must deal 
with falling water 
tables, more frequent 
crop-withering heat 
waves, collapsing 
fisheries, expanding 
deserts, deteriorating 
rangelands, dying 
coral reefs, melting 
glaciers, rising seas, 
more-powerful storms, 
disappearing species, 
and, soon, shrinking 
oil supplies.  Although 



these ecologically destructive trends have been 
evident for some time, and some have been 
reversed at the national level, not one has been 
reversed at the global level.2

The end result 
is that the world 
is in what envi-
ronmentalists call 
an “overshoot and 
collapse mode.”  
While demand 
has exceeded the 
sustainable yield of 
natural resources at 
the local level many 
times in the past, it 
is doing so for the 
first time globally 
regarding several 
critical systems.

Water

The world is 
rapidly incurring 
a significant water deficit which is largely the result of 
aquifer overpumping, which in turn often goes unnoticed 
until the wells draining the aquifer actually run dry.  The 
global water deficit is relatively recent and the direct 
consequence of the tripling of demand over the past fifty 
years.  Agricultural irrigation accounts for 70 percent of all 
water usage while industrial (20 percent) and residential 
(10 percent) usage accounts for the remainder.

The drilling of millions of irrigation wells has pushed 
many aquifers past their recharge capacities and resulted 
in falling water tables in countries that are home to over 
half the world’s population.  The shrinking of rivers and 
lakes and the emergence of a politics of scarcity between 
upstream and downstream users are visible manifestations 
of water deficits in these countries, which include China, 
India, and the United States.  There is a powerful link 
between water and food as urban areas and industry 
compete with rural areas and agriculture for diminishing 
supplies.

The Colorado River in the U.S., the Nile in Egypt, 
the Jordan in Israel, the Yellow in China, and the Indus 
in India are all reduced to a trickle or run dry before they 
reach the sea.  Some of the world’s best known lakes, 
including the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea in Israel, 
Lake Chad in Central Africa, the Aral Sea in Central 
Asia, and Owens Lake in California are drastically 
shrinking or have disappeared.3

Rising Temperatures

Scientists have become convinced that the earth is 
warming and that this trend has resulted at least in part 
from human activities.  Carbon dioxide (CO2) and other 

greenhouse gases have always have been present in the 
atmosphere and play an important role in keeping the 
earth hospitable to life by trapping heat.  As sunlight 
passes through the atmosphere and strikes the earth’s 

surface, the 
warmed surface 
emits heat into 
the atmosphere.  
Some of this 
heat is absorbed 
by greenhouse 
gases and is re-
emitted toward 
the surface and 
some escapes into 
space.  Greenhouse 
gas emissions from 
cars, power plants, 
and other human 
activities increase 
the greenhouse 
effect and amplify 
the warming of the 
earth.

Since the Industrial Revolution, emissions of these 
gases have accumulated in large measure from the 
combustion of fossil fuels.  Analyses of two-mile deep 
Antarctic ice core samples have revealed atmospheric 
CO2 concentrations over geologic time.  These levels 
have consistently fluctuated between 200 parts per 
million (ppm) during the ice ages and 270 ppm during 
warm intervals for hundreds of thousands of years.  When 
the Industrial Revolution began about 250 years ago, 
atmospheric CO2 was about 270 ppm.  Since then it 
has risen 35 percent to a level which far surpasses CO2 
concentrations over the past 740,000 years.  Carbon 
dioxide levels have risen every year since recordkeeping 
began in 1959.

Since 1970, the earth’s average temperature has risen 
nearly 1.4°F, and the rise in temperature each decade 
was greater than in the preceding decade.  Polar ice is 
melting at record rates, and glaciers around the world are 
retreating.  As the warming of the earth continues, other 
effects of higher temperatures will include diminished fresh 
water supplies and crop yields, more destructive storms, 
more common droughts and floods, more frequent and 
destructive wild fires, and rising sea levels.4

Shrinking Forests

In 1900, the earth’s forested area was estimated at 12.3 
billion acres.  In just over a century, forests have shrunk 
to 9.6 billion acres, with most of this loss concentrated 
in the developing world.  Over the past two decades, the 
aggregate annual decline in these nations has averaged 
just over 32 million acres, an area roughly equivalent to 
the State of Kansas.  The devastation of forests in the 
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developing world 
is actually worse 
than the numbers 
suggest since forests 
that are clear cut 
or burned rarely 
recover.  Even 
though logging 
for lumber takes a 
heavy toll, three-
fourths of the 
wood harvest in 
the developing 
world is used for 
fuel.  The burning 
of forests to clear 
land for ranching 
and farming is 
prominent in the 
Congo, Borneo, 
and especially 
Brazil, where 
97 percent of 
the Atlantic rainforest and 20 percent of the Amazon 
rainforest has been lost.

The impact wrought by forest destruction is not simply 
aesthetic, but systemic.  Deforestation accelerates the flow 
of fresh water to the ocean and inhibits the recycling of 
rainfall inland.  Forests pump millions of gallons of water 
into the atmosphere through transpiration, and this water 
vapor eventually reaches land in the form of rain.  Forests 
also act as a natural defense against flooding and soil 
erosion and serve as a habitat for a vast array of animal and 
plant species.

History is replete with stories of the devastating effects 
of deforestation.  Haiti, home to eight million people, was 
once a tropical paradise covered with trees.  As all but 
two percent of the country’s forests have been cut down 
(largely for firewood), both the soil and Haiti’s agricultural 
capacity have literally been washed away.  Deprived of its 
defense against flooding, the country has been ravaged 
by tropical storms and hurricanes moving through the 
Caribbean.  Haiti is now on life support, caught in a 
downward economic and ecological spiral from which it 
has not been able to recover.  Similar scenarios are play in 
Mozambique, Madagascar, and Malawi.5

Losing Soil

The thin layer of topsoil which covers the earth’s 
land surface and was formed over aeons of geologic time 
provides the foundation for the planet’s agricultural capac-
ity.  It is the medium in which plants grow and which the 
plants in turn protect from erosion.  During the last cen-
tury soil erosion began to exceed new soil formation over 
large areas.  The telltale sign of topsoil loss are dust bowls 
which form as protective vegetation is destroyed.  The 

dust bowl which 
emanated from the 
Great Plains in the 
U.S. during the 
1930’s and which 
forced hundreds 
of thousands of 
families from their 
homes was replicat-
ed across Kazakh-
stan in the Soviet 
Union during the 
1960’s.  Dust bowls 
have formed more 
recently across sub-
Saharan Africa and 
Mongolia.  Each 
of these instances 
is associated with 
similar patterns 
of overplowing 
and overgrazing 
prompted by the 

demand for increased food production.
Only one-tenth of the earth’s land surface is suitable 

to serve as cropland, and an area twice this large is 
suitable for grazing.  When these fertile and semi-fertile 
areas are stretched beyond their productive capacities, 
the resulting loss of soil and fertility illustrates the classic 
meaning of overshoot and collapse.  The end result of 
unchecked erosion is desertification, a phenomenon 
occurring presently on a large scale in Africa as the Sahara 
advances northward and southward and in Asia as deserts 
advance in Iran, Afghanistan, and China.  Deserts are also 
expanding in Brazil and Mexico.6

Collapsing Fisheries

During the past fifty years, the oceanic fish catch has 
increased five-fold in response to population growth and 
rapidly accelerating demand.  With the advent of huge 
refrigerated processing ships and advanced worldwide 
marketing and distribution systems, commercial fishing has 
developed into an industry capable of harvesting more fish 
than the earth’s oceans can produce.  A 2003 landmark 
study published in Nature concluded that 90 percent of 
large salt-water fish had disappeared in the last half of the 
twentieth century:

From giant blue marlin to mighty blue-fin tuna, 
from tropical groupers to Antarctic cod, industrial 
fishing has scoured the global ocean.  There is no 
blue frontier left.  Since 1950, with the onset of 
industrialized fish[ing], we have rapidly reduced 
the resource base to less than 10 percent—not 
just in some areas, not just for some stocks, but for 
entire communities of these large fish species from 
the tropics to the poles.7
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Across the globe fisheries are collapsing.  From the 
failure of Canada’s 500-year-old cod fishing industry in 
the 1990’s to sharp parallel declines in New England 
and Europe, Atlantic cod fishing faces a point of no 
return.  Similar declines have been experienced by stocks 
of Atlantic blue-fin tuna and Caspian Sea sturgeon.  
While part of the threat to these species stems from the 
disappearance of their breeding grounds in the form of 
vanishing coastal wetlands and damaged coral reefs, 
the most direct and consistent threat to their survival 
is overfishing.  Commercial fishing currently faces the 
dilemma of today’s economic needs versus tomorrow’s 
needs, and governments are attempting to navigate this 
dilemma with hard decisions regarding catch limits.  
Caught in the middle are local fishermen around the world 
whose livelihoods stand in jeopardy.8

Disappearing Plants and Animals

Archeological evidence reveals five great past 
extinctions in the history of life on earth, the most recent 
of which was the disappearance of the dinosaurs and at 
least one-fifth of all other life forms some 65 million years 
ago.  Ecologists describe the current era as the sixth great 
extinction and distinguish it from the rest as the only 
one caused primarily by human activity.  Species of all 
kinds are threatened by habitat destruction and alteration 
caused by deforestation (especially of rainforests), rising 
temperatures, chemical pollution, over-hunting, over-
fishing, and other threats.9  Lester Brown observes:

The share of birds, mammals, and fish that are 
vulnerable or in immediate danger of extinction is 
now measured in double digits: 12 percent of the 
world’s nearly 10,000 bird species; 23 percent of 
the world’s 4,776 mammal species; and 46 percent 
of the fish species analyzed.10

Pollution

The link between chemical pollutants and a wide 
range of diseases is well established.  A joint study by the 
University of California 
and the Boston Medi-
cal Center linked pol-
lutants to 200 human 
diseases, including heart 
disease, kidney disease, 
Alzheimer’s and Parkin-
son’s diseases, diabetes, 
bronchitis, and 37 forms 
of cancer.  The three-fold 
rise in Alzheimer’s and 
Parkinson’s diseases in 
ten industrialized coun-
tries (including the U.S.) 
over the past 20 years has 
been linked to a variety 
of pollutants.  In 2005, 

blood analyses of ten randomly selected newborn umbilical 
cords from U.S. hospitals detected 287 chemicals, two-
thirds of which caused cancer, neurological damage, birth 
defects, and abnormal development.  The World Health 
Organization estimates that three million deaths world-
wide each year—three times the number of traffic fatali-
ties—are caused by air pollution.11

Scientists are increasingly concerned about the toxic 
effects of mercury, which is a significant environmental 
pollutant in virtually all countries with coal-burning power 
plants and in many with gold mines.  It is estimated that 
coal burning power plants in the U.S. release 100,000 
pounds of mercury into the atmosphere each year, and the 
Environmental Protection Agency reports that “mercury 
from power plants settles over waterways, polluting rivers 
and lakes and contaminating fish.”12

Throwaway Economy and Full Landfills

The throwaway economy was a post World War 
II invention designed to create jobs and stimulate the 
economy.  Disposal items were substituted for their durable 
counterparts—paper towels and napkins for cloth versions, 
tissues for handkerchiefs, disposable plastic containers and 
cups for glass ones, disposable plastic razors for reusable 
razors.  While this concept was successful in the short run, 
it is proving to be manifestly unsustainable in the long run.  
Not only are we running out of the cheap oil and basic raw 
materials which fuel the throwaway economy, we are run-
ning out of places to dispose of the mountains of trash this 
economy produces.  Cities like New York which have filled 
their available landfills to capacity are paying more and 
more to have their trash hauled further and further away.  
In 2001, 600 tractor trailers were needed on a daily basis to 
transport New York’s 12,000 tons of garbage to New Jersey 
and more distant destinations.  Many large cities across the 
U.S. and worldwide are faced with the same problem.13

Population and Resource Conflicts

As population grows globally and locally, the 
resource-per-person 
ratio shrinks.  The 
resulting attempt to 
squeeze more and more 
crops and herds out 
of decreasingly fertile 
land once again frames 
the overshoot-and-
collapse scenario.  As 
productivity declines, 
the combustible mix of 
poverty and conflict all 
too often ignites.  In 
parts of Africa, the past 
decade has witnessed 
a religious component 
to this conflict as 
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Muslim herders and Christian farmers have competed for 
overstressed acreage.

The tribal genocide in Rwanda was fueled in part 
by environmental collapse.  As the country’s population 
tripled between 1950 and 1993, the demand for firewood 
decimated the forests and in turn depleted the fertility of 
the land.  The desperation which settled in on the then 
most densely populated country in Africa exploded on 
April 6, 1994, when President Juvenal Habyarimana was 
killed as his plane was shot down on approach to the capi-
tal.  Within just over three months, an organized attack 
by Hutu tribalists led to the massacre of 800,000 Tutsis 
and moderate Hutus.  In some villages whole families were 
slaughtered so that no one would be left to claim the land.  
Other African countries such as Tanzania, Eritrea, and the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo and countries in other 
parts of the world (e.g., India) are faced with the same ten-
sion between people already divided by religious and tribal 
lines over land, water, and other resources.14

The human dimension of environmental degradation 
is as ironic as it is tragic.  Not only has human activity 
contributed to all of the manifestations of degradation 
described above, the collective impact of these activities 
constitutes a self-inflicted wound.  Humanity and the 
environment thus exist in a tension which vacillates 
between symbiosis and parasitism.  When we take care 
of the environment, it supports us.  When we abuse it, it 
fails us.  Either way, we are the primary actors in a drama 
which will climax in our survival or our demise.  The 
choices ahead of us are not easy, but they are ours.  We 
can save ourselves, but to do so, we will have to save the 
environment as well.

Biblical Teachings on Environmental Stewardship
To respond faithfully to the environmental challenges 

which confront us, we need to hear and heed the counsel 
the Bible offers us.  
While scripture does 
not address the issue 
of environmental 
degradation 
directly, it reflects 
extensively on 
God’s relationship 
to the physical 
world.  The 
images of God-
centered creation, 
trustworthiness, 
incarnation, 
goodness, and 
Spirit-led renewal 
all depict how 
deeply the world’s 
life is connected to 
God.15

First, the Bible affirms that creation’s deepest value 
resides in its relationship to God, not in its usefulness 
to humanity.  The Genesis 1 creation account moves us 
toward this theological orientation:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the 
earth.  The earth was without form and void, and 
darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit 
of God was moving over the face of the waters.  
    (Gen. 1:1-2)16

In the beginning was God, and everything which 
follows flows from God’s creative Word and Spirit:

And God said,
“Let there be light. . . 
“Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters. . . 
“Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into 
one place, and let the dry land appear. . . 
“Let the earth put forth vegetation. . . 
“Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to 
separate the day from the night. . . 
“Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and 
let birds fly above the earth across the firmament of the 
heavens. . . 
“Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their 
kinds. . .    (Gen. 1:3-24)

Only after all of these creative words are spoken, only 
after they eventuate in the birth of the cosmos and all of 
its nonhuman inhabitants, only after God so delights in 
creation that the pronouncement, “And God saw that it 
was good,” appears six times in the short space of twenty-
five verses--only then is humanity created in God’s image.  
Because humans are created in God’s image, they are 
joined to God’s providential care of creation, which God 
declares to be good both before and after the man and 
woman are spoken into existence.

In Genesis 
1:24-31 dominion 
is given to humans 
over the other 
creatures God 
created.  In these 
verses and in the 
larger context of 
the creation nar-
rative in which 
creation is loved 
and valued by 
God, dominion is 
best understood as 
responsible stew-
ardship rather than 
selfish domina-
tion.  Humans are 
called by God to 
honor the intrinsic 
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goodness of God’s 
other creatures and 
to secure their well 
being.  The plants 
(and later the ani-
mals) are given to 
humans for food, but 
always in the larger 
context of faithful 
stewardship.  Care 
and respect rather 
than wantonness 
and rapaciousness 
are the intended 
hallmarks of our 
relationship with 
the rest of creation 
(Gen. 9:1-5).

For Christians, 
dominion must be 
discerned according 
to the way of Jesus, 
who taught us that 
the one who rules is the one who serves (Mark 10:35-
45).  Jesus says that the good shepherd does not exploit 
his sheep, but lays down his life for them (John 10:11).  
Biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann captures the essence 
of a Christian understanding of dominion:

The human person is ordained over the remainder 
of creation but for its profit, well-being, and 
enhancement.  The role of the human person is 
to see to it that the creation becomes fully the 
creation willed by God.17

The contrasting notion that the world was created for 
humans to conquer and to exploit finds its roots not in 
scripture, but in the Scientific and Industrial Revolutions.  
An impetus for modern science was the biblical conviction 
that while the physical world was the good creation of 
God, it was not itself divine.  The cosmos was worthy of 
study because it was good, and it could be studied because it 
was not untouchably holy.  From a faith perspective, the 
rise of the scientific revolution was interpreted by many 
as a means of perfecting God’s created order.  As these 
theological moorings gave way to secular presumptions, 
scientific discoveries moved forward with the view that 
the cosmos was a mechanism which could be objectively 
observed and manipulated.  Humans could scientifically 
harness natural forces and resources to their own 
advantage.  According to this worldview, the earth was a 
storehouse of riches to which humans were entitled, and 
so human engagement with the world became increasingly 
extractive, industrial, and nonrenewable.

From this perspective, “dominion” morphed in to 
“domination,” and the rape of the earth was authorized 
for centuries to come.  Confident scientists and engineers 

saw themselves 
exercising their 
God-given right 
to command and 
control the world, 
and business and 
industry took 
full advantage of 
their presumed 
privilege.  Chicago 
businessman W. 
P. Rend’s quote in 
1892 illustrates 
the mindset of 
domination:

Smoke is 
the incense 
burning on 
the altars of 
industry.  It is 
beautiful to 
me.  It shows 
that men are

changing the merely potential forces of nature into 
articles of comfort for humanity.18

The human-centered orientation of the quotation 
collides with the God-centered orientation of scripture.  
In the first chapter of Genesis, God creates, blesses, and 
calls forth humans in God’s own image to share in the 
stewardship of creation.  In the second chapter of Genesis, 
creation is a garden which God expects humans to tend.  
The theocentric witness and bearing of creation is a 
central feature of the Psalter:

The heavens are telling the glory of God;
and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.

Day to day pours forth speech,
and night to night declares knowledge.

There is no speech, nor are there words;
their voice is not heard;

yet their voice goes out through all the earth,
and their words to the end of the world.

    (Psa. 19:1-4)

The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it,
the world, and those who live in it;

for he has founded it on the seas,
and established it on the rivers.

    (Psa. 24:1-2, NRSV)

The closing chapters of Job appeal to God’s providence 
over creation in order to censure human pretension:

Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars,
and spreads his wings toward the south?

Is it by your command that the eagle mounts up
and makes his nest on high?

    (Job 39:26-27)
7



between me and the earth. . . . When the bow is in the 
clouds, I will look upon it and remember the everlasting 
covenant between God and every living creature of all 
flesh that is upon the earth.  (Gen. 9:12-13, 16)

In the context of environmental degradation, these 
and other passages help us to remember the God-granted 
covenantal harmony inherent in creation and our 
responsibility to live caringly and respectfully within the 
created order.

Third, the Bible teaches that the Christ event 
engages the whole of creation.  In the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus, God’s “new creation” breaks into the 
world:

So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 
everything old has passed away; see, everything has 
become new!  All this is from God, who reconciled us 
to himself through Christ and has given us the ministry 
of reconciliation. (2 Cor. 5:16-18, NRSV)

A number of covenantal images and practices in 
Hebrew scripture envision a fulfillment and healing of the 
relationship between God, the people, and the land.  In 
fact, the Bible’s understanding of justice is bound up in 
the healing of these relationships.  The biblical images of 
Sabbath, which allows the land to rest, of Jubilee, which 
allows the land to return to its original distribution, and 
of shalom, which entails harmony between God and all of 
creation, are all expressions of “doing justice.”  According 
to the New Testament, God’s justice is fulfilled in Christ 
Jesus:

For creation waits with eager longing for the revealing 
of the children of God; for the creation was subject to 
futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one 
who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be 
set free from the bondage of decay and will obtain the 
freedom of the glory of the children of God.  We know 
that the whole creation has been groaning in labor 

pains until now; 
and not only the 
creation, but 
we ourselves, 
who have the 
first fruits of the 
Spirit, groan 
inwardly while 
we wait for 
adoption, the 
redemption 
of our bodies.  
(Rom. 8:19-23, 
NRSV)

Paul says the 
reign of God in 
Christ initiated 
the hope of 

Many other passages could be cited which affirm the 
God-centeredness of creation and which confront the 
arrogance of human-centered expressions of domination.  
All of this is to say that in scripture covenant rather than 
domination characterizes our relationship with the natural 
order.  God does not authorize us to use nature for our own 
ends, but rather makes us responsible to care for all that 
God has lovingly created. 

Second, the Bible affirms that creation displays a 
trustworthiness and reliability which manifests God’s 
providence and presence in upholding the world.  A 
biblical theology of creation affirms and resonates with 
environmental science’s now decades-long investigation 
into the earth’s intricate balances and interrelationships. 
The theological counterpart to environmentalists’ 
recognition of balance in the natural order is reflected in 
Psalm 104:

Bless the Lord, O my soul. . . .
You stretch out the heavens like a tent,

you set the beams of your chambers on the waters,
You make the clouds your chariot,

you ride on the wings of the wind, . . .
You set the earth on its foundations, . . .
You cause the grass to grow for the cattle,

and plants for people to use, . . .
The trees of the Lord are watered abundantly,

the cedars of Lebanon that he planted.
In them the birds build their nests;

the stork has its home in the fir trees. . . .
O Lord, how manifold are your works!

in wisdom you have made them all.
  (Psa. 104:1-3, 5, 14, 16-17, 24, NRSV)

Throughout the considerable length of the Psalm, the 
Psalmist affirms an order, wisdom, and trustworthiness 
that manifest God’s presence and grace in the world.  The 
same message is conveyed in the Genesis 9 account of the 
so-called Noahic 
covenant, which 
God makes with 
Noah and his 
family and the rest 
of creation:

This is the sign 
of the covenant 
which I make 
between me and 
you and every 
living creature 
that is with you, 
for all future 
generations: I 
set my bow in 
the cloud, and 
it shall be a sign 
of the covenant 
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creation’s brokenness 
being healed.  The 
redemption of 
creation is expressed 
elsewhere as Christ’s 
turning back the 
rebellion of powers 
that threaten to 
destroy all that God 
intends for the world 
by reconciling “all 
things” to himself:

He is before all 
things, and in 
him all things hold 
together.  He is the 
head of the body, 
the church; he is 
the beginning, the 
first-born from 
the dead, that in 
everything he might 
be preeminent.  
For in him all the 
fullness of God 
was pleased to 
dwell, and through 
him to reconcile to 
himself all things, 
whether on earth or 
in heaven, making 
peace by the blood 
of his cross.  
      (Col. 1:17-20)

Attempts to individualize or spiritualize the new 
creation in Christ fail to appreciate the sweeping vision of 
scripture.  The new creation encompasses the whole of life, 
including the physical world.

Fourth, the New Testament doctrine of the 
incarnation reaffirms the Old Testament doctrine of 
the goodness of creation.  The opening verses of the 
Gospel of John tell us that the in-the-beginning Word 
which was “with God” and “was God” “became flesh and 
dwelt among us” (John 1:1, 14).  In contrast to later Greek 
philosophical thought which believed the material realm 
was separate from and inferior to the spiritual realm, the 
Bible teaches us to regard the universe as matter quickened 
by God’s Word and Spirit.  In this way scripture affirms 
that the material and spiritual in God’s created order 
are inseparable and that creation is the wondrous and 
exquisite handiwork of God.

The contrast between biblical and Hellenistic 
worldviews also impinges on the doctrine of salvation.  
While religious thought inspired by Greek philosophy 
taught that salvation entailed escaping the material world’s 

inherent inferiority 
and corruption, the 
Bible affirms that the 
One who was the very 
Word of God became 
a human being in 
the middle of time 
and history so that 
creation might be 
reconciled to God.

For Martin 
Luther, the 
connection between 
the incarnation 
and the goodness of 
creation was intrinsic 
and undeniable:

Now if I believe 
in God’s Son 
and remember 
that he became 
man, all creatures 
will appear a 
hundred times 
more beautiful 
to me than 
before.  Then 
I will properly 
appreciate the 
sun, the moon, 
the stars, trees, 
apples, as I reflect 
that he is the Lord 
of all things.19

During the early centuries of the church, the dualism 
between the material and spiritual realms fostered by 
non-biblical religious and philosophical teaching was so 
culturally accepted that Christians were often co-opted by 
world-denying viewpoints.  Against the clear teachings of 
their own scriptures, many Christians lapsed into regarding 
the material realm as separable from and opposed to the 
spiritual and denigrating the body and physical existence 
as less than honorable.  The dualism between matter and 
spirit survives even now and reminds us that the church’s 
commitment to creation care must be firmly grounded in 
the biblical vision of the goodness of creation reaffirmed by 
the Word becoming flesh.

Fifth, the Bible affirms that the Holy Spirit is 
central to the church’s faith and witness on behalf 
of renewing creation.  One of the most neglected and 
potentially most fruitful resources for the church’s renewal 
and empowerment regarding creation care is a biblically 
grounded appreciation of the Spirit.  God’s Spirit, which 
in the Old Testament employs the Hebrew word for wind, 
is depicted in the first paragraph of scripture (Gen. 1:1-2) 
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as moving over the waters of chaos as the creation unfolds.  
The same Spirit assembles the dry bones of Ezekiel’s 
vision into the resurrected people of God (Ezek. 37:1-14), 
reminding us of the creative amalgam of earth and Spirit 
which forms the essence of all living things:

Then the Lord God formed man of dust of the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and 
man became a living being. (Gen. 2:7)

When thou sendest forth thy Spirit,
they are created;

and thou renewest the face of the ground.
    (Psalm 104:30)

This conviction regarding the deep dependency of 
all life upon God’s Spirit lies behind the eschatological 
promise claimed at Pentecost for the Spirit to be poured 
out on all flesh, including sons and daughters, old and 
young, slave and free (Acts 2:17-21, cf. Joel 2:28-32).  A 
few verses earlier in the passage reflected in Acts, Joel says,

Fear not, O land;
be glad and rejoice,
for the Lord has done great things!

Fear not, you beasts of  
      the field,

for the pastures of
     the wilderness
         are green;

the tree bears its fruit,
the fig tree and vine

       give their yield.
    (Joel 2:21-22)

Scripture reminds us 
that Spirit-led renewal 
embraces more than 
individual congregations 
or even the whole church 
and that our hopes and 
prayers for the gift of the 
Spirit should be as all-
encompassing as the Spirit 
is depicted in scripture 
itself.

The Bible makes it 
clear that God is both 
transcendent above the 
world and immanent in the 
world.  As we address the 
threat of environmental 
degradation, we should 
remember that these themes 
are not paradoxical, but 
complementary.  What 
other worldviews have 
taught us to separate, the 
Bible teaches us to connect, 

and it is in this connection that Christians find the 
wisdom and power to address the crises which threaten the 
earth.

Doing Something about Environmental Crises
Personal

Adopt environmentally friendly habits and practices.  
Drive well maintained, fuel efficient cars.  Explore 
practical, cost efficient ways to conserve energy.  Conserve 
water and other precious natural resources.  Recycle items 
which are sensible to recycle.  Switch to renewable and 
clean sources of energy whenever it is possible to do so.

Congregational

Help your church to understand that Christian 
discipleship includes environmental stewardship.  Focus on 
creation care through sermons, bible studies, hymns, and 
readings.  Explore the possibilities of establishing recycling 
practices at church.  Investigate energy conservation 
options open to the church.  Do an energy audit to identify 
opportunities to save and conserve.  Explore the expanding 
opportunities for churches to use renewable energy sources, 
such as solar.

Corporate

Help to nurture a pro-
environmental expectation 
in the corporate world.  
Whether we work for 
corporations, serve on 
corporate boards, or are 
simply customers to whom 
corporations are in some 
measure accountable, we 
can use our influence to 
make a difference.  As the 
corporate world comes to 
understand that employees, 
board members, and 
customers care about the 
environment, positive 
changes will occur with 
regard to hazardous 
emissions, pollution, energy 
use, and other important 
environmental issues.

Public

Create a pro-envi-
ronmental expectation 
for public officials.  Most 
critical environmental is-
sues require the address of 
public policy at local, re-
gional, state, national, and 
international levels.  Even 
if we personally reduce 
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the discharge of 
greenhouse gases 
into the environ-
ment, for example, 
the threat of global 
warming requires 
effective national 
and international 
attention for large-
scale changes to 
occur.  Water and 
soil conservation, 
pollution, and en-
ergy policy all have 
critical legislative 
components.  Fur-
thermore, govern-
mental agencies 
have the responsi-
bility of enforcing 
environmental leg-
islation.  The criti-
cal changes which 
must be made at the governmental level to stem the tide of 
environmental degradation will move forward if and when 
public officials correctly perceive that we demand these 
changes.

Conclusions
Archeologists tell us that we are not the first humans 

to be threatened by environmental disaster.  Over 5,000 
years ago, the Sumerians had established the most 
advanced civilization on earth.  Their carefully engineered 
irrigation systems were the backbone of agricultural 
development which supported a sophisticated social 
structure, including the first known cities and written 
language.  A subtle, but critical flaw in the Sumerians’ 
design, however, led to salt levels rising to disastrous levels 
in cultivated fields throughout the Tigris-Euphrates valley.  
Eventually, the economic system and engineering prowess 
which vaulted Sumerian society forward led to its demise.

This same story can be retold with varying details 
for other advanced civilizations throughout the course 
of human history.  A few of these civilizations actually 
responded to environmental degradation quickly and 
wisely enough to save themselves.  Over 600 years ago, for 
example, Icelanders began to realize that the overgrazing 
of grasslands was contributing to catastrophic soil erosion, 
which if left unchecked, would have rendered vast tracts 
of grassland barren.  By adjusting their sheep herds to 
sustainable levels, the Icelanders not only survived, but 
thrived.20

Underneath the concern about environmental 
collapse and the search for environmental healing is the 
growing realization we are on a path that cannot and will 
not guide the world to a sustainable future.  Increasingly, 

we realize that the 
world as a whole is 
not working, not 
working for the 
world’s poor, not 
working for the 
world’s children, 
not working for 
societies crippled 
with debt, not 
working for the air, 
water, land, forests, 
and animals.

Yet what seems 
like an unsolvable 
set of problems 
presents us with 
an enormous 
opportunity.  The 
very gravity of 
our situation 
demands that we 
respond with vigor, 

creativity, and commitment to critical problems which we 
have too long ignored or slighted.  We have the knowledge 
and resources both to avert environmental collapse and 
to address critical social issues like hunger and poverty.  
We can reduce greenhouse gas emissions by switching 
to clean and renewable energy sources.  We can reduce 
deforestation by more systematically and comprehensively 
committing to paper recycling.  Reforestation will in turn 
reduce carbon dioxide levels, increase aquifer recharge, 
and reduce soil erosion.  Enhancing the availability 
of water, soil, and other natural resources will in turn 
enhance the effectiveness of agricultural development and 
other anti-poverty efforts.  The very interconnectedness of 
environmental degradation and social crises which seems 
from one vantage point to be daunting is from another 
vantage point advantageous.  Winning the fight against 
environmental collapse will help us to win the fight against 
hunger and poverty and to improve the lives and futures of 
the world’s children.

The real question turns on which path we choose.  
Will we continue to ignore or slight critical environmental 
and social issues in favor of selfish, narrow, and partisan 
interests?  Or will we choose to think about our children 
and grandchildren as well as ourselves, to pursue the 
common good as well as our personal good, to act globally 
as well as tribally, to plan long-term as well as short-term, 
to strive for real solutions rather than quick fixes, to share 
rather than hoard, to be guided by the truth rather than 
the party line?

The choice between these paths is not only starkly 
determinative, but spiritually oriented.  Because of 
the depth and intransigence of human sin, we will not 
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make the right 
choice unless God 
empowers to do so.  
Unbridled greed 
and willful stupidity 
will prevent us from 
choosing the right 
path unless God 
quite literally saves 
us from ourselves.  
Thankfully, God 
knows our plight 
and hears our cries 
even when we are 
too blind and self-
absorbed to utter 
them.  Thankfully 
also, the Bible 
addresses the very 
problems which 
plague us, for each 
stems from some 
form of injustice.  
The Gospel 
proclaims that 
the Christ event 
which inaugurates 
the reign of God 
incarnates the 
justice of God.  We 
are the bearers of 
this Good News, 
which we are 
called to share 
with humanity and 
which alone will 
sustain us through the long journey toward the healing of 
the earth and its wondrous inhabitants.
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