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2 Abstract

When the Uniting Church formed in 1977, its Basis of Union envisaged a final reconciliation and renewal for
all creation, not just humans. It did, nonetheless, reflect the anthropocentric assumptions of its day, as did
other official documents released in the first decade of the Uniting Church’s life. Anthropocentrism assumes
that human beings alone are created in the image of God, charged with dominion over Earth', and responsible
for the fallenness of creation, though not necessarily through the actions of a literal Adam and Eve. This basic
framework did not shift in the first decade, even though Earth began to be talked about not as an inanimate
resource for human consumption, but something good and valuable in and of itself.

In 1990 this anthropocentric paradigm began to be challenged, and during 2000-2002 two quite irreconcilable
understandings of the relationship between God and Earth, and thus humans and other animals existed side by
side in Uniting Church worship resources.

Having listened carefully to the story of life as told by ecological and evolutionary scientists, I conclude that
the traditional anthropocentric paradigm is no longer tenable. Instead I propose that all of life is the image of
God, in its evolutionary past, ecological present and unknown future. A/l of life is in direct relationship with
God, and exercises dominion of Earth. Evidence traditionally used as evidence of the fallenness of creation is
instead affirmed as an essential part of life, though life on Earth has experienced a number of significant
“falls” in biodiversity.

Even the more biocentric thought in recent Uniting Church resources is inadequate, because its language
implies that life is simple, static, benign, and to some extent designed by God. In order to be adequately
consonant with the life sciences, theology must be able to accept that finitude (pain, suffering and death) is a
good part of creation, for without it there could be no life. This is an emphasis of ecofeminism, which I
extend to affirm not only individual death, but the extinction of whole species, including humans.

I argue that the purpose of creation was not the evolution of humans, but to make possible God’s desire for
richness of experience, primarily mediated through relationships. Whilst this idea is well established in
process theology, it must be purged of its individualistic and consciousness-centric biases to be adequately
consonant with the scientific story of life.

The resulting biocentric paradigm has several implications for our understanding of Jesus. I argue that he
offers salvation from the overwhelming fear of finitude, rather than finitude itself. Against the trend in
ecotheology, I propose that this saving work is directed in the first instance to humans only. I tentatively
propose that it is directed to only some humans. This, paradoxically, is more affirming of God’s relationship
with the rest of creation than most ecotheology, which proclaims Jesus as a global or universal saviour.
Salvation for some humans, and all non human creatures, happens only in a secondary sense, because this is
the only sense in which they need saving. I then speculate on whether and how it might be possible for a
Christian biocentric community to live out its salvation.

Finally, I revisit the Basis of Union and argue that although the biocentric theology I have proposed goes well
beyond the Basis, it is not at odds with the Basis” directions and intentions. Biocentric theology is, rather, an
extension of the trajectories already contained within the Basis, with its trust in the eventual reconciliation and
renewal of all creation.

" In this thesis I use the convention of referring to our planet as Earth, rather than earth or the earth. Some authors do this to imply
that Earth is a subject, or even being. I do it simply because it seems more correct, it is the proper noun for this planet, just as I say I
live in Australia, not the Australia. When quoting other authors I have retained whatever convention they used, for it is far too
clumsy to change every reference.
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separation from the Wild Other. A symptom, and partial remedy, may be our increasing fascination
with technological objects.

So on the one hand we are being encouraged to re-engage with the Wild Other for our well being. On
the other hand, technology is allowing us to see that “Other” is a constructed meaning system.
Although this construction is essential for the survival of biological organisms, it is superimposed over
a fundamentally continuous, pulsing stream of life (or genes, body plans, emotions, language,
morality, or any other quality we care to mention). The best overarching image of life is a three
dimensional pulsing flow, spanning some seven billion years on Earth.

Christian theology claims that this pulsing flow of life is in some way a creation of God, who is a non
biological person. God, then, may see life, relate to life, free of the meaning system we have had to
impose upon it to survive. If God is creator of life, then life should tell us something about God. The
image of life presented here, and the sort of relationship it implies between God and creation differs
markedly from that presented in Genesis. Since Christian theology has traditionally grounded itself in
Genesis, we might expect to conclude quite different things about God and ourselves in light of the
above story, and the image of life it leaves us.

We will see that the scientific stories have an impact upon all three of the propositions in the
anthropocentric theology found within the Uniting Church, as I intuitively expected. That is, the
notion that humans alone are created in the image of God, charged with some form of dominion over
the rest of life, and responsible for the fall of the whole of creation into something less than it was
created as. Surprisingly, to me at least, was that the science stories also called into question the more
biocentric elements found in the Uniting Church resources, and much of the wider ecotheology
movement which they reflected. I will now survey how theologians have responded to these
challenges, before moving on to propose a biocentric framework which is, I believe, more consonant
with the information we have from the life sciences.

9 Theological evaluation

9.1 H. sapiens as the image of God

9.1.1 Summary of the scientific data

We have seen that there is no biological property of H. sapiens which is ontologically distinct from
other animals. While the relatively massive and well developed human brain has enabled the
emergence of intelligence, emotion and culture, even these things are possessed in other animals to
different degrees.

We have also seen that the images which humans use to represent the gods have themselves evolved
over millennia, with the representation of the gods as animals giving way to the image of the goddess,
which itself was recently almost entirely replaced by the image of the male God in those religions
rooted in Judaism.

9.1.2 Theological responses

What the author(s) of Genesis 1 meant by the image of God has been extensively debated by biblical
scholars and theologians, as comprehensively reviewed by Claus Westermann’'’. He makes the

"7 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1984). See also Noreen
L. Herzfeld, In Our Image : Artificial Intelligence and the Human Spirit, Theology and the Sciences (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2002), pp. 10-32. She describes three approaches common this century; ontological, functional and relational.



133/224
interesting point that although the literature on this topic is nearly limitless, it is not a major

preoccupation of the biblical witnesses themselves, being mentioned again only in Psalm 8”'%,

By far the most common interpretation is that the image of God consists in some sort of quality or
capacity, for example, “personality, understanding, the will and its freedom, self-consciousness,
intelligence, spiritual being, spiritual superiority, or the immortality of the soul.”"*”

Pope John Paul II follows Aquinas in locating the image of God in human speculative intellect’>’,
which is evidence of the unique nature of the human soul. Protestant theologians also looked to
biological and intellectual properties of humans as evidence of the image of God. Karl Barth, who had
a major influence within Protestantism’*', believed that culture was a, “particular human activity.”**”
This undergirded his claim that,

“Man [sic]... is elected... as the being specially endowed by God. This is manifest
in his special bodily nature, in which he of course has ever so much in common with
plant and animal, and also in the fact that he is a rationally thinking, willing and
speakil%g3 being destined for responsible and spontaneous decision (emphasis
mine). "

Mark Brett represents a different line of interpretation. He points out that the symbol, image of God
was already in use when Genesis was compiled, and referred to the functional authority of kings to rule
in the place of the gods. It was they alone who were bearers of the image of God. Genesis, he claims,
uses the symbol as a democratising protest against the prevailing culture, subverting the use of the

symbol to claim that all people are bearers of the image’**.

Theodore Hiebert also focuses on the pre-existing use of the symbol, and also claims that the image of
God was used to say something about the function, not ontology of humans’>. Far from being used as
a democratising influence, however, Hiebert sees the symbol being adopted by the priests responsible
for this part of Genesis to legitimate their own position in Israelite society. All people were to the

animals as the priests were to all people: the divinely appointed rulers’*.

Westermann himself disputes both the functional and ‘spiritual quality’ interpretations. He agrees with
those who say that the image of God is not about what humans are, or how they relate to the other
animals’>’. The image of God, he believes, was intended to say something about the relationship
between humans and God. According to the priestly redactors of Genesis, humans were created for
relationship with God, they are enough like God to be able to respond to God'*".

Despite all the differences in these interpretations and the many others Westermann lists, the
unanimous assumption is that the image of God is to be found solely in human beings, and constitutes

"8 Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, p. 148.
" bid, p. 149.
2% Pope John Paul II, On Evolution.
2! (H. Paul Santmire, "Healing the Protestant Mind: Beyond the Theology of Human Dominion," in After Nature's Revolt :
Eco-Justice and Theology, ed. Dieter T. Hessel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), p. 66.
Zj Karl Barth, "The Humanity of God," in The Humanity of God (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1960), p. 54.

Ibid, p. 53.
7% Mark Brett, "Earthing the Human in Genesis 1-3," in The Earth Story in Genesis, ed. Norman C. Habel and Shirley
Waurst (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), p. 96.
723 Theodore Hiebert, "The Human Vocation: Origins and Transformations in Christian Traditions.," in Christianity and
Ecology : Seeking the Well-Being of Earth and Humans, ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether (Cambridge,
Mass: Harvard Univ Pr, 2000), p. 138.
728 Tbid.
27 The passage which refers to the image of God probably initially was an independent piece, only taking its place after the
creation of animals much later (Westermann, Genesis 1-11: A Commentary, pp. 156-57.
2% 1bid, pp. 156-58.
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an ontological gap between humans and other animals’~". Whether it is a characteristic, a functional
role, or the ability to relate to God, the assumption is that only humans have it or can do it.

729

Let us return to the majority interpretation, that the image relates to a human characteristic. How do
theologians respond to the insights of evolutionary biology, which demonstrates that the human
characteristics most commonly used as evidence that we alone possess the image of God, are not
ontologically unique to humans?

The official Catholic response to scientific speculation about human nature is, as we have seen, to
claim privilege for the magisterium, and the revelation from God that humans are ontologically
different, irrespective of anything science may claim. The difference is due to the unique human soul,
which originates external to biology, being somehow imparted directly from God'*".

The position is well summarised by Michael Schmaus in his Dogma 2: God in Creation, “... there is
between man [sic] and the rest of creation a fundamental and irreducible distance (emphasis
mine).””"” He acknowledged that most Catholic theologians of his day (1969) accepted a moderate
doctrine of evolution, but was adamant that for Catholics, “... although the human body and psyche
arise out of the continuous process of evolution, the human spirit does not; the human spirit...
originated as a new principle of being and activity.**”

Catholic theologians, then, are bound to reject the implications of science on this point. Edwards, for
example, simply states that although the cosmology of Genesis 1-3 is not binding on modern
Christians, its theological insights are, including the insight that humans are created in the image of
God™.

Edwards reveals that a number of Catholic theologians, including Karl Rahner, share his discomfort
with the idea that God intervenes in history to implant the human soul either in the human species, or
in individual people”*. Nonetheless, he affirms the radical distinction between humans and other
animals in a way which can only be considered ontological,

“It is this one divine act that enables what is radically new to emerge in creation.
Above all it enables the emergence of self conscious and spiritual human beings.
Each of them is created in radical uniqueness in the image of God... Each of them is
destined for eternal life... Are there other such creatures in the universe? - Theology
can’t say yet.”>>”

By remaining silent on the possibility of other creatures in the universe being like us, Edwards holds
open the possibility that the image of God may be broader than we conceive it to be, but he clearly
does not see any other signs of the image here on Earth. This is a position which he reiterated in a

recent theology -science dialogue”®, and in a more fully developed paper in the same year””’.

% 1bid, pp. 157-58.

3% Michael Schmaus, Dogma 2: God and Creation (London: Sheed & Ward, 1969), p. 129.
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The Roman Catholic dialogue with science on this point, then, is impossible’™". The same is true of
the Orthodox Churches whose theology, for similar reasons, “... starts and ends by placing human

beings at the centre,” claiming that we are the centre and height of God’s creation””.

738

Similar sentiments dominate Protestantism, though for different reasons. Thomas Torrance, an
influential Protestant thinker who has written on science and theology, is a contemporary example,

“From the perspective of theology man [sic] is clearly made the focal point in the
interrelations between God and the universe. He is given a special place within the
creation with a ruling and priestly function to perform toward the rest of created
reali‘[y.7 0 All lines of rationality and order... depend on his destiny (emphasis
mine). "’

“The fact that God has taken the way of becoming man [sic]... immensely reinforces
the unique place of man [sic] in the universe.”*"”

Although his conclusions are very similar to the Catholic position, Torrance does not elaborate an
ontological defence. For him it is enough that God became a human being. Although Torrance values
the dialogue between science and theology, it is probably not his primary focus. Of his many books,
only a few, and those predominantly early in his career, deal primarily with science. These tackle
cosmology more than evolutionary biology, so his views on humankind’s ontological distinctiveness is
not directly challenged by his dialogue. According to Polkinghorne, Torrance is one of those
theologians who pay, “...some attention to science in their writings (emphasis mine),”**” which may
have something to do with his enthusiasm for Karl Barth’®.

Barth determinedly avoided all scientific questions, claiming that they had nothing to do with the
theological problem of creation’**, although he did admit that science may yet make discoveries
important for theology’*. For Barth, it was important to engage with Genesis as a saga, in the light of
Christ, not science, and so he avoided dealing with the natural sciences on principle’*®. For Barth,
although theology is the, “science and doctrine of God,’*”” Christian theology is really, “The-
anthropology,” a doctrine of God and man’*®. The evangelical theology he championed was, ... the
science and doctrine of the commerce and communion between God and man [sic], informed by the
gospel of Jesus Christ as heard in Holy Scripture (emphasis mine).”**”

Barth’s refusal to engage with science was a reaction against what he saw as an unhealthy
preoccupation with that very engagement by his predecessors”’. This is unfortunate, since Barth

3% pope John Paul II acknowledges as much in his addresses on evolution. (Pope John Paul II, On Evolution, Pope John
Paul II, "The Theory of Evolution and the 'Gospel of Life'," Catholic International 8, no. 1 (1997).)
3% Tsehai Berhane-Selassie, "Ecology and Ethiopian Orthodox Theology," in Ecotheology : Voices from South and North,
ed. David G. Hallman (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994), pp. 155, 70.
" Thomas Torrance, Divine and Contingent Order (1981), p. 129.
! bid, p. 138.
2 Polkinghorne, Scientists as Theologians, p. ix. In this list he includes Hefner, Moltmann, Murphey, Pannenberg and
Peters.
3 Seen, for example, in the numerous texts he produced about, and even with, Barth (Karl Barth, Thomas F. Torrance, and
Geoffrey William Bromiley, Church Dogmatics. Index Volume with Aids for the Preacher (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1977), Thomas Torrance, Karl Barth : An Introduction to His Early Theology 1910-1931 (London: SCM Press, 1962),
Thomas Torrance, Karl Barth, Biblical and Evangelical Theologian (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1990).) A second edition of
Torrance’s Introduction to Barth was published in 2000 (Thomas Torrance, Karl Barth : An Introduction to His Early
Theology 1910-1931 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000).)
Z;‘ John Dillenberger, Protestant Thought and Natural Science (Indiana: University of Notre Dame, 1960), p. 258.
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9 Ibid.
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opposed those who, in his view, made humans the measure of all things. But by limiting theology to
the discussion of God and humans, he missed one of the most powerful tools for relativising the
position and importance of the human - i.e. evolutionary biology. Protestant theology should be open
to this relativising because it generally rejects the body/soul dualism which the Catholic position rests
on, having offered a sustained critique of it for decades”™'. Indeed, Protestant theology has always
tended to have a more generationist view of the soul, in which the soul is simply a, “dimension of the
material world.”*”

If the soul is entirely a dimension of the material world, then Protestant theology has no recourse to an
ontologically different soul upon which to hang the image of God. We must continue the dialogue on
this most crucial issue, to see whether theology can reconceive of the image of God in a way which is
consonant with the scientists’ conclusions. One approach could be to simply to do away with the
concept of the image of God.

9.1.2.1 There is no image of God

It has been assumed for most of Christian history that since God designed or created Earth and life on
it, we could see something of God by looking at ‘nature’. Since the science story finds no evidence of
external guidance shaping the development of life, we could conclude that life is no image of God at
all. This could be consistent with the Orthodox tradition, for example, which emphasises the
inscrutability of God”’, and in the Protestant tradition, many theologians admit that the universe is at
least partly independent of God>*. To the extent to which the latter is true, we could say that the
universe, or life, is not the image of God. This would also be true of us, to the extent that evolution,
rather than God, is responsible for our biology and soul.

The “image of God” symbol could be retained for Christ, who is the image of what the divine/human
nexus looks like. In other words, he is the image of God for we humans, but not the image of God in
toto.

However, as we have seen, being in the likeness of God is only part of what it means to be in God’s
image. The image of God is primarily a claim that its bearer is able to be in relationship with God,
and secondarily is therefore enough like God to have a relationship. To declare that there is no image
of God, then, is to declare that there is no relationship with God. Ifthis were true, there would be
nothing left to say, and no Christianity.

For now, then, I retain the idea that there is an image of God, a relationship with God, but reject the
idea that this can be constrained to human beings alone, since there is no ontological distinction
between them and other organisms. How might we go about broadening the image of God?

First we must ask whether Christians can broaden the image of God. Since it is such a central image
in Christian theology, will theology still be Christian if it changes it substantially? This question was
first addressed decades ago in the Christian feminism movement, and the reactions to it. I will
consider it by briefly reviewing the impact of feminism on another central Christian claim about God,
that God is Trinity. Feminism must be able to talk of God as Trinity if it is to claim a place within
Christianity, as must biocentric theology. But it must be able to talk about Trinity in a way which is

3! Andrew Dutney, Ensoulment (Briefing Notes) [email attachment] (2003 [accessed August 2004]). It is widely rejected
by those theologians engaged with the sciences, e.g. Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, pp. 6, 65, 71-82, lan G
Barbour, Religion in an Age of Science (London: SCM, 1990), pp. 177,208-09, Christian de Duve, "Lessons of Life," in
Many Worlds: The New Universe, Extraterrestrial Life and the Theological Implications, ed. Stephen Dick (Pennsylvania:
Templeton Foundation, 2000), p. 8, Arthur Peacocke, God and the New Biology (London, Melbourne: J. M. Dent & Sons,
1986), pp. 88-90, Polkinghorne, Scientists as Theologians, p. 29.

2 Dutney, Ensoulment.

733 Platon Igumnov, "Creation from the Viewpoint of Dogmatic Theology," in Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation :
Insights from Orthodoxy, ed. Gennadios Limouris (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1990), p. 84.
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consonant with feminism. In other words, feminist Christians had to demonstrate that the traditional
Christian formulation, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, is not the only possible formulation for the Trinity.

9.1.2.2 From an androcentric to anthropocentric image

I have already mentioned that the image of God used to be confined to men alone in Christian
tradition. Gradually, it was acknowledged that women, too, were bearers of the image, though often in
a different sense’>. Yet the language used to describe God, in official theological texts and weekly
worship, remained thoroughly androcentric, and God as Trinity meant exclusively God as Father, Son
and Holy Spirit.

In reaction, some early feminists, especially ecofeminists, simply rejected the male God, and
transferred their allegiance to the goddess. Rosemary Radford Ruether, however, argues that this is
inadequate”® since it merely replaces one distortion with another. Rather, our images of God must
embrace both male and female if they are to be theologically adequate,

“Because how we image God is precisely the revelation of God that we access,
expanding our image to honour the equality of women in the image of God by
imagining female metaphors of God is more than a matter of forced correctness. It is
a symbol and symptom of a collective work of metanoia.”"

But is this metanoia possible in the Uniting Church? In its opening section of the Basis, the uniting
denominations declare of their union that, “They pray that this act may be to the glory of God the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit (emphasis mine).” This masculine Trinitarian formulation repeats
throughout the Basis, and places it squarely within the majority tradition of the church since formalised
at the first council of Constantinople in 3817,

Uniting Church members cover the spectrum from ecofeminists calling for inclusive language for the
image of God’™, to those who see the traditional masculine labels as the only labels. When working in
a local congregation I surveyed the members’ attitude to calling God “She” in worship. The women’s
responses ranged from enthusiastic acceptance to threats to leave the church if that happened’®’.
Female language about God has been enthusiastically adopted in some congregations, including the
Mustard Bush faith community’®', the explicitly pro-feminist Fitzroy Uniting congregation’®?, and the
Murray Bridge late morning service’®, but they are a tiny minority in the Uniting Church.

753 Ruether has a useful survey of this history, from the original Genesis passage, through Catholicism to Barth (Rosemary
Radford Ruether, "Imago Dei, Christian Tradition and Feminist Hermeneutics," in Image of God and Gender Models:
Gender Models in Judaeo-Christian Tradition, ed. Kari Borresen (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995).)
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7 Rosemary Radford Ruether, "Pneumatic Nudges: The Theology of Moltmann, Feminism, and the Future," in The Future
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Amongst ministers and scholars in the Uniting Church a similar disagreement exists. Drasko Dizdar,
when a final year ministry candidate, spoke of the Trinity as God beyond-all, God-with-us, and God-
within-all’**, and avoided using the male pronoun for God. Stephen Reid argues that,

“The use of ‘Father’, ‘Son’ and ‘Spirit’ as language for talking about God is clearly a
metaphorical use of these terms. Whether there is a primary literal use is a matter
debated by some philosophers. But they are clearly not meant literally of God.”®”

Using Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic approach to the study of religion’®, Reid argues that the
theological rule laid down in the Basis is that God must be understood in Trinitarian terms. The labels
for those terms are secondary and malleable’’. In response to feminist concerns about the patriarchal
and kyriocentric implications of “Father, Son and Holy Spirit,” the labels ought to be, or at least can
be, changed to better represent Trinity to a modern community.

In contrast, Rosalie Hudson argues that feminist-inspired images of God are similes, whereas God as
“Father, Son and Holy Spirit” is a revelation from God and is the way that the Trinity is to be
described’®®. She quotes with approval One God One Lord One Spirit,

“Christian belief in the fatherhood of God was never intended to imply that God is
male...As a human being, Jesus is male. But within the persons of the Trinity, there
is no gender.”®”

What Hudson does not address is that for Christians today, if not for Christians of all times, calling
God Father and Son does imply that God is male. Whether it was meant to or not, calling God by
exclusively male pronouns made Christians think of, and relate to, God as male. Whatever the validity
of her rejection of new names for God on the grounds of inclusive language, Hudson ignores the far
more important argument that our language about God must communicate as best it can who God is.
Continuing to speak of God using exclusively male pronouns in the twenty-first century absolutely
fails to do that, and miscommunicates the nature of God to most hearers.

The issue of Trinity Occasional Papers that Hudson’s article appears in contains a number of other
papers presented to the Commission on Doctrines and Liturgy in 1989. One of them, by Arthur
Jackson, focuses on the charismatic experience but, in passing, offers some reflections on names for
God. He begins by acknowledging that, “Anyone who cannot see the point of trying to devise
inclusive language must be very insensitive.”’”” He correctly rejects, “Creator, Son and Holy Spirit”
as an alternative, pointing out that in the biblical witnesses the Son and Spirit are also involved in the
process of creation. He also points out the inconsistency of retaining Father but calling the Spirit
“She”, since although ruach is feminine, pneuma is neuter’’', and it is this on which Trinitarian
theology is based in the New Testament’’*. T would add that speaking of one member of the Trinity as
male and another as female actually increases the gendered nature of the Trinity rather than decreasing
it.

Jackson would be happy to call God Mother in some new prayers and Father in traditional ones, even
though he finds it,
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“...hard to call God ‘Mother’- perhaps the result of being 70 years old. Teaching old
dogs new tricks is easier than teaching old Christians new prayers™’”.

What is most important for him is what Reid might see as another “rule” to lay alongside the rule of
God as Trinity: There is an intimacy within the Trinity which must be preserved by language about
God. So Jesus’ cry to God as Abba reveals an intimacy that must be preserved. For this reason
Jackson believes that Abba language must be retained, but can be supplemented. We should not
replace Father with Parent, as no child calls their parent, “parent”, and so the relational warmth
implied by the metaphor is lost. Rather, God is best referred to as Father and Mother, though for a
younger generation perhaps mum and dad is better at preserving the intimacy Jackson desires.

In the same issue of Trinity Occasional Papers is a one page summary of a paper by Pat Baker’’*. The
editor explains that space precluded all the papers being included, but does not explain why the
feminist article is therefore reduced to one page, whilst the conservative nine page article by Hudson is
reproduced in full. The editor tells us that Baker describes herself as ... a feminist Christian with a
case to put in what is probably a no-win situation,” who seemed to believe that the commissions were
unlikely to agree with her attempts to reformulate the Trinity, since, ... arguing against the traditional
Trinitarian formula in a group like this is like attacking motherhood and parliamentary democracy.”
According to the summary, Baker believes that all images used in the names and descriptions of God
are metaphors, and that church tradition is “fraught with examples of the failure to remember what
metaphor is.”

The alternative formulations she suggests for the metaphor of Trinity are:

Creator, Redeemer, Sustainer

Source of all being, Eternal Word, Holy Spirit

Maker, Keeper, Lover

Creator, Liberator, Comforter

Creator, Christ, Holy Spirit

God who made us, God who saves us, God who keeps us all

Lover, Beloved, Love
Abba, Servant, Paraclete.

The first six identify the first person in the Trinity as the only creative agent, and I therefore reject
them following the logic of Jackson, above. The seventh casts the ‘son’ in a passive role and looks
odd alongside the traditional affirmation that “God is love,” not just the third person in the Trinity.
The eighth is promising, as Abba probably has less explicitly male connotations for English speakers,
even though it is masculine in Hebrew.

In the final stages of preparing this thesis I heard that the soon to be released Uniting in Worship 11, a
worship resource manual designed for Uniting Church congregations, will contain one service with
female images of God, though this was highly controversial decision’”” leading to the resignation of
several committee members. It has, then, become official Uniting Church policy to affirm, though not
to require, the use of female images of God alongside traditional males ones.

So we can move beyond andropocentrism and still be Christian. Can we go further and escape our
anthropocentrism?

773 1
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I believe that the formulation I first used in a sermon on June 18th, 2000 is a useful attempt. It drew
on a lecture in 1992 by Arthur Jackson and a sermon in about 1995 by Andrew Dutney. They spoke of
the doctrine of the Trinity as the early church’s experience that the God they knew of as creator of all
that is, they also met in Jesus of Nazareth, who lived amongst them. Not only that, they continued to
experience Jesus of Nazareth amongst themselves after the resurrection. In order to acknowledge this
insight, in the light of the discussion above, I have begun to formulate the Trinity as the God who “is
beyond us, became one of us, and remains within and amongst us.”’®”

This formulation is similar to Dizdar’s, “God beyond-all, God-with-us, and God-within-all,” except
that his label God-with-us does not highlight a core Christian affirmation that in Christ God was not
just with us, but actually became one of us’’’. Dizdar’s formulation is valid, it simply doesn’t go as far
as it could. Dutney uses the phrase, “God beyond us, God against us, God within us,”’® but the
middle part makes it clear that this is not directly a Trinitarian construction so much as an affirmation
of three experiences of God.

My formulation, I believe, provides a valid Trinitarian foundation which is at least potentially
consonant with the scientific story. In escaping not only androcentrism but anthropocentrism; it
addresses the Shepard’s criticism that expanding the image of God to include women only slightly

widens humanity’s narcissistic religious mirror’””,

“All the humanized deities were insufficient substitutes for a zoological
theriophany... the dead end of making gods in human form.”*"”

How, then, do we include this zoological theriophany in the image of the Trinitarian God which
Christians worship? Two approaches suggest themselves. A predominantly anthropocentric
possibility simply expands the image outwards from humans to include at least some other species. A
more biocentric alternative would recentre the image to life itself, with humans included in the image
alongside of other species.

9.1.2.3 Broadening the anthropocentric image: humans at the pinnacle

I will start with the more anthropocentric approach, which admits that whatever the image of God is, at
least some other animals reflect it, though to a lesser degree than humans. We would thus be the
exemplar of the image of God, and the anthropocentric claims about God’s image would need only
slight modification. We would remain very much at the pinnacle, but we would need to expand the
circle somewhat. We would admit that we are not the only creature which shows signs of rationality,
morality, language, culture, freedom etc, but would emphasise that we do express each of these things
far more fully than any other animal we know of.

If Westermann is correct that the image of God is a statement about the ability to relate to God, then
Edwards should be arguing for an hierarchical image of God, since he claims that al/ creatures relate
directly to God at some level, in that Christians are,

“...linked in relationships of kinship and community with all other creatures in a

global koinonia of the Holy Spirit.”™.

778 1t remains for other things we say about God to highlight Jackson’s point that our language about God must preserve the
intimate, loving aspect. Of course, this is the case even in the classical formulation, since not everyone who hears “Father”
or “Son” thinks of loving intimacy.
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To include other creatures in the image of God would, however, place him outside the realm of
Catholic dogma. Amongst Protestant theologians there is more freedom to explore a hierarchy in the
image of God, indeed the above section would seem to require it. Although an increasing number of
theologians do accept that there is no ontological distinction between humans and other animals’®?,
they tend not to reflect on the implications of this for the conception of the image of God. Langdon

Gilkey is one exception,

“God is only dimly known here, barely perceived and stumblingly described - as is
the wonder and mystery of nature through which God is thus dimly known. As we
have seen, nature is an image of God, a creaturely reality of immense creative power,
order, and value, an image of the sacred, and hence a finite reality or value for
itself... Nature is for itself and us the medium through which God's power, life and
order are communicated to us (emphasis mine).”**”

For Gilkey, ‘nature’ is an image of God, separate from the human image. He then goes on to
profoundly diminish his claims for nature, and subordinate it under the human image,

. what is known of God in nature represents by no means the centre of the
knowledge of the divine for most religious traditions, and certainly not of God for the
Christian... The consequence... is that what I am trying to do here, while important,
is not vital to the centre of Christian theology.”**"

So Gilkey actually suggests nothing more than the already widely accepted proposition that we see
something of God in the processes of nature, though he is one of the very few to use the language,
“Image of God” to describe this.

Sallie McFague also explicitly admits that we are not the only creatures made in the image of God’®
and goes on to claim that human sin is our failure to stay in our place and accept our proper limits, to
make room for other species’. Rather than speak of two images (nature and the human), she seems to
envisage a hierarchy within the image of God, which relates directly to a hierarchy of value amongst

species, with humans at the top”® .

b

Process theologians mount a sustained defence of this hierarchy of value. Of all the modern
theological systems, process theology is the one most open to affirming a continuity of being between
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Animals on the Agenda: Questions About Animals for Theology and Ethics, ed. Andrew Linzey and Dorothy Yamamoto
(London: SCM, 1998), p. 138, Howell, "A God Adequate for Primate Culture.", Johnson, Women, Earth, and Creator
Spirit, p. 30, Catherine Keller, "The Face of the Deep: Reflections on the Ecology of Process Thought," The Australasian
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John Russell, Nancey Murphy, and Arthur Peacocke (Vatican City State: Vatican Observatory Publications, 1995), p. 220.
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prioritises the former (Ibid, p. 117.)
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humans and other organisms’**. Humans are no longer seen to be of, “... infinitely more value than
the whole Earth.”**” As Nancy Howell, a process theologian puts it,

“Whitehead extends the term ‘person’ to include most animals. Humans, animals,
and vegetables are societies of events or experiences, in Whitehead’s view. Living
bodies possess an internal organizer that coordinates the events and relationships that
make up individuals. 4 “person” is one whose experiences are so organized that
they form a coherent and recognizable being. Humans and vertebrates in particular
are described by Whitehead’s notion of person.””"”

What defines a person, then, is not an ontological category, but an assessment of how coherent its
comprehension of experience is. Birch calls this the person’s richness of experience. The richer a life
form’s experience, the more a person it is, and the more intrinsic worth it has.

Since human beings are thought to possess the greatest capacity for richness of experience, they exist
at the top of the hierarchy of intrinsic worth. For example, Barbour argues that because a mosquito has
less richness of experience than a human, it is of less intrinsic value’'. Process theologians go on to
contrast intrinsic worth with instrumental value, or the value of an organism to others,

“... a human being is more valuable than a mosquito to itself, to other beings, and to
G0d792.”

The first claim is surely true: most humans value their own lives more than they do the life of a
mosquito. The second claim is surely incorrect. To a frog, for example, a mosquito is of much more
instrumental value than a human being. Indeed, humans have a negative value to a frog, both as
predators and habitat destroyers. They have a negative value to many species for the same reasons, as
the many litanies of ecological destruction testify. I will assess the third claim, that each human has

more value to God than other life forms do, later in the thesis””.

The hierarchical use of intrinsic worth in process theology leads to problems when it engages with
other theological discourses, where intrinsic value implies equality. McDaniel illustrates the problems
which arise when both senses are combined uncritically. He refers approvingly to the World Council
of Churches, Church and Society Working Committee, which talks about intrinsic value as something
absolute, a claim that something is loved by God”*. This reflects a core Christian affirmation that
God loves the world, declaring it good. Later in his paper, however, he uses intrinsic value in the
hierarchical process sense,

“The greater a living organism’s capacity for sentience, exemplified in part by the
complexity of its nervous system, the greater its intrinsic value.”>”

88 Indeed, process theology goes beyond life to affirm a basic continuity between all matter.

8 Wesley, Collected Sermons of John Wesley from the 1872 Edition. Previously cited on page 11.

7 Howell, "A God Adequate for Primate Culture," paragraph 33.

! Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 131. See also Birch, "The Liberation of Nature," p. 9. This is developed
in Birch and Cobb, The Liberation of Life : From the Cell to the Community. Birch distinguishes his approach from that of
Singer, whom he says focuses only on the capacity to suffer of an animal. Their positions are actually extremely similar,
see Peter Singer, Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for Our Treatment of Animals, 2nd ed. (London: Thorsons, 1991), p. 8.
Birch’s explanation of intrinsic and instrumental worth remains unchanged through until 2000, where he explicitly uses the
principle to suggest differences in intrinsic worth amongst humans based on their richness of experience, again much like
Singer (Birch, "Environmental Ethics in Process Thought," pp. 3-5. In this recent article Birch acknowledges that both his
and Singer’s systems have very similar outcomes.)

2 Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 131.
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3 Ibid, p. 231.
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Combining the two approaches we conclude that the more intelligent something is, the more intrinsic
value it has, and therefore the more God loves it. We are led logically, though McDaniel does not
appear to recognise this, to conclude that since not all beings are intellectually equal, they are not all
equally loved by God. Tony Kelly, who uses process theology and Teilhard de Chardin as his basic
framework, states this explicitly. He claims that God created the universe to be completely free of
divine control because only something which is truly free is worthy of love,

“A mere creature is no fit subject of God's love. However a self-created [self-
conscious] entity could be an appropriate subject of God's love, if it was otherwise
similar to God.”®”

Few ecotheologians, indeed few theologians, would be comfortable with such an explicit rejection of
the fitness of creation to be loved, or even instituting a hierarchy of love. Many more would recoil
from the obvious implication that, since not all sumans have similar intellectual capacity, or richness
of experience, not all humans are equally loved by God.

As Singer””” and Tom Regan’® point out, human babies have inferior capabilities on any scale to
adults of some other species. Some humans with profound intellectual disabilities will be permanently
inferior to some animals on any scale of intellectual or emotional maturity”””. Since there is no
ontological gap between humans and other animals to fall back on, a hierarchical image of God will
necessarily create a hierarchy amongst humans, saying that some humans reflect the image of God less
than others, and that some reflect the image of God less than animals of other species.

Carol Christ criticises hierarchies of intellect or consciousness at the level of whole cultures. She
points out that theologies which elevate intellect and self-reflection can unwittingly imply that cultures
which do not value such things are less valuable®, or less human. At the recent Christianity after
Darwin conference in Adelaide Tony Kelly appeared to do just that. He claimed that Australian
Aboriginal culture was pre-moral, as indeed was all human culture before 1000BC, because their
intellect was less developed than western culture®'. Yet, he added, only humans who had developed
truly moral culture expressed the kind of freedom God sought; a self-creating creature which was
finally worthy of being loved. Only the people who represent this final emergent stage are free to
relate properly to God, or as we would say to express the image of God fully.

So, at both the individual and cultural level, retaining the traditional evidences of the image of God,
and thus creating a hierarchical image, leads towards affirmations which are anathema to
contemporary theology. Whilst the church Aas argued in the past that all humans are not equal, and do
not equally bear the image of God®"?, the principle of human equality has been espoused by almost
every Western theologian for the last three centuries®”®. This includes both Catholic and Protestant
theologians, and both link equality to the possession of the image of God. Barth typifies the Protestant
project,

¢ Tony Kelly, "An Emergent Christology" (paper presented at the Christianity After Darwin: Doing Theology in an
Evolutionary Context, Adelaide, Australia, September 2004).

7 Singer, Animal Liberation, pp. 16, 239-40.

7% Tom Regan, "Christianity and Animal Rights: The Challenge and Promise," in Liberating Life : Contemporary
Approaches to Ecological Theology, ed. Charles Birch, William R. Eakin, and Jay B. McDaniel (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1990), p. 79.

79 Singer, Animal Liberation, pp. 16, 239.

800 Carol Christ, "Rethinking Theology and Nature," in Weaving the Visions, ed. Judith Plaskow and Carol Christ (San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), p. 322.

%01 Kelly, "An Emergent Christology". These comments were made by way of example and do not feature in the text. In
response to sustained audience questioning he described morality as being the ability to do the right thing, even if the law
proscribes it.

%02 Ruether, "Imago Dei, Christian Tradition and Feminist Hermeneutics," pp. 267-70.
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“Man [sic] is not elected to intercourse with God because, by virtue of his humanity,
he deserved such preference. He is elected through God’s grace alone®®... It is a
distinction of every being which bears the human countenance... The
acknowledgment of this distinction has nothing to do with an optimistic judgment of
man [sic]. It is due him [sic] because he [sic] is the being whom God willed to exalt
as His covenant partner, not otherwise.**>”

The equality of all people, as bearers of the image of God, has been unanimously affirmed by the
councils of the Uniting Church®®. To call this into question, which we must do if it is hierarchical,
since there is no ontological gap between humans and other animals, is a last resort.

Gregory Peterson to a large extent moves us beyond this approach. He refers to Gilkey’s work, but has
a more positive assessment of its importance than Gilkey himself, correctly identifying the fact that the
reinterpretation of the image of God has enormous consequences for theology, being a core Christian
concept™’. He rejects Gilkey’s two images approach, instead locating humanity within the one image
of God which we see in nature, in what he admits is a tentative reinterpretation. He points out that
consciousness is a very difficult concept to define, regardless of the model of consciousness being
used, and therefore does not believe that simply expanding the image of God to include conscious or

. . . 808
self conscious creatures is sufficient” .

He initially appears to move away from McFague and the process theologians when he proposes that
the locus be moved from human beings (and our consciousness) to nature itself. All of life is the
image of God. Yet he still allows for human pre-eminence, based on our consciousness, which has
allowed us to become more the image of God through our taking on the responsibility of being
caretakers for the planet. So we are pre-eminently, perhaps especially, the image of God, based not on
ontological difference, but stewardship®”’. Peterson then calls his own line of reasoning into question,
asking,

“Isn’t it the height of human arrogance to assume that because we, in our mature
adult stage, are a bit more intelligent than other creatures, we are more like God?®*'*”

He concludes that, “... the old strategy of emphasizing the difference between human beings and
animals... is no longer viable.” Yet this, on my reading, is what he does when he allows that we are
pre-eminently the image of God, for surely this implies that we are more like God. Peterson seems to
acknowledge this tension without attempting to resolve it, his aim after all is to speculate so as to
stimulate discussion rather than drawn firm conclusions. Having rejected the hierarchical notions he
entertains, [ will pursue his line of thinking in which the image of God is relocated to life itself (he
says nature). What, in other words, are the possibilities of a biocentric conception of the image of
God?

91.24 The biocentric image of God

Ivone Gebara calls us beyond the anthropomorphic God,

%04 Barth, "The Humanity of God," p. 53.
503 bid, p. 52.
%06 Gospel and Gender, Made in the Image of God, Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress, Manifesto
[internet] (May 2003 [accessed 5 October 2004]), available from
http://www.covenanting.unitinged.org.au/index.cgi?tid=17, UnitingJustice, Australian Catholic Social Justice Council, and
Anglican Social Responsibilities Network, Subverting Racism: Social Justice Sunday 2003 [internet] (2003 [accessed 5
October 2004]), available from http://nat.uca.org.au/unitingjustice/resources/socialjusticesunday/2003/.
:zg Peterson, "The Evolution of Consciousness and the Theology of Nature," p. 299.

Ibid.
509 Ibid: p. 299-301.
819 Tbid: p. 302.
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“By analogy, God is a human person, the sap of human life, but also the sap of life in
trees, in flowers, in animals, and in all that exists. By analogy too, God is man,
woman, breeze, hurricane, tenderness, jealousy, compassion, mercy: Mystery.*''”

This sounds non-hierarchical, and indeed she explicitly demolishes any central apex in life, ... there
is no single pivotal reality on which we all depend; rather all depends on all. The centre is in all and in
everything.®'*”

This radical revisioning of the image of God stands in stark contrast to the traditional image, even as it
slowly expanded to include women, and then other creatures in a subordinate place. Gebara dares to
revision God so completely because she accepts that thoughts about God have never been static. She
accepts the anthropologists’ claim that human images of God have evolved®" over time; that the idea
of a supreme Being is the result of a slow evolutionary process, one of many hypotheses®'*. The
supreme Being, she acknowledges, was, ... clearly fashioned in the image and likeness of the human
personality.®>” Nonetheless, because this image has evolved, ... we can gradually prepare ourselves
to consider other images of ourselves and of the mysterious reality we call God®'®.”

Stephen Dick agrees that the idea of a supernatural God is,

“... of course, a historical artefact, a product of the evolution of human thought. It
was the great innovation of the Judaic tradition, which began about four thousand
years ago... Although it has proven a resilient and flexible concept, a supernatural
God is no different from other powerful ideas develoged throughout history, in the
sense that it is useful, persistent, and subject to change.®'””

Kwok Pui-Lan points out that the image of God now so common and unquestioned amongst Christians
strongly reflects the western culture it evolved in. The kind of image proposed by Gebara is no shock
for many Asian theologians,

“Western anthropocentrism thinks of God in terms of the image of human beings:
God is king, father, judge and warrior. God is the Lord of history, intervening in
human events. On the contrary, Oriental people and Indigenous people who are tied
to the soil imagine the divine, the Tao, as silent and non-intrusive... earth as mother
who is sustaining and life-affirming (emphasis mine).*'®”

I have not yet, however, seen Kwok Pui-Lan use any explicit metaphors, apart from Tao, to convey
what she is proposing. To my western mind, there is a tension between the very passive, “silent and
non-intrusive” God, and the actively, “sustaining and life affirming” one®'’. How, if one is silent, can
one affirm anything? And how can something be sustained unless there is some intrusion on the part
of the sustainer?

What is clear is that, “A shift from anthropocentrism to bio-centrism necessitates a change in our way
of thinking and speaking about God.*”” More explicitly, “To develop a feminist ecological model for
Christology, we have to... dare to use non-human metaphors. ..**'”

:; Ivone Gebara, Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1999), p. 116.
Ibid, p. 115.

¥13 That is, changed in response to the environment in which the human societies lived, not improved.

819 Gebara, Longing for Running Water, pp. 141-42.

15 Tbid, p. 113.

816 Tbid, p. 107.

#17 Dick, "Cosmotheology," p. 203.

818 K wok Pui-Lan, "Ecology and the Recycling of Christianity," in Ecotheology : Voices from South and North, ed. David

G. Hallman (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994), p. 110.

819 This tension also exists in process theology, which also fails to adequately resolve it, as I shall argue later.

820 pui-Lan, "Ecology and the Recycling of Christianity," p. 110.
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I have already mentioned that such metaphors were the dominant ones, if not the only ones, in pre-
agricultural societies. Catherine Keller points out that they persisted, as very much a minority voice,
even in cultures overrun with female and then male images of God. In her exploration of the book of
Job, she notes that, after the voice from the whirlwind, Job says to God, “now my eyes see you.” What
Job has actually “seen” in the whirlwind, however, is not some anthropomorphic God. Rather, Job
saw, “... only the creatures. To ‘see’ God is to see the creation.***”

So for these thinkers the image of God is blown wide open. Biological Life is the image of the living,
but non-biological God. It is the juxtaposition of the billions of year’s long stream with the current
web - the venous cross section- to which we need to look for the image of God. Peterson is the only
theologian I found who endorses this stream-like view of the image of God, and then only implicitly. I
have already noted that he affirms nature as the image of God, and to this we can add his proposal for a
theologically promising metaphor for the evolution of life as, “... living waters, flowing in many
directions and curling around in unique and beautiful patterns.***”

In affirming the pulsing flow of life as the image of God, I am not advocating a return to animism.
Biocentric theology transcends the reliance on individual animals as totems of the gods. Different
individuals do not contain different parts of the image of God - /ife is the image of God***. Life as the
image of God, rather than /ives, is consonant with the suggestions from the science story that the
boundaries around species and bodies are more fluid than we think. The first anthropocentric
proposition is invalidated, not by negation, nor even really by expansion, but by explosion. We look to
figure 14, rather than the mirror, to see the image of God.

The kinds of distinctions we make amongst objects and organisms are part of our biological survival
tool-kit, which all creatures possess. I propose that God, who is not a biological entity, and thus would
not have evolved the same need to discriminate as we have, is able to see and relate directly and
primarily to, /ife, the venous cross section of all that has been and will be. That is, not only is life in
the likeness of God rather than the human alone, life relates directly to God, rather than through the
human.

This brings to mind the second anthropocentric assumption, that the God-life relationship on Earth is
somehow mediated through the God-human relationship. Humans alone have been mandated, since
the beginning of creation, to exercise some form of dominion over life on Earth. The link between the
image of God and the mandate for dominion is an intimate one. Radford Ruether claims that modern
Hebrew scholarship sees the image of God as the mandate for dominion®. Westermann, who rejects
so close a link, still admits that in the text, as well as in later interpretations, ““... dominion over the rest
of creation is the consequence of the image and likeness of God (emphasis mine).**®”

We might already begin to suspect theologically that if all life bears the image of God; all life would
be that which exercises dominion on Earth. How does that fit with the scientific story?

821 Kwok Pui-Lan, Introducing Asian Feminist Theology, ed. Mary Grey, et al., vol. 4, Introductions in Feminist Theology
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), p. 91.

822 Catherine Keller, Face of the Deep: A Theology of Becoming (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 139.

823 Gregory Peterson, "Being Conscious of Marc Bekoff: Thinking of Animal Self-Consciousness," Zygon 38, no. 2 (2003):
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material.

824 Process theology rejects any ontological difference even between what we commonly call life and non-life, so that the
image of God would then be matter itself. Whatever the strengths of that approach, it is sufficient to make my point to talk
of life as the image of God, and will prove less clumsy in sections to come.
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147/224
9.2 H. sapiens as divinely appointed stewards of creation

9.2.1 Summary of the scientific data

The idea that humans could ever exercise dominion over the entire universe®’, with its seventy
thousand million million million solar systems, is ridiculous. The more humble claim in Genesis and
most ecotheology is that we are granted dominion over life on Earth. Even this is implausible in the
science story.

We have seen that human beings have been present on Earth for only a minute fraction of its history,
and will probably be here for only a minute fraction of its future. Life evolved and interacted for
billions of years without us, and will continue to do so. The idea that we were appointed to exercise

stewardship over creation from its beginning to its end is historically impossible®*®.

According to the science story, if anything has dominion over life on Earth, it is the microbes.
Nothing else would survive long without them. They were the first organisms, and they will be the
last. They make up far more of the biomass of life on Earth than humans, about half of the total
biomass of Earth at presentgzg. It is the microbes which created, and drive, the life systems of Earth®*°,

“Bacteria, never having gone extinct, continue to protect us as their populations grow

prodigiously. They maintain soils for us and purify waters®'.”

Life on Earth is dominated by unconscious organisms, selected for their ability to consume resources.
Of secondary importance ecologically are species like ours, adapted to live off microbial and plant
waste products like oxygen. Consciousness and rational thought play a miniscule role in shaping the
development of life on Earth.

All organisms shape their environment, and the more complex their nervous system the more
deliberately they do so. Many use technology to assist them, especially birds and mammals, and
amongst the latter especially primates. Humans, with the most developed nervous system we are
aware of, have produced technologies with astounding resource manipulation abilities compared to
other primates, to the point where a large proportion of technology is used to manipulate the
environment in ways which have no biological survival value. Likewise their ability to reflect on the
consequences of each manipulation, and respond accordingly, is greatly developed, though rational
reflection certainly does not guide all human decisions. Since not all humans have access to the same
technologies, it is relatively few who have such an enormous impact on life on Earth compared to their
requirement for biological survival.

9.2.2 Theological responses

The majority of theologians grappling with the relationship between humans and the rest of creation
have failed to take the above data seriously. This is the only explanation for the continued ubiquity of
the distinctly anthropocentric metaphors like humans as stewards and/or priests of creation®?, charged
by God with responsibility for guiding the development of life on the planet.

827 As we saw for example in Uniting Church in Australia, "Minutes of the 1985 Assembly", p. 160 (appendix 1).

528 Some might argue that, from the beginning of creation, God foresaw and foreordained that H. sapiens would arise at a
particular moment in world history to exercise stewardship. Whatever the merits or usefulness of such an idea, it is very
different from the traditionally accepted view that we H. sapiens has been around for the entire history of life on Earth. It
also leaves Earth without our stewardship for 99.99...% of its history and future, thus making human stewardship a far
more humble project than traditionally assumed.
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839 Margulis and Lovelock, "Gaia and Geognsy," p. 8. See also Margulis and Sagan, What Is Life? , p. 48-52.
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9.2.2.1 Continued defense of H. sapiens as steward or priest

I have already shown that stewardship is the dominant model by which the Uniting Church resources
describe the relationship between humans and the rest of creation, even if it started to lose its
stranglehold recently. This is a microcosm of the wider theological landscape, where stewardship still
holds sway®*®, largely because of the preoccupation with the current perceived ecological crisis. The
main agenda appears to be to get Christians to do something, and stewardship supports that agenda
admirably. It needs to be remembered, however, that even this apparently broad interest in
ecotheology remains a minority tradition in Christian theology as a whole, and a small part of the life
of worshipping communities. Most Christians, certainly in terms of what they do, and possibly even in
what they confess, still operate more or less out of a domination model***,

The widespread attempt to move people away from domination is typified in Dieter Hessel’s appeal,

“Our primary vocation is to care for creation with love that seeks justice. Love does
not insist on its own way, the normative human role is that of earth keeper or
household manager to be exercised with humility (emphasis mine). ***”

It will come as no surprise that Orthodox and Roman Catholic theologians, because of their prior
commitment to maintain the ontological distinctiveness of human beings, promote anthropocentric
images of humans as stewards or priests of creation.

To take Orthodoxy as an example, we see the claims about humanity remaining unchanged from the
1990s to the present. Gennadios Limouris, introducing a collection of Orthodox contributions to the
WCC JPIC project in 1990, claimed that, “The human being is both king and priest; he/she has been
given by God the responsibility to rule, but that responsibility goes with the priestly role of prayer and
meditation.**®”

In his 2002 review of Orthodox teaching on the environment, Tamara Grdzelidze recalls the
unanimous teaching of the Orthodox fathers that the human being is the crown of creation, a bridge
between heaven and Earth, put here to reign over Earth’s creatures. Not only are we to act
ecologically responsibly, but,

“The task of humankind is to go further then the mere preservation of creation; it is
to purify creation, and elevate it to the level of its creator.*””

So the Orthodox expand humanity’s role from a fairly technological sounding stewardship role, to a
royal priestly role. Far from questioning anthropocentrism, they elevate it.

Despite all that the ecofeminists call into question about Roman Catholicism and the Orthodox church,
the strong desire for practical outcomes prompts some to uncritically adopt very similar stewardship
type models, because of their usefulness. Catharina Halkes, for example, claims that we are here to
rule Earth for God, as his representatives, “All is transferred to us in order that we may protect it, may
preserve gglsd keep watch over the garden, may see to it that justice is done to everything and
everyone™".”

%33 Santmire, Nature Reborn : The Ecological and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology, p. 7.

%34 Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether, "Introduction: Current Thought on Christianity and Ecology," in
Christianity and Ecology : Seeking the Well-Being of Earth and Humans, ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford
Ruether (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ Pr, 2000), p. xxxviii.
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%36 Gennadios Limouris, ed., Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation : Insights from Orthodoxy (Geneva: World
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Increasingly, however, theologians have grown uncomfortable with these metaphors, based partly on
the inability to reconcile them with the massive sweep of the evolutionary story of life.

9222 From steward to co-creator

Clare Palmer summarises well the critique of stewardship metaphors, so I quote her at some length,

“One particular danger of such a search [for new language about our relationship to
the rest of creation] is the tendency to latch on to already existing, familiar concepts
which seem at first glance to solve the problem. In fact, these terms may act as
blinkers which block out deeper consideration of the question at issue. It is this
which I am suggesting has happened with the widespread adoption of ‘stewardship’
to express the relation of humans with the rest of the natural world.***”

“In the light of evolution, the idea of human metaphysical ‘set-apartness’ becomes
impossible to justify. However, the concept of stewardship continues to support this
set-apartness.”*"”

“The contention that man [sic] is needed to look after the earth stems from a
preevolutionary understanding of nature. It is perhaps influenced by the idea that
nature is ‘fallen’ and imperfect, requiring human activity to perfect it. In the light of
evolutionary science, the idea that earth ‘needs to be managed’ by humans is
obviously a nonsense, although still maintained by some theologians... If humanity
should become extinct, as all species ultimately seem to do, then life on earth will
continue to flourish...**'”

Palmer, unfortunately, does not go on to offer an alternative language to describe how humans and the
rest of creation are related. This tendency to identify conceptual problems without offering much of a
solution is widespread in ecotheology. This need not be surprising, since the endeavour is still
relatively new. For example, at around the same time Palmer wrote, David Hallman edited a major
work on ecotheology, in which he claimed that,

"We are in the early stages of a profound conceptual shift in theology that will move
us far beyond stewardship theology as a response to human exploitation of God's
creation... our approach is still a management model in which we humans think we
know best. By breaking open that conceptual prison, feminist theology and insights
from the traditions of Indigenous peoples are both critically important groundings for
the emerging ecotheology, as the articles in those chapters demonstrate.***”

A sign of the “early stages” is that some of the articles in Palmer’s collection still explicitly advocated
the stewardship paradigm. As the following references will show, ten years on from Hallman we are
still very much in the early stages of this profound shift, especially regarding our ability to offer new
language which incorporates the understandings of evolutionary biology into a desire to see Christians
adopt a more life affirming faith.

As recently as 2000 Santmire found it necessary to argue that we should retire the words dominion and
stewardship, ... for the foreseeable future... These terms still carry too much baggage from the
anthropocentric and indeed androcentric theology of the past...***” He believes that we need to escape

839 Clare Palmer, "Stewardship: A Case Study in Environmental Ethics," in The Earth Beneath : A Critical Guide to Green
Theology, ed. lan Ball, et al. (London: Spck, 1992), p. 67.

%9 Tbid, pp. 78-79.

1 bid, p. 79.

%2 David G. Hallman, "Beyond "North/South" Dialogue," in Ecotheology : Voices from South and North, ed. David G.
Hallman (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994), p. 6.

3 Santmire, Nature Reborn : The Ecological and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology, p. 120.
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“evolutionary anthropocentrism,***” proposing that we are called to cooperate with nature and care for
nature.** This sounds anthropocentric all over again, but the sorts of care and cooperation he
describes are fairly limited in scope.

For example we are not to care for nature as a whole, as if we were its supervisors, but to minimise our
ecological impact on other species. It is a little unclear, then, how central H. sapiens is to the scheme
of things in Santmire’s thought. He clearly believes that humans are fundamentally different from
other life forms. According to Santmire, we can only have I-Ens relationships with nature, not I-Thou
ones**®. I-Ens is Santmire’s term for relationships between humans and beings which are not persons,
but not simply “Its” either. He believes that I-Ens overcomes Martin Buber’s idiosyncrasies, which

. . . . . . . 84
arise from his reservations about using I-Thou to characterise the human-non human relationships™’.

Yet Santmire overstates the problem. For example, Santmire claims that Buber admits to having, “...
no unified answer to this question,” of the character of the nature of the reciprocity of things in nature
to us. Buber actually said, however, that, “... no sweeping answer can be given to this question.

(Walter Kaufman’s translation)” and then goes on to give a two part answer in terms of threshold and
pre threshold I-Thou relationships®*®. Personally, I think Santmire’s addition is unnecessary, since as
he admits the thou/it/ens categories are fluid anyway, as explained by Kaufman in his prologue to his

translation of Buber®®.

As part of his I-Ens framework, Santmire calls humans to cooperation with the rest of creation, which
brings to mind the work of Philip Hefner. Hefner explicitly rejects stewardship as a model, proposing
instead that humans are the created co-creator,

“Human beings are God’s created co-creators whose purpose is to be the agency,
acting in freedom, fo birth the future that is most wholesome for the nature that has
birthed us - the nature that is not only our own genetic heritage, but also the entire
human community and the evolutionary and ecological reality in which and to which
we belong. Exercising this agency is said to be God’s will for humans®®”

This book won the 1993 Templeton prize in the field of science and natural theology, and became
widely influential, being used explicitly, to name a few examples, by Michele Grimbaldeston™',
Elizabeth Johnson®*?, Limouris®>, McFague854, Peacocke®”’, Peters®® and Dorothy Soelle®”.

It is not at all clear, however, that being a co-creator is much different from being a steward. Hefner
explicitly retains humans at the centre of the story of God and creation. Birthing the future sounds an
even grander task than simply exercising stewardship. We have not, then, moved beyond deep
anthropocentrism, and Palmer’s criticism of stewardship seems just as applicable to co-creation.

4 bid, p. 44.
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9223 From co-creator to humble servant

The same could be said of various efforts to recast humans as the humble servants of creation, rather
than its lords. This is seen in the work of Habel**® and Hiebert**®, who point out that the call to
dominion in Genesis 1 is very different from the call to till and keep (which Habel translates, “serve
and preserve”) the garden in Genesis 2. They are absolutely correct. Yet they overstate the non
manipulative nature of the second image, that of protective gardener. The image still assumes that
agriculture is the good, divinely given order of things, rather than an evolved trait with significant
ecological consequences, and as we have seen, theological ones also. The idea that humans are here to
guard and protect the Earth is certainly nicer than that we are here to tread down and dominate, but it is
not any truer for that.

Linzey, who engages with animal rights more than evolutionary biology, calls us to reject our
humanocentric prejudices®® and become the servant species®'. Yet his own humanocentrism is seen
in that he imagines that we alone could exercise this servanthood, or that we would know what is best
for other creatures. This intuitively seems to be truer the more we consider the action of some humans
which directly lead to habitat loss, or pain and suffering of animals, in experiments for example. As
such, Linzey’s call to reconsider those actions, and even actively work against those who do not, is
helpful. But to talk generally, in an evolutionary context, about humans as servants of the rest of life
does not really move us beyond the deep anthropocentric assumptions more commonly expressed
through the stewardship paradigm.

9224 Radical reformulation of the role of the human

By far the most popular metaphor used in the attempt to push beyond anthropocentrism is the
ecologists’ metaphor of life as a web of relationships®*®*. The metaphor has been equally powerful in
secular environmentalism®*®®. The model has greatest currency amongst those who reject unique
human stewardship or co-creation®*. Carol Christ is typical when she calls us to recognise our, ...
profound connection with all beings in the web of life*®>,” not just ecologically, but ontologically. She

goes so far as to claim that we need,

“... to know that we are no more valuable to the life of the universe than a field
flowering in the colour purple, than rivers flowing, than a crab picking its way across
the sand - and no less.**®”

Yet even those who promote humans as stewards or servants or co-creators, whether divinely

preordained or as something we have evolved into, occasionally use the web metaphor to describe the
. . . . 86 .

world over or in which we must exercise our unique role*®’. They call us, for example, to recognise
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“our intrinsic communion with this web of life.**®” Even Edwards, who proclaims the ontological
distinctiveness of H. sapiens, uses the web of life concept to argue that humans have a relationship of
kinship and community with all life in the, “global koinonia of the Holy Spirit.**”

The ease of the metaphor’s adoption by people from such different theological world views should
give us pause. Its wide adoption is possible because the metaphor itself is a grossly impoverished
picture of the complex relationships occurring between organisms and their genes at any moment in
time®’’. It also fails to convey the dynamic nature of the evolution of life through history, and falsely
implies the action of an external, conscious agent in its creation. Its simple, static, and designed
allusions make it easily adoptable by traditional anthropocentric theology®’'. Yet none of the more
biocentric theologians who use the metaphor have reflected long enough on its implications to be
driven to critique, let alone reject it. Repeatedly they pass over deeper theological analysis in their
rush to expound the ethical implications of the web’s apparent unravelling at our hands.

Certainly, however, they are not completely constrained by the web metaphor either. Even though
they do not develop alternative, more evolutionary compatible models, they do incorporate
evolutionary history into their work. Radford Ruether argues that we could not have been put here as
stewards,

“We were not created to dominate and rule the earth, for it governed itself well and
better for millions of years when we did not exist or existed as nondominant
mammals... Stewardship is not a primal command, but an ex post facto effort of
dominant males to correct over abuse and become better managers of what they have
assumed to be their patrimony, namely, ownership of the rest of the world.®’*”

She points out that even after we did evolve, we were not a dominant species until a few hundred years
ago’”®. McFague has a similar position, based on the ecological insight that complex life forms like us
are completely dependent for survival on simpler ones, but not vice-versa®’*. Microbes steward us.
Celia Deanne-Drummond makes a similar point about prokaryotes® ~, but also emphasises that the
power of life to regulate conditions on Earth is not absolute - many external factors come into play.

Stewardship, then, even by all of life, is a limited affair®’®.

Gebara accepts that other organisms exercise not only dominion but also the creativity which dominion
requires. She admits that the creativity of an orange seed, “is surely not the same as human creativity,”
but claims that it, “... clearly participates in the ongoing and awesome creativity of the universe.®’””
To this we could add countless examples of animal creativity and construction which undermine a
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human-exclusive understanding of the created co-creator model popularised by Hefner. Chung Hyun
Kyung explicitly expands Hefner’s metaphor to include all of life, such that, “... human beings
become co-creators with God and nature (emphasis mine).*’®” Process theology could be used to add
weight to this argument, since it sees agency and creativity emerging from matter itself®’”.

So it seems that some theologians have accepted the ecological reality of life on Earth, and accepted
that all of life exercises dominion. The traditional intimate link between the image of God and
dominion is thus preserved, but both have been profoundly expanded.

McFague, however, appears to pull back from this conclusion. She argues that with our evolved
power comes responsibility. Far from being plain members of the Earth community,

“We are decentred as the only subjects of the king and recentred as those responsible
for both knowing the common creation story and helping it to flourish... we have
become, like it or not, the guardians and caretakers of our tiny planet **°... It is an
awesome vocation, a far higher status than being a little lower than the angels,
subjectggl of a divine king, or even the goal of evolutionary history (emphasis
mine).”””

But is this realistic? Does it have any connection to the evolutionary processes of Earth? It implies
that the evolutionary processes which have worked for billions of years are now to be supplanted by H.
sapiens. What does it mean to help life flourish? To care for it? McFague leaps from a mostly
biocentric theology to an anthropocentric ethic, but she offers no convincing basis for doing so. She
seems to be driven by the desire to call humans to action, to make them responsible for their deeds and
thus the reparation.

Are humans responsible, and for what? It is time to consider the final leg of the anthropocentric stool,
the idea that H. sapiens is, as a species, culpable for the Fall.

9.3 H. sapiens as the agent of the Fall

9.3.1 Summary of the scientific data

For billions of years before humans evolved, organisms passed into and out of existence. For at least
hundreds of millions of years they were born, experienced joy, pain, suffering, and died. All the
realities of creation which are cited as evidence of a fall from God’s original designs for the world
precede human existence, and so cannot literally be attributed to human disobedience of divine decree.
They are instead inevitable consequences of the evolutionary process. There was never an Adam and
Eve who brought ruin on the human race and creation, and in who’s sin we share. The scientific story
reverses the traditional theological story. In the Genesis story as usually interpreted, humans brought
about death and pain. In the science story, pain and death “brought about” humans.

Pain and suffering and death (finitude) are an essential part of the evolutionary process. Finitude may
be the result of the deliberate action of beings, but is mostly the result of random events, from base
pair mutations to asteroid strikes. It also results from the pursuit by organisms for resources, including
each other. The different success rates in obtaining these resources is a driving force in evolution.
Even though cooperative alliances may evolve, they are alliances against other resource competitors,
and only continue if they promote the survival of the collaborators over others. The evolving web does

%78 Chung Hyun Kyung, "Ecology, Feminism and African and Asian Spirituality: Towards a Spirituality of Eco-Feminism,"
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not preclude love and joy and moral virtue, indeed they evolved out of it, but it does preclude a view in
which life on Earth is envisaged solely as benign, loving, and nurturing.

Human beings have initiated an unprecedented era of extinction and individual death on Earth, but it is
not the first. Earth has experienced a recurrent wave of falls in biodiversity. Such falls, including this
one, only affect the lives of vertebrates and complex plants to any great extent. Nonetheless, because
there were more vertebrate and plant species when humans evolved than ever before, the current
extinction event is the biggest in global history***.

We are the first single species to be the primary agents in such a fall, and the first agent to be able to
consciously alter its impact. We are also the first species in which some members have interacted so
differently with their environment than others. This is not so much a human initiated fall as a techno-
human initiated fall, increasing in severity as technology advanced from fire to stone, metal, and now
oil and silicone based tools.

During these mass extinction events the persistence of any one species, or even family or genera is
fragile. The existence of all humans, rich and poor, is highly contingent upon the ongoing availability
of certain resources, and our ability to defend ourselves against those organisms which constantly try
to use us as a resource of their own. The more we spread and turn the world into a homogenised
system with us as the dominant consumers, the faster microbes which can exploit us as a resource will
evolve and spread amongst us. We have already seen around the world that the survival of humans
with limited access to technology is precarious in the face of their growing population, and the
technology mediated consumption of their basic resources by humans in other parts of the globe.

In the bigger life picture, we know that the repeated cataclysms, local and global, which have reduced
biodiversity, have not completely choked the flow of life. New channels form, just as they do, less
spectacularly, every second of the day. What happens after a cataclysm is that the channels flow in
new directions, seen for example in the extinction of the dinosaurs and the subsequent colonisation of
the planet by mammals. The mechanisms through which life evolves are, the scientists tell us,
indifferent to the forms life takes. Unlike the persistence of any one species, the flow of life is not at
all fragile, it is highly flexible, and adaptable.

Most ecotheology is a direct response to the perceived human mediated mass extinction event now
unfolding. These responses vary widely, largely around the issue of the ‘nature’ of creation, and
whether the finitude which is part of the ecological and evolutionary process is a good to be embraced,
or an evil to be overcome.

9.3.2 Theological responses

The Genesis story and the science story are not exactly the same kind of stories. Theology and
Christian faith are comfortable dealing with mythological stories, knowing that they may claim things
which are beyond the ability of science to verify, such as the existence of God in the first place. But
we cannot simply try to take the theology of the Genesis mythology and the history of the science story
as coequal and independent. We have rejected the path of the “two spheres” approach, in the Uniting
Church at least.

We have already seen that the Reformation Witnesses referred to in the Basis of Union take for granted
the historical reality of a perfect Edenic state from which, through human sin, the world has fallen.

Not all Christian theology makes this assumption, but it overwhelmingly does assume the chronology:
first humans, then pain and death. The opposite appears to be true, and theology must engage with this
reversal.

%2 If we go by the actual number of species, and probably organisms affected, but not if we consider percentages, since
past extinction events annihilated much greater percentages of species in existence at the time.
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This false chronology is clearly assumed in the eco-engaged resources in the Uniting Church, which
convey the impression that before humans arrived, Earth was Edenic. I repeat one quote as a reminder,

“We believe in God... who spun a web of shimmering life, where creatures grew and
changed... Each needing all the others, held in delicate kinship. We believe in
God... who patiently provides for each according to their need. Who blankets the
drowsy wintering spider with warm earth so she may go about her business in the
springtime... God calls us as the church to love the earth, to /ive humbly in the web
of relationship, to announce the new wilderness (emphasis mine).***”

Similarly romantic visions continue to dominate resources produced by the Uniting Church. At the
time of writing, the Victorian Synod of the Uniting Church is working on a major project which will
transform September into a liturgical season of creation. The draft document describes Earth as a
longsuffering, loving parent®. The booklet for the preplanning retreat, which I attended, uses the
metaphors of Earth as Alive, Celebratory, Parent, Sufferer, Family Tree, and Sanctuaryggs.
Discussions during the retreat envisaged Earth solely in positive terms, the only exception being my
expressed misgivings about the lack of a “kick your arse” Earth.

This non-creationist Eden is not limited to Uniting Church resources. Mark Wallace’s enthusiasm for
poetic theology skims heedlessly over ecological reality,

“... nature is the enfleshment of God’s sustaining love. As Trinity, God bodies forth
divine compassion for all life forms in the rhythms of the natural order. The divine
Trinity’s boundless passion for the integrity of all living things is revealed in God’s
preservation of the life-web ... the Father/Mother God’s creation of the biosphere, the
Son’s reconciliation of all beings to himself, and the Spirit’s gift of life to every
member of the created order who relies on her beneficence for daily sustenance
(emphasis mine).***”

For Wallace, though I am not sure what he could possibly mean®’, the ecology of organisms is ...
best symbolized by Jesus’ reconciling work of the cross,” and the, “life-web,” is, “... a living
testimony to the Divine’s compassion for all things.**®”

Many ecotheologians base their Edenic visions on their understanding of Indigenous ways of looking
at the world,

“This cosmic interwovenness [or African and Asian spiritualities] is a wholesome,
harmonious and compassionate web of relationships... based on justice: no
exploitation, manipulation or oppression, but mutuality, deep respect and delicate
balance.**””

Whilst this is an understandable reaction to often Earth-negative western spiritualities and theologies,
it is not at all clear that Indigenous or pre-industrial societies actually held the sort of romantic notions
read into their spiritualities by westerners. Even if they do, they have not prevented Indigenous
societies from having a massive ecological impact on their surroundings, as I documented when I
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considered Fejo’s sermon™”. Birch briefly summarises more evidence to show that Indigenous
people’s religions did not led them to be superior conservationists®'. Based on extensive work with
New Guinean tribes, Jared Diamond documents that whilst they were often affectionate to domestic
animals, torture and maiming of wild animals was commonplace®””. He concludes,

“... prehistoric peoples throughout the world are human: neither animals, nor
paragons, but human. Like other humans throughout the world, New Guineans kill
those animals that their technology permits them to kill. The more susceptible
species become depleted or exterminated.*”>”

He also gives a broad analysis of the tendency of all human societies to collapse, because of ecological
mismanagement™". This seems to be avoided only amongst those humans who live in areas with no
easily domesticatable plants or animals, forcing them to maintain a more nomadic lifestyle®”. One
such place is Australia. Even if Australian Aboriginal spiritualities did dictate the way they interacted
with the landscape, rather than vice-versa, Veronica Brady correctly warns modern westerners that
trying to adopt Aboriginal spirituality is both “delusive and dangerous,” a form of sentimentality, an

adoption of words and feelings which are not really our own®**.

Rather than seek recourse to apparently more ecologically ideal societies, some authors claim to find in
western science itself evidence for a pre human Eden, though they provide no data,

“Neither theology nor ethics has truly fathomed what science presents us as bearers
of meaning and power and as cosmic story-tellers in an infinitely magnificent
evolution... [producing] the only oikos we know and the only one that is fine-tuned
for our survival (emphasis mine).**"”

“Perspectives from science show us that the earth was designed to be sustainable,
how delicately balanced the natural systems are... “Both science and the Bible
clearly show that God created a perfect earth.*®”

Both quotes are at odds with the weight of the scientific stories I outlined in chapter 8, in
several respects. Firstly, they ignore the vast fluctuations in the flow of life through
evolutionary time - the history of mass extinction events which preceded human evolution.
They reflect the simplistic web of life I have already rejected. The only form of scientific
support they could claim would be the recent interest in the anthropic principle, a fascination
of cosmologists. Because it is mostly a cosmological argument I do not want to go into
details. Suffice to say, the above quotes rely on the strong version of the anthropic principle,
which is widely discredited. Even then, by claiming that the earth is perfect they are
extrapolating well beyond what even the strong version of the anthropic principle states.

The scientific data reveal the exact opposite of a perfect Earth, fine tuned for our survival.
Rather we are part of the vertebrate lineage, which is part of the eukaryotic lineage, which is
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part of the microbial lineage which was selected for its resistance to increasing oxygen levels
billions of years ago. We are adapted to Earth, not the other way around.

The rejection of mainstream western thinking, and the desire to bend it into the service of proclaiming
Earth as perfect and good is understandable. Certainly it is an advance on the long western Christian
tradition of ignoring or vilifying Earth and its creatures, labelling the life community as fallen and
marred by sin. It is not, however, a view that can be pursued by those seeking to integrate the findings
of ecology and evolutionary biology into Christian theology. Birch offers a sustained critique of
romantic approaches to “nature®’.” This style of ecotheology is not actually “eco” theology at all,
since it fails to engage with even the basic data from the ecological sciences. It is basically traditional
anthropocentric theology, continuing the belief in a pre human Eden marred by human activity, even if
it greatly extends the time period over which Eden existed, and holds out hope that the Edenic state
can be recovered through responsible human action. It might be called Earth friendly theology, though
it is difficult to know exactly what friendly means in this context. It seems to mean slightly different
things to different authors, but most agree that it is, or was meant to be, friendly.

9.3.21 Finitude as evil

Sally McFague, for example, emphasises a web of life which exhibits, “the solidarity of each with all,”
such that, “all life forms share the basic goods of the planet (emphasis mine).”*”” It may be arguable
that all are in solidarity in that they live together on the same planet. In theological use, however,
solidarity implies something much more positive and cooperative than what ecology tells us about the
interrelationships amongst living organisms. It is absolutely not true that all life forms share resources
if by that McFague implies any sort conscious or unconscious generosity. McFague goes on to explain
that,

“A spirit theology focuses attention not on how and why creation occurred either in
the beginning or over the evolutionary aeons of time, but on the rich Variet]y of living
forms that have been and are now present on our planet (emphasis mine).”*"”

Yet in romanticising the interactions of these living forms it is debatable the extent to which her spirit
theology really does focus attention on present ecology. Further, an understanding of present ecology,
its actual nature, is not possible without an awareness of the evolutionary history which produced it.
McFague, then, deliberately ignores evolutionary biology as a focus point, and fails to engage with the
implications of its details, even though she does mention it at some length®*>. She does, however,
engage with the reality of death and pain and suffering, seeing them as natural evils, and tragedies.
This attitude is nearly ubiquitous. Even such a staunch atheist and rationalist as Dawkins cannot
refrain from making value judgments about the finitudes of life, referring to mass extinction events as
“fearful global tragedies,” and the disappearance of species in such events as “bad.’””

As we have already seen, the Orthodox tradition is quite explicit that nature is not what it is meant to
be. According to Zizioulas, the role of humanity is to transform nature, “to a fullness beyond its

natural capacities,””"” to transfigure and cleanse it, “from those elements which bring about corruption
and death.”””

%9 Birch, Biology and the Riddle of Life, pp. 91-103. See also Birch, "Environmental Ethics in Process Thought," pp. 2-3.
%% McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, p. 172.
%1 Tbid, p. 145.
%2 bid, pp. 103-12.
9 Dawkins, Unweaving the Rainbow, pp. 75-76.
%% Patricia Fox, "God's Shattering Otherness: The Trinity and Earth's Healing," in Earth Revealing, Earth Healing:
ggology and Christian Theology. (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2001), p. 100.
Ibid, p. 101.
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Those theologians who explicitly engage with the story of evolution agree with the Orthodox, and even
with Augustine, that there is such a thing as fallenness, and that corruption and death are a part of that.
Torrance affirms the God who is absolutely against finitude,

13

. all physical evil, not only pain, suffering, disease, corruption, death and of
course cruelty and venom in animal as well as human behaviour, but also 'natural’
calamities, devastations and monstrosities, are an outrage against the love of God and
a contradiction of good order in His creation.”*®”

Michael Lloyd builds on Torrance to demand that God be against finitude, not only by overcoming it
eschatologically, but by being against it from the very beginning”’. Yet evolutionary biology forces
those who engage with it to substantially revise Augustine’s doctrine. Barbour is a typical example,

“...creation, the fall and redemption were understood as separate and successive
events... foday we can see them as three ongoing features of a single process of
continuing creation, continuing fallenness, and continuing redemption (emphasis
mine).””*”

In trying to justify their ongoing reference to a state of fallenness, Barbour and his peers revisit the pre
Darwinian explanations for suffering and death in the light of evolutionary biology””. The
explanation most often adopted for revision is the idea that suffering occurs because God’s gift of free
will to humans necessarily enables us to choose to do evil’'®. The evils of pain and death, then, are not
an inevitable property of life, but the result of the decisions made by free agents to turn from the God
of life.

In a post Darwinian world, however, free will cannot be attributed solely to humans, but to all life
forms in proportion to their consciousness. This explains, it is thought, the presence of pain and death
before the evolution of humans, since God allowed the whole creation freedom. Korsmeyer tries to
tell the evolutionary story in terms of the freedom which God, through voluntarily limiting God’s self,
granted to creatures,

“It is as though Divinity laboured to persuade, to lure creatures forward, creatures
who sometimes responded to the invitation, and sometimes did not. But God
obviously did not tire of the game, even after being resisted for billions of years. The
spectacle of evolution suggests God at work with stubborn individuals who had some

power of self-determination”''.”

“Consider over a hundred million years of dinosaurs, half of which savagely hunted
and ate the others. To what end? Was God pleased in some way with this
spectacle?”'*”

“God’s power is solely persuasive. God persuades creatures into being, granting
them some power of creativity, but not just because God decides it would be nice to

% Torrance, Divine and Contingent Order, p. 139.

%7 Michael Lloyd, "Are Animals Fallen?," in Animals on the Agenda: Questions About Animals for Theology and Ethics,
ed. Andrew Linzey and Dorothy Yamamoto (London: SCM, 1998), p. 155.

%8 Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 50.

%% Rachels summarises these pre Darwinian explanations before examining the ways in which they have been reworked
(Rachels, Created from Animals, p. 104.)

*19 Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 34, Edwards, The God of Evolution: A Trinitarian Theology, p. 35,
Anthony Lowes, "Up Close and Personal: In the End, Matter Matters," in Earth Revealing, Earth Healing: Ecology and
Christian Theology. (Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2001), p. 139, McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, p.
145, Arthur Peacocke, Intimations of Reality (Indiana: Notre Dame, 1984), p. 77, Polkinghorne, Scientists as Theologians,
p. 45, Rolston III, Science and Religion, pp. 64-70.

I Korsmeyer, Evolution and Eden, p. 84.

12 Ibid, p. 85.
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do so... Love must share, love requires others... God has all the power that a God
could have who created a world with creatures who are really free.”">”

“... these created, evolving entities are finite and what is good for one often means a

bad result for others, and because these creatures resist the divine call and seek

selfish ends, natural evil is produced. Some beings survive, others do not (emphasis
.\ 9ldss

mine).

Yet this explanation ignores the fact that much of the pain and death on Earth, and the most
spectacular extinctions, have been dictated by physical events’”. They are caused by
volcanic eruptions, solar flares and meteor strikes. Unless these things are also somehow
resisting the divine lure (a proposition Korsmeyer specifically rejects’'®), then much of the

death and suffering on Earth is not the result of freedom, and remains unexplained.

If God is self-limiting then God is logically responsible for the pain and death which many theologians
claim is evil, since God chose to allow freedom in the creation. God is guilty by omission. Yet
Korsmeyer tries to elude this conclusion, claiming that,

13

. it is the divine nature to love and create, and impossible for divinity to do
otherwise. ~ Therefore God is not morally responsible for the suffering that
occasionally occurs... God is physically responsible for evil, but not morally
indictable for it (emphasis mine).”’”

Firstly, suffering more than occasionally occurs. Secondly, this is trickery. Ifit is impossible for God
to create a universe which is not free, then God is not self limiting at all, but limited by nature. Yet
Korsmeyer does not want to reach this unorthodox conclusion. As he says elsewhere, only beings
which are not conscious escape moral culpability when they do evil, whether by commission or
omission. Since he claims that God is a conscious agent, God must be morally indictable for any evil
for which God is responsible, even if just by refusing to intervene to prevent it. In remaining orthodox
in terms of God’s omnipotence, we are driven to the unorthodox conclusion that God has sinned
through moral omission, since finitude is evil.

An ontologically limited God, however, being powerless to stop evil, would not be morally responsible
for it. Such a God may be totally benign, but powerless to enact his/her benign desires. So claim the
process theologians,

“Process theologians hold that the limitation of God’s power should not be thought
of as a voluntary self-limitation, as if retaining omnipotence was an option that God
decided to give up.'®”

So the process God has not chosen to allow the world to be the way it is, and is therefore not morally
culpable for evil. Like the free will theorists, however, they must still address how God does relate to,
and shape, the world Here the free will theorists and process theologians reach basically the same
conclusions.

Barbour, a process theology devotee, proposes that God persuades rather than coerces’”. Korsmeyer
agrees, adding the logical conclusion that if God can only persuade, God can be resisted. It is worth
repeating a little of his line of thought,

1 Tbid, p. 96.

1% Tbid, p. 123.

°13 Rachels, Created from Animals, p. 105.

%16 K orsmeyer, Evolution and Eden, p. 106.

17 Tbid.

°'8 Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 101. Also McDaniel, Of God and Pelicans, p. 24.
1% Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 34.
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“It is as though Divinity laboured to persuade, to lure creatures forward, creatures
who sometimes responded to the invitation, and sometimes did not. But God
obviously did not tire of the game, even after being resisted for billions of years.
The spectacle of evolution suggests God at work with stubborn individuals who had
some power of self-determination, urging them to creatively advance (emphasis
mine).

While it is logical, it is also bizarre. Korsmeyer does not elaborate on how microbes could resist the
divine lure, let alone stubbornly. Edwards accepts that biologists see no evidence that evolution is
guided by God,

“... comments such as those of Ernst Mayr need to be taken seriously by theology...
What a biologist can say... is that the appearance of design in the eye or the brain
can now be explained satisfactorily by the theory of natural selection, and there is no
evidence from biology that an external divine designer is needed...l am inclined to
accept his conclusion... it is possible to think of God’s purposes being achieved
through what appears to empirical biology to be without purpose. '

But he cannot resist using the same vague language as the others to claim that evolution is,
nonetheless, theologically purposeful,

“The power of self-transcendence comes from within creation itself, but it is a power
that finally comes not from nature but from the ongoing creative activity of God.
God upholds and empowers the process of evolution from within, as the power
enabling creation itself to bring about something new. God, then, is not understood
as intervening as one cause among others but as the always present, dynamic Creator
enabling creatures not only to exist but also to transcend themselves and become
what is new.”**”

He does not, however, explain what any of this actually means or would look like. Polkinghorne
correctly says of such attempts,

“Primary causality seems nothing more than the imposition of a mysterious
theological gloss on natural process.’>”

He therefore rejects both the necessarily limited, and self limited, models of God, since they give an
inadequate account of divine action, ... which seems to be restricted to the role of a powerless
pleading from the margins of occurrence. 2%

Polkinghorne’s solution is the principle of emergence, of top down causality, and of the role of
information in systems,
“... it seems coherent to believe that God’s action could be in the form of pure active

information. This would afford a particular character to divine agency, consonant
with theology’s insistence that God is pure spirit.”*>”

Edwards finds this idea limited but useful’*®, as does Barbour’>’. Yet there is no such thing as pure
active information. Something else acts on information. It also seems to underestimate the extent to

29 Korsmeyer, Evolution and Eden, p. 84. Also cited on page 158 of this thesis.
2! Edwards, "Evolution and the Christian God," p. 182.

%22 Edwards, "For Your Immortal Spirit Is in All Things," pp. 50-51.

923 polkinghorne, Scientists as Theologians, p. 31.

2% Ibid, p. 33.

2% Tbid, p. 40.

926 Edwards, "Evolution and the Christian God," pp. 166-67.

927 Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 30.



161/224
which the body controls the mind’s thoughts and moods, which would imply that creation controls
God. Polkinghorne’s work focuses particularly in physics, in quantum events, so he does not provide a
convincing explanation of how this pure information would influence the shape of biological evolution
as we see it unfolded.

In short, the various contributors provide convincing reasons why each other is wrong, or at least
insufficient.

So there is a broad range of opinions on the relationship between God and life. Creationists posit
enormous coercive intrusions. Intelligent design theorists propose more modest, ongoing coercive
intrusions. Roman Catholicism requires at a bare minimum divine intrusion to ensure that each human
carries a divine soul. The limited God theorists argue that there is no coercion, but persuasion, though
they offer no examples of what that would mean, nor any evidence that contradicts the assertions of
biologists mentioned by Edwards above.

What they do is show convincingly why their peers are wrong. Even though the question of divine
action remains at the top of the science-theology debate”®, James Rachels justifiably complains that no
testable proposals are ever forthcoming, especially in biology, and that God has apparently acted in the
processes of evolution in such a way that it is reasonable to conclude that God has not acted in the
process at all’®. Where is this persuasion meant to occur, or to whom is the pure information made
available? If God is influencing the biological (including neural) forms that evolution has produced,
then God must be acting persuasively at the level of genetic recombination events, or as an alternative
to natural selection. If God has guided evolution towards the creation of H. sapiens, then God
presumably also manipulated the path of comets and the eruption of volcanoes (since they were crucial
events in our evolution), which returns us to the coercive, intrusive God of the creationists.

What the process and self-limiting camps have in common is the declaration that death and pain are
necessary evils, and the hope that both will, eventually, be overcome. That is, although their
integration of science and theology leads them to recast divine omnipotence in novel ways, they retain
a very traditional view of death, and God’s ability to overcome it in some final eschatological era.

This hope in life after death is immensely appealing, to me no less than many others. On the one hand,
our individual biological death is essential if others are to follow us and have a chance at life, and so it
is to be strongly affirmed, even celebrated. On the other hand, I freely admit that such celebration will
be difficult when my time comes, certainly for me, and hopefully for my family and friends. I have for
many years since becoming a Christian softened the stark reality of my own death by imagining that
the afterlife involved being able to travel, somehow bodily and spontaneously, throughout the vast
array of galaxies and planets in the universe, to finally be able to admire and explore God’s amazing
creation. It seemed obvious that this is what God would want. So I empathise with the desire to
escape finitude and especially death. This hope is widespread, even amongst those theologians who
grapple seriously with science. For Polkinghorne, for example,

"The ultimate futility of this present universe points us to looking beyond the
physical world itself to the eternal faithfulness of the God who raised Jesus from the
dead, if there is to be found a ground of true hope and everlasting fulfilment.”**"

McDaniel also hopes that death is less final than biologists suggest. He suggests that after death the
souls of animals continue to travel towards a final union with the divine soul. It is at this point, when
they merge with the divine soul who has integrated and made whole all their suffering as well as all

2% Polkinghorne, Scientists as Theologians, p. 41. Philip Clayton, "Natural Law and Divine Action: The Search for an
Expanded Theory of Causation," Zygon 39, no. 3 (2004): p. 616.

929 Rachels, Created from Animals, pp. 122-25.

3% John Polkinghorne, "Physics and Metaphysics in a Trinitarian Perspective," Theology and Science 1, no. 1 (2003): p. 48.
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their joy, that they die”". I am not sure whether his delayed death really helps much at all. 1
empathise with Robert Russell in his desire for a grand eschatological vision, one which we participate
in and consciously apprehend. And his inclusion of other animals is a logical necessity now that we
have rejected ontological discontinuity. Yet it is precisely his vision which convinces me that
eschatologies which imagine a place and time without suffering and death are untenable. Hoping to
transcend the limitations of Barbour and Hefner, Russell promotes the idea of humans as
“eschatological companions,” of the rest of creation, and spells out his vision of the eschatological
event,

931

“Starting with the events at Easter, God will act to transform the laws of nature to
produce the ‘new creation.” In the coming reign of God, we will not leave behind the
coral reefs... or the countless species now long extinct... If the Resurrection of
Jesus... is an indication of what lies in store for the universe, then the future will be a
transformation of the laws of nature as we now know them into something so
transcendently joyous that weeping and pain and disease and dying will be
nevermore, and ‘the lion will lie down with the lamb.” Somehow, all nature... is
destined to eternal life with God in community with each other, a community of
unending and bliss-filled experience (emphasis mine).”>*”

But if we are to bring the coral reefs with us, then presumably we will also bring the stonefish which
can kill us in a torturous moment. If the supposed laws of nature are changed so much that death and
pain and reproduction cease’*” to be, then will we really in any way be ourselves? Russell’s vision
seems particularly odd in that he was, as already mentioned, so strong on the fact that ecotheology
needs to take seriously the non-static nature of creation. Ifthere is no death or reproduction in his
eschaton, then it must necessarily be static. Even if heaven did only contain humans- it is hard to see
how we could still be ourselves if transformed from the constantly changing biological organisms we
are into eternally static ones. Would dead babies and the profoundly intellectually disabled live
forever in their state at death? And if not, what possible connection could there be between their soul,
which would presumably have a high level of relationality to other souls, and their actual bodily self?
Finally, I have been around happy people. I wouldn’t want to spend eternity with them. This is not a
flippant point. An eschaton with no pain or sorrow, or regret, or hurt, an eschaton of eternal static
bliss- a kind of Prozac paradise, would be rather a Stepford hell.

With the romantic ecotheologians above, then, the evolution-engaged theologians so far surveyed
continue to assume that the world ought to be benign; that this is the way God would have wanted it, if
only it had been possible. This presumably stems from the Judeo-Christian declaration that Earth is
very good. Theologians then seem to almost unanimously assume that a good world is a benign one.

It is time to re-examine that assumption, and to reflect on the implications for theology if it is not.

Ecology and evolutionary biology say that death and pain are inevitable, as is suffering for conscious
organisms. The evolution engaged theologians say that these things are the result of freedom and free
will. They could have been avoided if life made the right choices, since they are the by product of the
tendency of free life forms to resist the “divine lure.” The two world views are, then, fundamentally
incommensurate. For theology to achieve consonance with the science story it will need to embrace
death and pain as inevitably built into the nature of the living world. Ideally, it would even be able to
celebrate their existence, since they are essential to the ongoing evolution and interactions of life. Is

! Jay B. McDaniel, "Can Animal Suffering Be Reconciled with Belief in an All-Loving God?," in Animals on the Agenda:
Questions About Animals for Theology and Ethics, ed. Andrew Linzey and Dorothy Yamamoto (London: SCM, 1998), pp.
170-71, McDaniel, Of God and Pelicans, pp. 45-46.

%32 Robert John Russell, William R Stoeger, and Francisco J Ayala, eds., Evolutionary and Molecular Biology: Scientific
Perspectives on Divine Action (Vatican City State: Vatican Observatory Publications, 1998), pp. 156-57.

%33 Thankfully, sex could continue as long as one of the “laws of nature” which God changed is the link between
reproduction and sex. S/he could, for example, render us all infertile. This would seem less difficult than changing the
laws so that we no longer need to eat.
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such a death affirming theology possible, not just in the evolutionary past or biological present, but
even in the eschatological future?

Eddie Kneebone, a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (Mormons), answers in
the affirmative for the past and present,

“Aboriginal spirituality is the belief and the feeling within yourself that allows you to
become a part of the whole environment around you...the natural environment...
birth, life and death are part of it and you welcome each...”**’

As for the eschatological future, that is of no interest in the kind of cyclical theology which Kneebone
recognises in Aboriginal theology, with its ever present Dreaming rather than a hope for a heavenly

cternal life””.

Ecofeminists have also engaged with, and generally affirmed death- both past, present and future.

9.3.2.2 Finitude as good

Catherine Keller argues that God is not, “... ‘prolife’ but of life: the life of the world, the spirit of a
chaosmos in which death circulates through every living process. (second emphasis mine).”*®”

Rosemary Radford Ruether has, very influentially, argued for the acceptance of death from 1971”7 to

the present”*®,

“In nature death is not an enemy, but a friend of the life process” ... Immortality lies
not in the preservation of our individual consciousness as a separate substance but in
the miracle and mystery of endlessly recycled matter-energy out of which we arose
and into which we return.”**”’

In her later work Radford Ruether mentions the work of Ivone Gebara’*', who argues that we must get
past the systems we have created which, “... have not allowed us to perceive the ephemeral nature of
our individual lives and projects...”**”

The affirmation of death is not limited to ecofeminism. For example, Wesley Granberg-Michaelson is
inspired by agricultural reality to challenge his readers with the thought that,

“Organic gardeners know that biologically, life comes out of death. Should not this
be understood as part of the goodness, or rightness, of the creation, declared in
Genesis?**”

% Eddie Kneebone, "An Aboriginal Response," in Creation Spirituality and the Dreamtime, ed. Catherine Hammond
(Newtown: Millennium Books, 1991), p. 89. I could not find any details about his connections to the Mormon Church or
wider Christianity, but the same article suggests that his connection is fairly nominal, suggesting for example that God is to
be found in the environment, not churches built by people (page 93).
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7 Rosemary Radford Ruether, "Mother Earth and the Megamachine," in Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in
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Andrew Dutney has accepted the challenge from ecofeminism and his own life experiences to take
death seriously, both biologically and eschatologically,

“... the questions [about the nature of death] will not go away... Theology will not
be able to leave the questions of personal death unexplored indefinitely. It may well
fall to ecological theologies to replace theories of the immorality of the soul - now
worn to the point of being dangerous - with a more creedal and, indeed, Christian
account of the ‘resurrection of the body.”***”

His own account of the resurrection of the body does not refer to individual resurrection of somehow
conscious persons, for he does not expect to consciously survive his death®*. He explicitly affirms not
only the necessity and value of biological death, but the reality of eschatological death. He recognises
the trauma that such a total embrace of death causes traditional theology,

"There is no question that this emphasis causes much tension in the theological
conversation with bioethics. Received Christianity has a heavy investment in a
spirituality organized around the identification of the person with an immortal soul
which surgzéves the death of the body. The questioning of that piety draws strong
reactions.”

So strong, indeed, that in response to reactions from co-contributors to the book for which he wrote the
article, the above reflections were omitted from the final version’’. And so the final section,
originally entitled “Bioethics, Ecology, Theology and ... Death” is, in the published book, simply
“Bioethics, Theology and Ecology.”*®”

Yet ecofeminism explicitly questions “that piety.” It does not simply ask us to acknowledge our
personal biological mortality; it opposes even the hope for eschatological immorality. The hope for
heaven is a form of escapism which prevents us engaging with out finitude filled lives on Earth®*.
Habel labels the desire to escape Earth, Heavenism®’, but does not believe that the hope for eternal
life necessarily engenders this attitude. I tend to agree.

There are countless examples in Christian history of people who, convinced that they would have
eternal life with God, risked and even embraced death in the cause of engaging fully with life around
them. So whilst I agree that the desire for eternal life can express itself in Heavenism, I do not think it
necessarily needs to. There is nothing intrinsic to biocentric theology which requires us to reject any
possibility of an eternal, “spiritual” life in Heaven. Russel’s attempt’>', however, shows the difficulty
of envisaging how our present biologically grounded life could relate to that a heavenly afterlife in any
meaningful way. Process theology’s attempts to equate eternal life with somehow living on in the
memory of God is touching, but being remembered is not the same as being alive. At this point, then, |
side with the ecofeminists who call us to embrace our biological finitude, and accept that this
represents the end of our life.

In an evolutionary context, this leads to the question of what we make, not only of our own personal
death, but the death of our entire species. Not surprisingly, some reject this outright, assuming that the

in Genesis, the goodness of creation, to critique its other claims. I will explore what other theologians make of the claim
that creation is “good” in the section on the benign web of life.
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ongoing presence of humans on Earth is an obvious good. Others are more open to human extinction
as a necessary evil on the way to the even more conscious species which might replace us. Others
reject this manoeuvre, claiming that neither humans nor consciousness are an irreplaceable pinnacle of
creation.

9.4 Can theology embrace the extinction of Homo sapiens?

It will come as no surprise that many of those who believe that death is an evil decry the possibility of
human extinction. This appears to be based not so much in anthropocentrism, as anthropotelism.

9.4.1 No: Anthropotelism

Anthropotelism”? is the assumption that H. sapiens is the end point of evolution, the consummation of
the entire process. This is usually accompanied by an assumption that the dominant form of
development of life on Earth has shifted from biological evolution to some sort of cultural evolution,
which, for humans at least, superseded’® and can override our biological legacy”>*. Often, it sounds as
if biological evolution has basically stopped””. So too, presumably, has the need for extinctions.

The many expressions of this view are reminiscent of the work of Teilhard de Chardin®®, whether
acknowledged or not. H. sapiens represent a new emergent stage in evolution, and Christ was the
ultimate human, the Omega point towards which God has lured all life. The next phase is either the
perfection of humanity, or the in breaking of God’s eschatological consummation in which the Earth is
transformed. Either way, humans represent the latest, greatest, and final phase of evolution,

“The history of the universe reaches its climax when the creative Ground of the

whole cosmic process engages in self-giving love with the universe come to
. . . . 95

consciousness in free human persons (emphasis mine).”>””

The ongoing influence of Chardin was evident at the recent Christianity after Darwin conference held
in Adelaide. The first two papers explored emergent Christology and the concept that life was
processing towards Omega”*. Tony Kelly used Chardin to argue that the interplay of morality and
culture amongst humans was the stage upon which the final emergent phase in the universe arises:

where humanity freely creates itself into the existence of which Christ was a proleptic example’™.

This theme is common amongst the most well known practitioners of the science-theology dialogue.
For example Peacocke argues that Christ,

“... can properly be regarded as the consummation of the purposes of God already
manifested incompletely in evolving humanity... Jesus the Christ is thereby seen...
as the paradigm of what God intends for all human beings, now revealed as having

the potentiality of responding to, of being open to, of becoming united with God....

2 A word I believe I have coined. It is not found in the Oxford dictionary or Google. There is a much worse new word to
come, unfortunately.

%33 Birch, Biology and the Riddle of Life, p. 78, McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, p. 148, Michollet,
"Evolution and Anthropology," p. 86. The mistake is present even in scientific texts. Southwood, for example, says that
biological evolution of Homo sapiens stopped 50,000 years ago, when cultural evolution took over (Southwood, The Story
of Life, p. 229.) Gould claims that this mistaken view is widespread in science (Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary
Theory, p. 78.)

3% Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 42.

%33 Gilkey, Nature, Reality and the Sacred, p. 153.

%6 A useful collection of his speculations about the implications of evolutionary science for theology is Teilhard de
Chardin, Christianity and Evolution, trans. René Hague (London: Collins, 1971).

%7 Edwards, Creation, Humanity, Community, pp. 58.

%% Cameron Freeman, "Heading Towards Omega?" (paper presented at the Christianity After Darwin: Doing Theology in
an Evolutionary Context, Adelaide, Australia, September 2004), Kelly, "An Emergent Christology".

% Kelly, "An Emergent Christology".



166/224
He represents the consummation of the evolutionary creative process that God has
been effecting in and through the world.”**”

13

. on Earth the epic of evolution is consummated in the Incarnation in a human
person of the cosmic self-expression of God... (emphasis mine).”*'”

So the anthropotelic assumptions of some evolutionary theologians are intimately related to
the Christotelic tradition of Christian theology. If Christ is an endpoint, a consummation,
then so must be his species. First a Catholic quote, then a Protestant one,

“For, the fact that God himself [sic] is man [sic] is both the unique summit and the
ultimate basis of God’s relationship to his [sic] creation... The positive nature of
creation... reaches its qualitatively unique climax, therefore, in Christ. For,
according to the testimony of the faith, this created human nature is the indispensable
and permanent gateway through which everything created must pass if it is to find
the perfection of its eternal validity before God”®*”

“If man [sic] is thus the self-transcendence of living matter, then the history of nature
and spirit forms an inner, graded unity in which natural history develops towards
man [sic], continues in him [sic] as Ais [sic] history, is conserved and surpassed in
him [s9i6c3] and hence reaches its proper goal with and in the history of the human
spirit. 7

Gordon Kaufman is thoroughly anthropotelic, even though he admits that this brings him into conflict
with the insights of biology, which he rejects in favour of his received theological tradition,

“As a strictly biological event, [human extinction] would probably be no calamity;
many species have appeared on earth, thrived for a time, and then become extinct.
But more must be said than that...we humans... are ‘the point farthest out’ of the
cosmic-historical process...with the power to take some measure of direct
responsibility for the further unfolding of that very creativity. Thus the central
Christian claim that God has irrevocably bound God’s self to humanity by becoming
incarnate in contingent human history receives momentous new meaning. Our fate
on earth has become God'’s (emphasis mine).”**”

“[the disaster we may bring through nuclear war]... will not be one of merely human

consequence, the obliteration of our species... [but] a disaster for all of life, for the
long, slow, painful evolution through which life has proceeded here on earth, finally
reaching new dimensions of meaning and value with the appearance of love and
truth and self-consciousness and freedom as human history has unfolded. It will be,
in short, a disaster for God, an enormous setback for which we humans in this
generation will have been responsible (emphasis mine).”®*”

Christotelic faith was easy to maintain in the early days, perhaps even years after Christ died.
A few decades later, when the New Testament witnesses were being written, we see the
beginnings of the struggle to maintain faith that Christ was somehow the endpoint of history,
given that life seemed to be continuing in his absence. For nearly two thousand years

%0 Arthur Peacocke, "The Challenge and Stimulus of the Epic of Evolution to Theology," in Many Worlds: The New
Universe, Extraterrestrial Life and the Theological Implications, ed. Stephen Dick (Pennsylvania: Templeton Foundation,
2000), p. 114.

%! Tbid, p. 115.

%62 Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations, trans. Joseph Denceel and Hugh M. Riley, 23 vols., vol. 3 (London: Darton
Longman & Todd, 1961), p. 43.

%3 peacocke, God and the New Biology, p. 80.

%64 Kaufman, Theology for a Nuclear Age, p. 44.

%63 Tbid.
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Christians continued to struggle with the increasing length of the delay, but prior to geological
discoveries of the age of the Earth it was still relatively easy to come up with convincing
answers. It was still assumed that the Earth was only thousands of years old, that humans had
always been here and always would be until the final eschatological moment when Christ
returned. It was also widely assumed that when Earth was finally consumed, that would be
the end of the universe.

In the evolutionary context in which we find ourselves, it strains credibility to believe that the Christ
event is an end point of universal history, or even Earth history. For one thing, humans are not the end
point of history; we are a mid point of Earth history and very near the beginning of the history of this
universe. To think that the most significant event in the universe’s life, or even Earth’s life, has come
and gone is, I believe, anthropocentrism gone mad.

9.4.2 Yes: Consciousness-telism®®

When we look closer at Kaufman’s logic we can discern a more fundamental claim in his thinking than
the idea that humans are the purpose or endpoint of evolution. It is because Homo sapiens manifests
self-consciousness and freedom that it is such a valuable species. Peacocke’®’, Edwards’® and
others”®® admit that there may have been incarnations on other planets, since it is sentience and self-
consciousness which are the fundamental properties to which God relates. It should follow, then, that
if it was necessary for Homo sapiens to go extinct in order for the evolution of a new Earth creature
with even higher levels of sentience, self consciousness and freedom, our passing would have to be
affirmed as necessary for the greater good.

Along with Polkinghorne’”’, Cameron Freeman claims that evolution on Earth is directed towards the
evolution of self-conscious beings, not H. sapiens in particular. He further acknowledges the
inevitable extinction of humans, and even celebrates it as a necessary part of the ongoing evolution of

life into forms with even higher levels of self-consciousness’ .

Given that anthropotelism is biologically untenable, even on Earth, is consciousness-telism a more
viable alternative? Does it make better use of the data from evolutionary biology? Ironically, even
though Freeman relies predominantly on Gould for his evolutionary lens’’*, he dismisses one of
Gould’s main emphases; that the evolution of life is completely contingent, and the emergence of
consciousness is a chance event, unlikely to ever be repeated’””. We have already seen that Gould is
not alone when he rejects any sort of ‘telism’, whether towards humans or consciousness. This
includes those scientists who are open enough to theology to engage in sustained dialogue.

Stephen Dick, for example, is an historian of science. He rejects the idea that humanity is central to
the story of the universe, accepting that we are not likely to be the special object of attention of any
deity, purely as a result of the enormous time scales involved,

“... humanity is most likely somewhere near the bottom, or at best midway, in the
great chain of intelligent beings in the universe. This follows from the age of the

%6 T must agree with my wife that this word, which I also coined, is a real shocker, but it is less of a mouthful than
repeatedly expressing the idea it conveys, that the evolution of life is directed towards the production, not of humans, but of
self-conscious beings. I promise to use it as sparingly as possible. At least I did not call it self-consciousness-telism!

%7 peacocke, "The Challenge and Stimulus of the Epic of Evolution to Theology," p. 114.

%8 Edwards, "Extraterrestrial Life and Jesus Christ."

%% The possibility of God being in relationship with extraterrestrial self-conscious beings has been accepted since Medieval
times, though its popularity has waxed and waned (Peters, Science, Theology and Ethics, pp. 123-32.)

970 polkinghorne, Scientists as Theologians, p. 47).

7l Cameron Freeman, July 2004. Freeman presented two papers at Christianity after Darwin, which restricted themselves
to anthropotelic musings.

°72 Freeman, "Heading Towards Omega?". Chapter 8.2.2 shows the perils of limiting one’s self to Gould.

" Gould, "Introduction," pp. xii-xiii, Gould, The Structure of Evolutionary Theory, pp. 1332ff.
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universe and the youth of our species. The universe is in excess of ten billion years
old. The genus Homo evolved only two million years ago...””*”

Although Dick’s reference to a chain of intelligent beings sound consciousness-telic, he is really only
using this as an argument for contingency and against anthropotelism. He does not produce any data
in support of consciousness-telism, nor does he try to argue that it actually exists. Christian de Duvre
is another scientist writing in the same collection of papers as Dick. He, too, acknowledges the central
role of contingency,

13

. the variations offered to natural selection are induced by causes that are
unrelated, except in a strictly fortuitous manner, to the evolutionary advantages their
effects may entail. [t rules out any form of directionality imposed on the
evolutionary process by some hidden guiding principle and is consistent with the
rejection of vitalism and finalism...It is supported by all we know of evolution as it
takes place today and by all the findings of molecular biology.”””

The emergence not only of H. sapiens, but of intellect, is highly contingent, and due not to some sort
of vitalistic pursuit of rationality, but for much more mundane survival advantages through our
evolutionary ancestry,

“It must be remembered that the senses whereby the human brain apprehends the
surrounding world were refined by natural selection as tools of survival, not of
knowledge (emphasis mine).”®”

Nonetheless, he believes that ongoing “vertical evolution” will probably occur, and may lead to,

“... beings endowed with considerably sharper means of apprehending reality than
we possess. Such beings could arise by further extension of the human twig, but they
do not have to. There is plenty of time for a humanlike adventure to start all over
again from another twig and perhaps go further than did the human adventure.””””

Humans are merely,

13

. a transient link or perhaps even a side branch in a long evolutionary process
very likely to give rise some day to beings much more advanced that we are.””®”

Although de Duvre describes intellect as a cosmic watershed, he also deliberately undermines its
cosmic significance or value. He reminds us that our intellectual abilities are, actually, extraordinarily
feeble. He reminds us that we can only hope to apprehend the creator of the entire universe in the
most profoundly limited way. Even if there was such a thing as the peak of human intellectual
endeavour, it still amounts to very little.

The final nail in the coffin of consciousness-telism is driven home if Ward and Brownlee’s summary
of the scientific story of the future of Earth is correct’”. de Duvre may be correct that more
“advanced” beings will follow us in the near future, but the mid to far future belongs to the brainless,
small and simple; on an Earth in which consciousness, because of the oxygen needed to maintain it, is
a fatal disadvantage.

So if those who engage at depth with the scientific data are correct, the evolutionary unfolding of the
universe, even Earth, is not only not anthropotelic, but not even consciousness-telic. Nonetheless,

7 Dick, "Cosmotheology," p. 201.

75 de Duve, "Lessons of Life," p-7.

7% Ibid, p. 10.

7 Tbid, p. 11.

78 Tbid, p. 12.

%79 Refer back to page 127 of this thesis.
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because of the massive time scales involved, it is possible that there will be “more conscious”
organisms on Earth, and the rest of the universe.

I conclude that consciousness-telism is no more scientifically viable than anthropotelism. Both
humanity and self consciousness are contingent, and ephemeral parts of life, and a tiny part of life at
that. This fits well with the image of life as a pulsing flow, rather than a hierarchical pyramid. Every
aspect of life, for the time it exists, contributes to God’s experience of an other; helping liberate God
from a static eternity. Let us further explore the possibilities of a universe where life’s only zelos is to
live, and where we affirm the extinction of Homo sapiens without needing to believe that we will give
way to something “better.” There seem to be two ways of affirming human extinction in this context.

9.4.3 Yes: For everything there is a season.

One view accepts that, were other creatures granted consciousness, the vast majority would declare H.
sapiens to be an evil presence on Earth. We as a species have a negative instrumental worth to almost
all life. The salvation of most complex plants and vertebrates, as individuals, would be best served by
the immediate extinction of humans and our domesticated animals. To maximise the diversity of life,
humans must be wiped out to make room for other species to recover and contribute their unique
experiences to the richness of God. As McDaniel says, as far as most organisms are concerned,
humans are brutal neighbours’™. From this view, the quicker the oppressor is removed the better.

The Judeo Christian tradition, from Exodus to the Revelation to John, provides countless examples of
the faithful believing that God destroys oppressors. We even read that God, far from putting humans
on a pedestal, lamented our existence,

“The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that
every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually. And the
LORD was sorry that he had made humankind on the earth, and it grieved him to his
heart. So the LORD said, "I will blot out from the earth the human beings 1 have
created - people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for /
am sorry that I have made them.” *™

An alternative view highlights that the overall diversity of life experience, thus God’s experience, has
been enhanced by occasional mass extinction events. It may be that humans, having provided God
with a raft of new experiences, have become the latest in a series of these very useful cataclysms. H.
sapiens is acting in the same way as the asteroid which removed the dinosaurs, and paving the way for
the next manifestation of the flow of life and experience. Humanity’s ecological impact would then be
a good part of the process of evolution, enriching the image of God in the long term. Referring back to
the John Muir quote with which I opened my introduction’, we might see that we were the burning
and extraordinary commotion, which prepared the soil for the next blossoming of life.

In order for life to flourish after a mass extinction event, however, the dominant resource users must
go extinct. The dinosaurs had to disappear to free up niches for the mammals. Humans and their
livestock use about half of the total plant productivity of the planet”. Future generations of species,
then, rely on our passage to oblivion.

In the first view humans imperil the very survival of life itself. In the second we simply need to get
out of the way, now that we have played our part. Either way, creation is perhaps waiting with eager
longing not for our revealing, but for our extinction. This conclusion seems inevitable if we are but
plain members of the Earth community, not a product of God’s goal orientated manipulation of

%9 McDaniel, "Revisioning God and the Self," p. 230.

%! Genesis 6:5-7

%82 page 9.

%3 Birch, "Environmental Ethics in Process Thought," p. 1. Birch actual figure is 40%, back in 1985, I am guessing that
twenty years later, given the massive increase in human population and use of technology, this figure would be at least 50%
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evolutionary processes. There is plenty of historical precedent for a non anthropotelic, non
hierarchical way of looking at life. Even Calvin reminded us, long before we knew how big the
universe really is, that humans are much more like worms than we are like God”™*.

North American First People apparently had a relatively flat notion of personhood, which persists even
amongst those who now identify as Christian,

“In one layer of meaning, these four directions hold together in the same equal
balance the four nations of two-leggeds, four-leggeds, wingeds and living-moving
things- encompassing all that is created, the trees and rocks, mountains and rivers, as
well as animals. Human beings lose their status of primacy and ‘dominion’. In other
words, American Indians are driven implicitly and explicitly by their culture and
spirituality to recognise the personhood of all ‘things’ in creation.®”

This echoes the sort of Australian Aboriginal Christian theology encountered outside of the Uniting
Church. Kneebone, for example, claims that,

“Aboriginal spirituality is the belief and the feeling within yourself that allows you to
become a part of the whole environment around you... all objects are living and
share the same soul/spirit as the Aboriginal... The soul/spirit is common- only the
shape is different... [we] will return through rebirth as a human or animal or even
trees and rocks. The shape is not important because everything is equal and shares
the same soul or Spirit from the Dreamtime.”**”

I opened with the words of John Muir, one of the earlier North American “nature writers.”
Henry Beston is a slightly later example of the Western Tradition,

“We need another and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of animals.
Remote from universal nature and living by complicated artifice, man [sic] in
civilization surveys the creature through the glass of his knowledge and sees thereby
a feather magnified and the whole image in distortion. We patronize them for their
incompleteness, for their tragic fate of having taken form so far below ourselves.
And therein we err, and greatly err. For the animal shall not be measured by man
[sic]. In a world older and more complete than ours they move finished and
complete, gifted with extensions of the senses we have lost or never attained, living
by voices we shall never hear. They are not brethren. They are not underlings.
They are other nations - caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow
prisoners of the splendour and travail of the earth.**””

Mary Midgley reminds us that, theologically, intelligence is not everything, even within the human
species,
“...being clever is not obviously so much more important than being kind, brave,
friendly, patient and generous.”®”

%% For example, “The majesty of God is too high to be scaled up to by mortals, who creep like worms on the earth.” (John
Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, book 2, chapter 6 section 4.)
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McFague accepts that God does not guide evolution, and therefore argues that God desires not
rationality, but fecundity and diversity”®’. Carol Christ explicitly rejects the priority of intellect across
species, engaging directly with Kaufman. She calls us to see ourselves as different from, but not
superior to, other organisms. For example, we may have a relatively developed intellect, but will
never fly as gracefully as a swallow, or live as long as a redwood tree’”’. Rather than believing
ourselves to be the pinnacle or end point of evolution (or seeing the consciousness we represent as
being that), she claims that the,

“Knowledge that we are but a small part of life and death and transformation is the
essential religious insight (emphasis mine).””"”

The “we” in the preceding quotation refers to individual human beings. Yet since Christ believes that
H. sapiens is not superior to other species, I think it is justified to expand her affirmation by replacing
“we” with the entire species, H. sapiens. Two pages later Christ acknowledges the possibility of
human extinction, though she does not develop its implications for theology,

“The human species, like other species, might in time become extinct, dying so that
others might flourish...””*”

With a little extension, then, Christ leaves us with a vision of the extinction of H. sapiens to make way
for future species as a positive event, and its acceptance as an, if not the, essential religious insight.

Gilkey accepts that human extinction is an essential part of evolutionary life,

“All in the natural order... even dinosaurs, even humans - comes and then goes; none
is necessary, and then all die. This apparently is as true of species as it is of
individuals, of phenotypes... for decades we have failed to see its implications for us
as a species... Only through the processes of death and of dying - through selection -
does life, especially new life, arise (emphasis mine).””*”

As with Christ, we can combine this affirmation with his claims about individual death, of which he
says, “We cannot live truly and with integrity unless we are willing to die.” Indeed, the enjoyment of
life within the courageous acceptance of death, ... represents a spiritual achievement of impressive
magnitude,” which is divinely gifted, a sign of the presence of God””*. Combining his beliefs about
extinction and individual death together, we are challenged to see that the acceptance of the extinction
of humans is not Homo-phobic, but a spiritual achievement which is evidence of the presence of God.
The authors in this section, then, offer us a world view in which we can celebrate human extinction,
not as a stepping stone to greater consciousness, but simply as a part of the multi channel pulse of life.

Whilst we are called to celebrate God’s richness of experience, this richness is not equated with
rationality. Celebrating richness of experience, freed from the —telism of process theology, provides a
better framework for understanding God’s purpose (or mission) in creating life, and thus the missional
calling of the church. Or so I hope to demonstrate now.

% McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, p. 148.
%% Christ, "Rethinking Theology and Nature."
991 .
Ibid.
%2 Tbid, p. 323.
9 Gilkey, Nature, Reality and the Sacred, p. 162.
%% Ibid, pp. 191-92.
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9.5 Biocentric process theology

According to process theology, and many other ecotheologians, God created the world to enable God
to experience the world, to have relationships with life, to have something other to love””. This is
obviously a claim beyond science, but is a non controversial claim within Christianity. Also
unanimously agreed is that God is in some sense at least a living person. Process theologians point out
that we, as persons, are both unchanging (in that we are the same individual from birth to death), and
changing in response to the many relationships and experiences we have. Very reasonably, it seems to
me, they apply this dual aspect of personhood to God,

"Whereas it is true to say that in God's primordial nature God creates the world, it is
also true to say that in God's consequent nature the world created God... Our
immediate actions eventually perish but yet they live for evermore in the divine
memory. This idea that our existence from moment to moment enriches the divine
life is part of a stream of thought which stretches at least as far back as Plato and
parts of the Judeo-Christian scriptures, through Schelling... Tillich and Whitehead...
everything we do makes a difference to God. This is true of the lesser creatures also.
God will never be the same again because we have lived and because they also have
lived (emphasis mine).””®”

Apart from the explicit hierarchy of worth, this conclusion still fits perfectly well with a biocentric
approach to theology.

I believe that process theology, though very useful, limits itself by slipping from this God focussed
perspective to the perspective of individual creatures, mostly in pursuit of a workable ethical
framework. This is certainly the case for Charles Birch, easily the most influential process theologian
in the Uniting Church.

The ethical preoccupation becomes the balancing of intrinsic and instrumental worth®’. The intrinsic
worth of an organism is said to be directly proportional to its richness of experience, which is
proportional to its self consciousness. Its instrumental worth is said to be its value to others. I have
already rejected Barbour’s claims that humans are of more value than a mosquito to other animals.
What of the claim that God values us more than mosquitos? This is presumably because we have
greater richness of experience. But that is meant to be our intrinsic worth, not our instrumental worth.

The easiest way forward seems to be to collapse instrumental and intrinsic worth, which we can do if
we maintain a God’s eye perspective. If it is true that God created life in order to have rich
experiences, to grow and change, then everything has instrumental value to God. There is no such
thing as a valueless organism, or even an object. Since the richness of experience of an individual will
enhance God’s experience of life through that individual, then intrinsic value becomes simply an
aspect of the individual’s instrumental value to God. To this point process and biocentric theology

could, I believe, agreeggg.

We must go further, however. Process theologians focus on the conscious experience of individuals®™” .
Their instrumental value to God is that God vicariously experiences the world through their
experience. So the more sentient an organism, it is assumed, the richer their experience, and thus the

9% For example Barbour, Nature, Human Nature, and God, p. 31, Edwards, The God of Evolution: A Trinitarian Theology,
pp- 14-16, Kaufman, Theology for a Nuclear Age, p. 38, Korsmeyer, Evolution and Eden, p. 106, Sallie McFague, "God as
Mother," in Weaving the Visions, ed. Judith Plaskow and Carol Christ (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), p. 144.

9 Birch, Biology and the Riddle of Life, p. 136.

97 Birch, "The Liberation of Nature," p- 8.

%% Could any organism then be of no value? Only if God did not exist, and the organism was of no benefit to others. As
Christians we can simply reject the possibility on theological grounds, and ecologically declare that it is inordinately
unlikely anyway.

9% Birch, "The Liberation of Nature," p- 9.
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richer God’s experience through them. There is, then, a hierarchy of value of life to God, and a
hierarchy of their possession of the image (ability to relate to) God. But this must be challenged at two
levels.

Firstly, process theology is too preoccupied with what individuals experience. Since God transcends
the material world to some extent, God must also have God’s own experience of individuals, not just
an experience of life through them. God has an experience of a mosquito quite independent of that
mosquito’s experience of itself. God even has experiences of mountains, and sunsets. Process
theology cannot value a rock'*”’, but God can, and so can biocentric theology.

Secondly, process theology’s preoccupation with conscious experience is far too limited. If God’s
experience through an individual is limited only to the amount of consciousness the organism
possesses, then a mosquito may well be of little value. But if we consider the vast array of different
sorts of experiences open to God through life, we see that rationality is only one. God, who
experiences life through all life, experiences life and relationships in ways totally alien to ours. God
experiences what it is to fly like a swallow, and grow like a redwood tree. It is the diversity of
experiences of life'"", not the intellect of the individual, which matters. What God values is the
existence of life, and God’s experience of and through that life of something other than God. We
cannot even begin to imagine what this is like. As Nagel reminds us, even for us to imagine what it
would be like to experience life as another mammal, say a bat with its sonar dominated perception of
the world, is impossible'**. It is hard enough to imagine life as another human.

We can imagine, though, that God might value the life of the last remaining individual of a species
over the life of a common, but more sentient being. Process theology seems unable to do this, since
more sentient beings have more intrinsic value by definition. Consider the death of the last elephant.
From the process view, since the elephant itself has less richness of experience than most humans, this
is less tragic than the death of a human. From God’s biocentric perspective, when the last elephant
dies, God’s experience of elephants, and ability to experience life through elephants, ceases. By
contrast, the death of one of the billions of humans on Earth leads to far less diminishment of
experience. Just how many versions of human experience does God really desire?

Taking God’s perspective also turns a common attitude to people with disabilities on its head. A
human with trisomy 21'°” is often less intellectually able and less self-reflective than other humans.
In process thinking and Singer’s ethics they are thus ranked lower on the scale of intrinsic worth than
other humans. Yet their experience of the world will contain unique elements not shared by other
humans, and thus their birth stands to enrich God’s experience of the world in ways which the birth of

another human without that characteristic cannot'***.

Finally, process theologians like Birch are preoccupied with individuals in isolation. This perhaps
reflects their Western context, and preoccupation with practical ethics which have positive outcomes
for individual creatures. But it is God’s experience of biological life overall that we want to maximise.
This is almost entirely an experience of relationships. Through life forms God experiences their
relationships with other life and non-life vicariously. God also experiences each life form vicariously
through every other life form with which they have contact. Given all that was said in the science
story about the pulsing flow of life, that individual bodies and species are to some extent constructs, it

1% Thid.

1901 According to process philosophy, there is no sharp discontinuity between life and non-life, and all entities
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is probably more consonant to focus on God’s experience of life communities. Or indeed of the life
community. Long before the last elephant dies, God’s experience of elephants in community ceases,
their care for each other, their birthing, fighting, love making. Process theology cannot value
ecosystems or communities in and of themselves'®”, but God can, and so can biocentric theology.

The experience of life which God has accumulated is overwhelmingly non human. This is a
staggering insight to try to assimilate into our thinking about our place in the world. Yet God’s
experience does include experience of and through humans, perhaps especially in the life of Jesus of
Nazareth. God is enough like us that we can relate to God. We need to accept, however, that we will
never understand God or what God wants for the whole of life. All we can know in principle is what
God wants from us humans, though we will never fully understand why. So we can see Jesus as the
revelation of God to us, to tell us what humans should be on about, without pretending to know
anything of what God wants for the rest of the world. This humbles our ethical projects enormously.
We are compelled to recognise with Albert Schweitzer that,

“We cannot understand what happens in the universe... It creates while it destroys
and destroys while it creates, and therefore it remains to us a riddle.'**®”

Schweitzer concludes that any ethical decisions about which life to sacrifice and which to save are
purely arbitrary, often simply revealing our own bias that the things most like us are the most
valuable'®”’. Birch makes just that assumption, and specifically rejects Schweitzer’s “reverence for
life” ethic because the ethical outcomes are too difficult to apply'*”®. Despite Birch’s criticism, there
appears to be considerable overlap. Birch argues that Christians are called to have a reverence for
life'"”, and Schweitzer, despite his rejection of the objectivity of a scheme like Birch’s, nonetheless
admits that circumstances will force people to decide which life to sacrifice and which to save on a
case by case basis'*'’. In earlier work, in apparent contradiction to a rigorous application of his ethic,
Schweitzer explicitly states that human life is a special case. Though we might put animals out of their
misery, the spiritual nature of the human means that we must always preserve their life, even if it
causes them suffering'®''. This seems at odds with his later work, but I found no specific retraction.
So he appears to grant an exception to his own biocentric sounding framework. What might a
consistently biocentric theological framework look like, one which draws on process theology but
freed from its consciousness-telism. Does it have anything practical to say to those who desire to live
ethically, or is Birch’s criticism of Schweitzer equally applicable?

1995 Birch, "The Liberation of Nature," p. 9. McDaniel does call us to a love of communities and systems, but follows Birch
in not attributing rights to them, but rather to the entities which comprise them (McDaniel, Of God and Pelicans, pp. 89-
92.)

1006 Albert Schweitzer, "Religion and Modern Civilization," The Christian Century 51 (1934): p. 1520. Cited in Daly,
"Ecofeminism, Reverence for Life," p. 97.

1997 Albert Schweitzer, My Life and Thought: An Autobiography, trans. C. T Campion (London: George Allen & Unwin,
1933), pp. 271-2, Albert Schweitzer, The Teaching of Reverence for Life, trans. Richard Winston and Clara Winston
(London: Peter Owen, 1966), p. 47.

109 Birch, "The Liberation of Nature," p- 9.

1099 Charles Birch, "Preface," in The Earth Story in Genesis, ed. Norman C. Habel and Shirley Wurst, The Earth Bible
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), p. 14.

919 Schweitzer, The Teaching of Reverence for Life, p. 47.;Schweitzer, My Life and Thought, p. 271.

1 Albert Schweitzer, A Place for Revelation: Sermons on Reverence for Life (New York: Macmillan, 1988), pp. 37-39.
This is a collection of sermons preached in 1919. The absolute value attached to human life may reflect the recent horrors
of World War I and the desire to leave no excuse for a repetition.
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10 A biocentric framework

“Theology may need a transformation as remarkable as the decentring of humans as
the focus of the God-world relationship.'""*”

Here Nancy Howell suggested as a possibility that which I am arguing to be essential. The suggestion
came at the end of Howell’s sustained consideration of current knowledge about chimpanzees, and the
ever closing gap between them and our species. It represents a true effort to listen to evolutionary
biology. Unfortunately, rather than explore the theological implications, Howell focussed on the
ethical. She presents a laudable history of the way women have been equated with animals to stress
their inferiority in patriarchal cultures, and the pseudo science used to do it. As with Birch and the
bulk of ecotheologians, her concern is with the practicalities of applied ethics. Even though she briefly
returned to her original theme in her closing remarks, her concern is still with the implications for
humans,

13

. we can learn to de-centre humans long enough to focus on the animals’

perspective... in learning to take a chimpanzee perspective, we stand to learn more
. . 1013

about human evolution and culture (emphasis mine). =~

And then, alas, the endnotes. My claim is that Howell’s call to decentre humans as the focus of the
God-world relationship is an essential step for theology to take. I therefore present another image, and
explain why Christians ought to embrace it. I then describe the kind of mission the biocentric images
in this thesis calls us to engage in, and what to make of Jesus in this context. Because so many of his
followers contrast Jesus’ teachings with the legacy of supposedly selfish evolution in which we
developed, I look briefly at how a biocentric ethic might embrace both Christ’s teachings and our
evolutionary legacy. This is largely achieved by combining Jesus’ focus on riches and poverty with
the biocentric affirmation of the essential continuity of all species. Finally, ecology and evolutionary
biology give us some clues as to where and how biocentric Christian communities might flourish, as
well as a foundation for their ethics.

10.1 A biocentric vision

A biocentric theology treasures the richness of relationships experienced by God of and through life, a
richness enhanced primarily by diversity not consciousness, and by community as much as
individuality. It allows us, with God, to celebrate our inevitable extinction, without at all being Homo-
phobic. Christian funerals have long been both an acknowledgment that we miss the one who is dead
and a celebration of a life well lived. God’s funeral for Homo sapiens may have much the same air, as
it did for H. neanderthalensis, erectus, ergaster, rudolfensis, habilis, floresiensis and so on.

We have seen that we are a tiny tributary in the massive flow of life. We are a significant, but not
central, collection of strands in an inconceivably massive and complex flow of relationships. 1
proposed that the pulsing flow of life is a better image of God than H. sapiens ever will be. I would

now like to describe another metaphor which is grounded in water'*'*,

Biocentric theology conceives this point in Earth history as a wave on the shore where God and
creation meet. A wave of relationships'®"®. Ours was the biggest wave yet seen'’'’, a boiling, foaming
mass which raced up the shore after the dinosaurs went extinct. Now it is in retreat. How long until
the next wave comes crashing in? How much of this wave will build the next, and how big will the

112 Nancy Howell, "The Importance of Being Chimpanzees," Theology and Science 1,no. 2 (2003): p. 188.

1913 Ibid: p. 189-90.

114 pyn intended. Anybody who has read this far deserves at least a little dry humour. Pun intended.

115 Conscious-telic devotees could see the wave as a wave of consciousness.

1916 There were more species alive before humans developed agriculture than at any other point in history, though they add
up to less than 1% of all species which ever lived.
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next wave be? We do not know, and most likely we never will, as humans are not likely to be in the
next wave. You and I certainly will not be. What we do know is that even if there is another large
wave or two, the tide is definitely on the way out, and it will never come in again, on Earth at least.

Can we accept that we are but a tiny part of a wave of relationships on the shore where God and
creation meet? Does this lead us inevitably into a kind of fatalistic world view in which, as mere parts
of'a wave beyond our control, we passively accept the rapid destruction of habitats and species around
us? This God’s eye view, this acceptance of evolutionary processes, including all its finitude and
contingency, might raise the spectre of academics sitting in ivory towers, remote from the injustices of
the world.

I believe that a workable ethic can be constructed which reflects the biocentric theology I have been
promoting in this thesis. I begin by showing that, whatever our ignorance of the ultimate purposes of
God, our own purposes drive us to be concerned about what happens to the rest of creation, based
largely on the biophilia hypothesis I outlined in chapter 8.2.6'""". 1 then return to the God’s eye view,
expanding on the question of what it is that God values from the world. This allows us to begin to
sketch an ethic which is rooted in biocentrism but still able to address the ethical concerns of those
who care deeply for the Earth community, perhaps, I hope, in a somewhat more consistent and even
more hopeful way.

10.2 Biocentrism: What’s in it for humans?

The central commandment which Jesus left his followers, according to the synoptic gospels, was to
love God'*'®. We are called to love God, not because God is some insecure despot who needs it, but
because it is in this that we have life in abundance - eternal life'*".

To love someone, we must know them, at least partially. The writers of the New Testament epistles
urged people to know God, having found that this knowledge brought freedom'**’, wisdom, revelation
and hope'"?', an end to exploitation'***, and the ability to love'**’. Not to mention the escape from the
vengeance of God’s wrath'®**. To talk about God, to do theo-logy, we must believe that it is possible
to know God, or at least something of God.

To know somebody, we need to know what they are like; we need an ‘image’ of them, a likeness.
Even in our relationships with other humans, we do not have direct access to all they are. All we have
is our image of them, the synthesis of who they really are and who we, from our past experiences and
limited interchanges with them, imag(in)e them to be. The more time we spend with them, we hope,
the better our image of them corresponds to reality. The better our image of them corresponds to
reality, the more we know them. The more we know them, the more we can truly love them.

To know God, then, to love God, we need an image of God. This thesis has argued that the image of
God we need to grasp is not H. sapiens, but life, past and future, on Earth and elsewhere. The richer

1917 Although my discussion will sound somewhat cold and rational, my own starting point, and doubtless of anyone trying
to do ethics, is a passionate, emotional connection to life around me. Ultimately, I refrain from needlessly stepping on ants
because something deep within me is horrified when life is callously discarded, not because of any logically thought out
ethical position. Nevertheless, the complexities of such little decisions add up to the point where it is worth taking time to
think through the ways in which the many competing claims upon someone who loves life might be balanced.

1918 Matthew 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27.

1919 John 17:3. 1t is beyond the scope of this thesis to explore the extent to which this payoff was seen to be a present
reality, or a future, post death reward.

1920 Galatians 4:8.

12! Ephesians 1:17-18.

1922 1 Thessalonians 4:6.

1231 John 4:8.

1924 2 Thessalonians 1:8.
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this image of God, the richer our knowledge of God and ability to love God. It is clearly an image we
will only ever see a little of, but we must do what we can to see it. To paraphrase 1 John 4:20,

“How can we say we love God, whom we cannot see, if we do not love the image of
God, which we can see?”

Here Christian theology grounds itself in and expands the biophilia hypothesis we encountered in
chapter 8.2.6. This was the idea that maintaining ecosystems similar to those of the Pleistocene, in
which most of our brain evolution occurred, enhances our mental and emotional well being. For
example, McDaniel, coming from the process tradition, argues that since we are indivisible from
nature, we must cooperate with nature to nurture our selves'*>. Thomas Berry claims that,

“Our soul life is developed only in contact with these surrounding experiences... if
this outer world is damaged, then the inner life of our souls is diminished
proportionately. '**%”

Rosemary Radford Ruether explicitly embraces the concept of biophilia. She argues that the
degradation of the environment leads to a loss of “aesthetic imagination” which robs us of the moral
urge to value life'"”’. It is not surprising to find such sentiment in those from the eco-engaged part of
the Roman Catholic tradition, which has a long standing theology of creation as sacrament. This
assumes that we can, through contemplating life around us, connect with the Creator of Life.

Edwards, for example, believes that, ... Earth reveals. It is the place of encounter with the Holy
Spirit (emphasis mine).'"*® In this encounter we engage God the uncontrollable Other, the Spirit who
blows where it will'®’. Yet this revelation is limited. Because he sees finitude as evilmo, it follows
that it cannot be part of the image of God'®”'. Elizabeth Johnson also limits the revelatory power of
creation. For example, she explicitly denounces extinction as an evil which detracts from the
sacramental potential of Earth,

“... all diverse strands in the web of life are expressions of the creative power of the
cosmos which is ultimately empowered by the Creator Spirit. The enormous
diversity of species itself points to the inexhaustible richness of the Creator; whose
imaginative goodness these species represent... when a species goes extinct we have
lost a manifestation of the goodness of God.'"**”

Zizioulas was another of the death denying theologians in chapter 9.3.2.1. For him, much of what we
see in creation needs transforming; it is the not-God we must overcome. Zizioulas does not embrace
the otherness of the rest of creation, but imagines that it will be changed to suit us, a paradise by
human standards,

“The Kingdom of God is not something that will displace material creation, but will

transfigure it, cleansing it from those elements which bring about corruption and
death.l(m”

1925 McDaniel, "Revisioning God and the Self," p. 236.

1926 Thomas Berry, "Christianity's Role in the Earth Project," in Christianity and Ecology : Seeking the Well-Being of Earth
and Humans, ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ Pr, 2000), pp. 127-28.
1927 Ruether, Gaia & God : An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing, p. 102.

1928 Edwards, "For Your Immortal Spirit Is in All Things," pp. 65-66.

1929 Ibid, p. 65.

1930 Edwards, "Evolution and the Christian God," p. 188.

131 His thought shows some nuances on this matter, however, since, against Moltmann, he doubts that past species are
really victims of evolution, nor that the death of a creature necessarily makes it a victim of its predator in a justice sense
(Edwards, The God of Evolution: A Trinitarian Theology, p. 111-13).

1932 Johnson, Women, Earth, and Creator Spirit, pp. 38-39.

1033 7izioulas, Eucharist and kingdom of God, part III, trans. Elizabeth A. Theokritoff, Sourozh, 60 (1995), 43-44. Cited,
not seen, in Fox, "God's Shattering Otherness," p. 101.
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Even the death affirming theologians like Radford Ruether, when they talk about the sacramental
possibilities of creation, emphasise its positive aspects. God brings forth all things in /ife-giving
interrelations, so that,

“The whole creation must be seen as the bodying forth of the Word and Wisdom of
God and as sacramentally present in all things.'***”

When we combine Radford Ruether’s sacramental affirmation with other passages where she embraces
finitude, we can adequately engage with Wilson. As cited on page 105, he reminds us that biophilia is
not a romantic love of the pleasant parts of life, but an attachment to, immersion in, and participation
in all of life, including the bits that make us fearful and anxious'*>. The wild Other he reminds us

about reveals to us God’s shattering otherness'**°.

Keller’s view of creation, for example, sacramentalises not Gilkey’s God of order'®’, but the God of
chaotic deep (Genesis 1:2),

“For it is this complexity that is all too quickly perceived as chaotic and therefore as
threatening, as mere disorder, as ugly, or as nothing. Therefore my project works
from the bottom up -or rather, from the bottomless fesom up: to counteract the entire
tradition of the demonization and erasure of chaos. '***”

Like Keller, David Tacey calls us to live with uncertainty, chaos and confusion, rather than rushing to
neaten things up'®’. He laments that,

“... in our secular world the Other has lost its capital ‘O’ dimension and has become
an ‘other’ human being, a lover, a friend, a husband or wife... 1040>>

Brady warns us that, “Shrinking from the otherness of land is the other side of shrinking from the
otherness of God.'**"” By denying that those parts of life we fear are sacramental, we have diminished
the image of God. God has become like us, liking what we like. This is manifest in the extreme when
we make the image of God actually human. By removing ourselves from everything fearful in life,
everything wild, we have diminished our experience of the Otherness of God'**?, and thus limited our
ability to love God.

Patricia Fox criticises our tendency to reduce both the God and non-humans to our image'**. As she
points out, there are,

“... profound implications of speech about God both for the future of life on this
planet lcOZﬁd for the human person’s capacity to know and relate to God (emphasis
mine).

Seeing life as the image of God gives us a far richer, more beautiful, awesome, wonder filled, humble,
yet robust faith foundation. The ultimate glimpse of this image incorporates the entire evolutionary

1934 Rosemary Radford Ruether, "Christian Anthropology and Gender: A Tribute to Jiirgen Moltmann," in The Future of
Theology: Essays in Honour of Jiirgen Moltmann, ed. Miroslav Volf, Carmen Krieg, and Thomas Kucharz (Michigan:
William B. Eerdmans, 1996), p. 251.

1933 Wilson, "Biophilia and the Conservation Ethic," p. 31.

193¢ Fox, "God's Shattering Otherness." It is intriguing that Fox reaches this conclusion, since she is so affirming of
Zizioulas’ work.

'%7 Gilkey, Nature, Reality and the Sacred, p. 151.

103 Keller, "The Face of the Deep."

199 David I. Tacey, Edge of the Sacred : Transformation in Australia (Blackburn North, Vic.: HarperCollins, 1995), p. 195.
194 Ibid, p. 179.

1941 Brady, "Called by the Land to Enter the Land," p. 40.

1942 Shepard, "On Animal Friends," p. 292-93.

193 Fox, "God's Shattering Otherness," p. 99.

1% Ibid, p. 94.
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history of life on Earth, and probably throughout the universe. It accepts even mass extinctions as,
paradoxically, events by which the image is enhanced and enriched.

Yet few humans are able to engage with such an image, and even those of us who can struggle to hold
it before us constantly. The image of God which is available to us is primarily the tiny part which we
encounter every day, not the three billion to three trillion year old one we may intellectually believe in.

If we could immerse ourselves in even this tiny encounter with God in the day to day reality in which
we live, our faith would be greatly enriched. Most rich humans now engage with wild animals through
television. Yet is the lion, not the documentary about it, which reminds us that “It is a fearful thing to
fall into the hands of the living God'***”. The second most common sphere of interaction for the rich
is the supermarket fridge, the stocking of which is a major cause of local extinctions.

Most humans, whether urban or rural, live in areas where non domestic animals are locally extinct, or
confined to specific parks. In such parks, if they are dangerous they are caged, or the humans are
forced to stay in their cars. Non dangerous animals are usually tamed, like the kangaroos that can be
hand-fed, or the koalas that are prostituted out on a cash for cuddle (and photo) basis. Most humans, if
we interact regularly with any other forms of life, do so only with pets. This was already becoming the
case when the Hebrew Scriptures were being compiled. Although they refer to the occasional dangers
from wild animals, the dominant paradigm for human interaction with other animals is agricultural.
Christian theology has usually continued this paradigm unquestioningly,

“The idea of responsibility for the animal kingdom as a whole is clearly neobiblical,
especially “caretaking” and all its benevolent expressions. These are three: The
Noah syndrome, which puts us in charge (as God’s stewards) of a// the animals; the
hagiographic model of Saintly Hermit before whom the beasts, recognizing human
holiness, gladly enter into cringing servitude; and the Peaceable Kingdom, the
prototype of our perception and regulation of nature as if it were a nursery school
playground.'**%”

Belief in human stewardship is, according to Shepherd, a symptom of a biophobic culture. It reflects
the desire for the world to be the way humans like it - safe, controlled and productive. The same could
be said of the desire for a paradise of peaceable existence amongst animals, by which we really mean
their control and domestication. According to Shepherd, humans as stewards or saints, and our
peaceable eschatology, all reflect the projection of the domestic world onto nature. They,

“... take wild animals one step closer to becoming slaves along with their domestic
cousins. Wild animals are not our friends.'*"”

I have participated in a number of Christian worship services where the value of the pet is extolled -
they bring comfort to the elderly and sick, and they teach us something of God through their loving
devotion to us. God loves us as faithfully as a puppy. Nice doG-God. Or their lack of intellect is used
to show how hard it is for us to understand God’s commands and plans for our life. We are to pets as
God is to us. We, after all, are the image of God. Pets as both metaphor for divine love, and for divine
control, work only because pets are little more than “flaccid slaves'***” compared to their
nondomesticated ancestors. In heaven there is no room for the Wild Other'*** who steals our babies
from our tents, and who reminds us of the wild and untameable God who created us, the God of love
and loyalty and pain and death.

1945 Hebrews 10:31.

194¢ Shepard, "On Animal Friends," p. 288.
1947 Ibid.

9% Ibid, pp. 282,87.

1% Ibid.
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Domestic livestock, the other source of Vicar of Dibley-esque “animal services” are similarly pale
reflections of wild animals. They are the Other bent into our image. Our experience of God is
therefore deficient; because we interact with a McDonalds-ised God, a mutated and tamed God, a God
who relies on us for its survival. As a result of such an impoverished, easily digestible diet, the “body
of God” has become an obese couch potato.

So it is not enough to call people to love their pets, or be kind to their chickens'®". Such love is
inherently patronising. It is not enough even to “love” wild animals or “nature”. Biophilia was not, it
must be remembered, only the love of life, it was the engagement with life,

“... the paradox [is] that primal peoples kept their distance from animals- except for
their in-takings as food and prototypes- and could therefore love them as sacred
beings and respect them as other “peoples” while we, with the animals in our laps
and our mechanised slaughterhouses, are less sure who they are and therefore who

1051
we are.

Gebara points out that our religious symbols, like the lilies of the field and the breaking of bread, are
no longer grounded in the daily reality we experience. This creates a deeply religious problem for
those who continue to use these symbols to express their faith'®>>. We are out of touch with our
symbols and the God they point us to, because we are out of touch with life in all its awesome
abundance. We forget that it is indifferent to us, our desires, even our survival. We lack awe. A rich
Christian spirituality needs, I believe, not patronising affection, but awe. As Paul Collins puts it,

"... modern ecology is absolutely central to the future of religion... Christianity
specifically will gradually cease to exist if the natural world continues to be
devastated at the present rate. There is a deep and dependent inter-relationship
between the development of religious attitudes and the sustainment of the natural
world... human beings, living in a feed-lot world where all wilderness has been
destroyed... will slowly lose touch with the possibility of the development of culture,
art, religion, and spirituality... we human beings will simply shrivel up spiritually
and lose our ability to perceive and experience the deeper issues that give meaning to

our lives and the transcendent reality that stands behind the natural world and all that
. 1053
is...

I have engaged in a fairly sustained consideration of the biophilia hypothesis, and its theological
extension which affirms Earth as sacrament. If used to truly affirm the Wild Other, it further grounds
us in the need to engage with life as a whole as the image of God, and reminds us of those parts of the
Christian tradition that point us to the wild God beyond us. Yet this sacramentalist view does not
feature in the Uniting Church resources I considered in chapter 6'%*.

As we saw in chapter 6.2.4, Uniting Church engagement with creation focuses on seeking justice for
creation, based on the declaration that the rest of creation is good in itself, apart for its usefulness to
humans. The appeal to preserve biodiversity, then, is not couched in biophilic or sacramental terms,

1930 Though having chickens in the first place would be a big advance on buying their eggs from the shop. And battery
farming should be abolished immediately, in my opinion, but for the chicken’s sake - it wont bring us closer to the Wild
Other.

191 Shepard, "On Animal Friends," p. 289.

1952 Gebara, Longing for Running Water, p. 197.

1953 paul Collins, God's Earth : Religion as If Matter Really Mattered (North Blackburn, Vic.: Dove, 1995), pp. 3-4.

193 The one exception proves the rule, since it comes from an Anglican employed to lecture in a Uniting Church college in
Adelaide. It appears in a chapter on the nuclear energy cycle produced for the Assembly in 2000, “Thus the creation is
sacramental, being a visible and tangible sign of the invisible and intangible reality of God. Any diminishment of creation,
such as the accelerated loss of species, is a diminishment in our perception of the Creator.” (Balabanski, "Theological
Foundations for Considering the Uranium Mining/Nuclear Fuel Cycle.")
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“Why does it matter if an insect, a plant, or a bird disappears forever? It matters
because each one is a creature who belongs to God. It matters because whenever the
diversity of life is reduced the world becomes a poorer place.'?>>”

The problem of the world becoming a “poorer place” has nothing to do with its sacramental usefulness
to humans, or our biophilic needs. It matters because it matters to God. Even when creation is said to
be eucharistic, as we saw in chapter 6.2.5, the emphasis was on God’s blessing fo creation through the
eucharist, not the human ability to encounter God through it.

This emphasis on the value of creation for itself and for God is a corrective to the anthropocentric,
utilitarian tendencies in sacramental theology identified by McFague'?*°. Biophilic sacramental
theology focuses on what creation can do for Christians, and how we can thus best preserve our own
interests. The Uniting Church dares call its members to a more presumptuous task.

10.3 Biocentric mission

As we saw in chapter 7.2, the Basis of Union commits members of the Uniting Church to the
formidable task of discerning the will of God. It assures us that, through an informed faith, we can
know something of God’s ways. We will, it assures us, learn more of the will and purpose of God
through contact with contemporary thought, including the sciences. Through relating to those outside
the church we can better understand our nature and mission'®’.

What is our mission? Why are we here? Why is there something rather than nothing'®**? In the
section on biocentric process theology'*” I argued that life is here to live, to give God an other to
relate to, in order to allow God to change. I want to briefly develop that idea further. If God’s desire
is for richness of experience, primarily mediated through relationships, if that was God’s “mission”
in creating or relating to the universe, then Christian mission should be to enhance the richness of
experience of God'*®.

Here we go beyond what the science story can tell us, claiming that that the good is that which
maximises God’s experience. Yet experiences can be ambiguous, for us at least. We do not ourselves
value all experiences. Sex, for example, may be experienced as a moment of love and intimacy, or
brutality and violation. The dying process can be a peaceful, welcomed one, or a terrifying assault to
be desperately resisted.

Informed by ecofeminism we might imagine that God affirms in general the experiences of death and
pain, tragedy and suffering, but not all of them specifically. Even a specific instance of joy might not
be automatically affirmed if it comes at great cost to others, and therefore at great cost to God'™'. So
we will need to make judgments about what sort of experiences God values. Whilst admitting the folly

1935 Assembly Social Responsibility and Justice Committee, "Healing the Earth," p. 15.

1956 McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, pp. 183fF.

197 Uniting Church in Australia, Basis of Union, section 11.

193 Most Christian theology, in the west at least, subscribes to the doctrine of creation ex nihilo, that without God’s action
there would have been no creation. Catherine Keller (Keller, Face of the Deep.) argues persuasively that this is not the
biblical world view, and should not be our world view, recalling Genesis 1:2, where the Spirit of God broods over the pre-
existing deep. She still assumes that God did something through which the deep brought forth life as we know, so we can
still ask the question, why?

1939 Chapter 9.5, page 172.

1% T ucy Larkin promotes this idea, from a slightly different perspective (Larkin, "The Relationship Quilt," p. 157.)

191 A number of theologians emphasise the obvious flip side of God experiencing life through life - that when life suffers,
so must God. Eg Edwards, "For Your Immortal Spirit Is in All Things," p. 64, Korsmeyer, Evolution and Eden, p. 94,
McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, p. 176, Rainbow Spirit Elders, Rainbow Spirit Theology : Towards
an Australian Aboriginal Theology, p. 67. Others limit God’s suffering to the experience of the cross , eg (Peters, Science,
Theology and Ethics, p. 242.)
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of trying to read the mind of the God of the universe, we don’t seem to have any alternative if we wish
to do something rather than nothing.

And here the Christian claim that in Jesus of Nazareth we see something of God’s communication to
humans gives us a little more confidence in our endeavour. Here then is another assumption which we
cannot claim to justify from the science story; that the story of Jesus in some way reveals something of
the divine will, for H. sapiens at least. At a bare minimum the Christian claim is that in Jesus we see a
special divine communication to humans about how we should be in the world. Alongside the Genesis
tradition of humans being created in the image of God lays the New Testament claim that amongst
humans, Jesus is in some way a unique image of God, indeed the image of the invisible God'*®*.
This includes both the sense of Jesus having a unique relationship to God as the firstborn (most
important) of all creation'*®, and also being the likeness of God, the latter especially in the gospels'?®*.
So Christians have two images of God: the billions of years old pulse of life, and the historical man
Jesus of Nazareth, who lived for approximately thirty years, two thousand years ago. What might the
first image contribute to our understanding of the second image? What does it mean to say that Jesus
is the unique human image of God, and is that actually tenable anymore?

10.4 Jesus the image of God

To claim that Jesus was the unique human image of God says little in some respects. Arianism,
Adoptionism and a number of other famous heresies would happily make that affirmation. Classical
liberalism, exemplified most publicly by Samuel Angus'’® and Ted Noffs'*® in the pre-uniting
churches, accepted that Jesus appeared to be the unique human image of God, but claimed that in
principle anybody who opened themselves to God could also be that image, since we were all of the
same substance as Christ.

The majority Christian tradition, however, emphasises that Jesus of Nazareth not only was a unique
image of God, but necessarily is unique. No human can win the possession of that image through their
own efforts. We cannot become a child of God directly, but only through Jesus, the unique child of
God. This coheres well with my rejection of consciousness-telism, which is implicit in liberal
theology for example. If it is through our own conscious efforts to transcend ourselves that we may
also become the image of God, then many humans, and most animals, are excluded.

Biology opens up a fantastic alternative'°®’. Perhaps Jesus had a genetic mutation, which gave him the
ability to perceive God’s constant communication with the world more fully than the rest of us. Some
animals can see the infra-red, ultra-violet, and even ultra-sonic worlds, and Jesus could literally ‘see’
God. Since Jesus did not breed'*®®, the ability perished. He was then, the unique image of God in a
way we cannot hope by our own efforts to replicate. Of course, we would expect the mutation to
repeat from time to time. In the right environment, this mutation may again lead to a manifestation of
this unique relationship with God. This line of thinking holds potential for those who want to affirm
the autonomy of other faiths, though I expect the idea that Jesus, Buddha and others shared a common
genetic mutation is too bizarre to ever be pursued.

The majority Christian tradition affirms not only that Jesus was unique, but that he was unique because
of the action of God. Jesus was not just a man who lived uniquely well or a genetic freak; but the

1062 Colossians 1:15, 2 Corinthians 4:4.

199 Colossians 1:15.

194 For a brief summary of some of the key texts see http://www.bible.ca/ef/expository-colossians-1-15.htm

19 Tan Breward, "Christianity Must Be Reinterpreted; Samuel Angus' Response to a Secular Society and a Traditional
Church," Trinity Occasional Papers 4, no. 1 (1985): p. 27.

19 Ted Noffs, By What Authority? (Methuen, 1979), pp. 28-31.

197 L iterally fantastic, not necessarily good.

198 A tiny minority believe that he did. However, his life suggests that enhanced communication with God is strongly
linked to increased mortality, so we would not expect the mutation to persist for long.
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fusion of the fullness of God and fullness of humanity in a single individual. This image can only be
repeated if God wills it to be'°®”. Jesus was the image of God, then, because God intervened in the
biological world to make it so.

The interesting question in this thesis is o whom does Jesus image God?

Eco-engaged theology, in its desire to value all creation, often claims that Jesus came to bring
salvation or redemption not just to humans, but to everything'”’’. A key strategy in affirming all
creation is to link it to the incarnation. Jesus is not just human, but flesh. This is a major emphasis of
McFague’s body of God metaphor'®’!, and in chapter 6.2.13 I showed that Bos and James took this
approach. John Davis, when a candidate for ministry in the Uniting Church engaged in a sustained
argument for this way of thinking. For Davis, “humanity is merely incidental to the incarnation,” and
the fact that,

“...the grace of God was imminent in creation before human existence, and will
continue beyond human existence, necessitates an attitude towards the cosmos which
cannot be anthropocentric.'?”

Not only that, but the incarnation, the centre of Christian faith,

“...can not be construed as anthropocentric or androcentric. God gave God’s self to
: e\ 1073
creation (emphasis mine). 73

Gebara agrees that all creation is caught up in the saving work of Christ, begun in the incarnation and
testified by the resurrection,

“... it is the earth that is both the subject and the object of salvation. We need to
abandon a merely anthropocentric Christianity and open ourselves up to a more
biocentric understanding of salvation. To Jesus’ humanistic perspective, we need to
add an ecological perspective. This new way of doing things seems to me perfectly
justified, because it maintains not only the most fundamental aspects of Jesus’
perspective, but also the understanding that we are a living body in constant
evolution (emphasis mine).'*’*”

Though Davis and Gebara explicitly reject anthropocentrism, the attempt to include Earth in salvation
actually works best when grounded in the anthropocentric tradition, which sees Jesus the Christ, the

19 This to, of course, opens the door to religious pluralism.

197 This is not a novel invention of modern ecotheology. Celtic Christianity explicitly included all creation in redemption
(Santmire, Nature Reborn : The Ecological and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology, pp. 112-13.) Wesley expected the
general deliverance of all creatures, based on God’s love for them, a sensitivity to their undeserved suffering in this life.
This reasoning dated back to Paul’s reflections on creation in Romans 8 (Wesley, Collected Sermons of John Wesley from
the 1872 Edition.) This sermon was not included in the collection of 44 sermons, according to the list provided at
http://wesley.nnu.edu/sermons/standards.htm. A few modern examples, apart from those about to be cited specifically in
the text, include Grimbaldeston, "Sophia Renewing Earth," p. 21, Habel, Resource Manual for a Season of Creation, John
Habgood, "A Sacramental Approach to Environmental Issues," in Liberating Life : Contemporary Approaches to
Ecological Theology, ed. Charles Birch, William R. Eakin, and Jay B. McDaniel (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1990), p.
52, Hosinski, "How Does God's Providential Care Extend to Animals?," p. 143, Elizabeth Johnson, "Losing and Finding
Creation in the Christian Tradition," in Christianity and Ecology : Seeking the Well-Being of Earth and Humans, ed. Dieter
T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ Pr, 2000), p. 15, George Kehm, "The New
Story: Redemption as Fulfillment of Creation," in After Nature's Revolt : Eco-Justice and Theology, ed. Dieter T. Hessel
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), p. 89.

7" McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology.

1972 John Davis, "Christology and Ecology : A New Perspective," Colloquium 27 (1995): p. 47.

1973 Ibid: p. 45.

197% Gebara, Longing for Running Water, p. 183.
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God-human, as the second Adam, the one sent to save us from the consequences of the Fall'”®. This is

a tradition which grounds itself squarely in the Pauline reflections on the relationship between Adam
and Christ,

“For since death came through a human being, the resurrection of the dead has also

come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in
Christ'10767’

“Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through
sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned...'””””

Yet creation is not spiritually fallen, and finitude is not a consequence of a Fall. Finitude is good.
What sense can we make of the idea that Jesus saves creation? From what does he save it, if not pain
and death? I believe that Jesus’ role in creation must be thought of as a secondary one, resulting from
his role amongst human beings. Having stressed that God’s relationship with creation is a direct one,
not mediated by God’s relationship with humans, I will now argue that the event which Jesus of
Nazareth represents is in the first instance a God-human story. Jesus as God-human, ironically,
preserves a biocentric worldview better than the idea that Jesus is God-flesh. Jesus is only directly the
Christ for humans.

Edwards, though hardly a biocentric theologian overall, provides a way of conceiving the link between
Jesus and humans in the context of the relationship between God and creation,

“..if Jesus Christ can be thought of as the human face of God in our midst, the Spirit
can be thought of as God present in countless ways that are far beyond the limits of
the human.... God is given to us in a personal presence that exceeds all human
limits.""®”

So Jesus came for humans, to save us. Does this offer of salvation call us into, or out of the
evolutionary story? To participate in or overcome it?'"”” What do we need to be saved from in the
first place, or what do we need to have revealed to us? Are the consequences of this salvation or
revelation limited to humans, or do they flow on to the rest of creation in a secondary sense? What
does it mean to be saved amidst the affirmation of our individual death and communal extinction?
And is there any hope that our attempts to live out our salvation, or the revelation we have received,
might succeed?

The emphasis in ecotheology that Jesus did not come to save us out of the world could still be true
even if it no longer makes sense to say that he came to save us with the world. But if he has not come
to save us from the Fall, or even from the finitude which we traditionally took as evidence for it, then
what has he come to save us from, and why?

One possible answer is that he came to save us from the fear of finitude, or at least being controlled by
that fear to the extent that we no participate in life. If we do not participate fully in life, we have
impoverished relationships, and so God’s relationship with life is diminished. Jesus may be different

197> The documentation of the development of the doctrines of Original Sin and the Fall is undertaken extensively by Wiley
(Wiley, Original Sin- Origins, Developments and Contemporary Meanings.) and Korsmeyer (Korsmeyer, Evolution and
Eden.).

1076 1 Corinthians 15:21-22, NRSV translation.

1977 Romans 5:12, NRSV translation. Crucially, the italicized text was long mistranslated as “in whom,” which had a major
impact on the development of the doctrine of original sin. See Wiley for more on the mistranslation (Wiley, Original Sin-
Origins, Developments and Contemporary Meanings, pp. 51-52.) She examines the uses of this verse in Christian history
throughout her book.

1978 Edwards, "For Your Immortal Spirit Is in All Things," p. 65. His reflections on the possibility of multiple incarnations
if there are multiple intelligences throughout the universe supports the limitation of Jesus of Nazareth’s person and work to
humans.

197 We hear the echoes of Richard Niebuhr’s classic (H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, [1st ] ed. (New York,:
Harper, 1951).)
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not in being “perfect” (a notion with little ecological or evolutionary meaning), but in accepting death,
even violent death, so as to enter into life. Certainly his challenge to those who would follow him, as
we have it recorded in the gospels, frequently refers to the need to accept finitude in order to
participate in eternal life, especially finitude deliberately inflicted by others'***. Yet his was not a
morbid life. He did not pursue finitude but he did not hide from it either. This enabled him to
embrace life in all its fullness, and that is what he offered to those who came to know God through
him.

Jesus’ mission would then be to call humans to embrace our finitude in order to participate in life, to
have full relationships which God can vicariously enjoy, and to have a full, direct relationship with
God. In other words, Jesus came to call us back into the evolutionary story of life.

Of course, fear of finitude is not always a bad thing. It is perfectly reasonable and highly adaptive to
be afraid when harm is an immediate possibility. It would never have evolved otherwise. The fear
which requires salvation is the chronic, overwhelming, fear of finitude which prevents us engaging
fully with life, and causes us to inflict harm on others in order to hide from it. This level of chronic
fear is only possible for those who are conscious, probably even self conscious; so we would expect
the potential for it to have slowly grown over the last few million years, amongst primates and possibly
cetaceans.

If the potential for this chronic fear has existed for millions of years, why did God leave the
incarnation so long? Just because the biological potential existed does not mean that it actually
occurred. Human brains have changed little in over 100,000 years, yet what we think about has
changed enormously. This chronic fear of finitude may be a relatively recent event. It is not even
clear that this fear is a problem for all humans today, a point I will elaborate on in chapter 10.6. For
now, though, I want to consider why God intervened in human history at all- why did God become one
with our human flesh?

For one thing, Jesus came for humanity’s sake. Jesus’ central message as recorded and expounded by
his earliest followers was that God loves humans. This is what gives us the confidence to embrace our
finitude. How it gives us this confidence might be along the lines proposed by Clark. She argued that
what we primarily fear is the lack of either bonding or autonomy. Since they pull us emotionally in
different directions, we need to be able to make sense, or meaning, of our inability to have both. If this
is missing, or if we simply lack one or the other outright, then our finitude overwhelms us. Belief in
God and the great biocentric story of the universe might answer the need for meaning, as we balance
our sense of bonding and autonomy not only from each other, but from the other creatures around us,
indeed from God. Perhaps the fear of finitude is greatest when we think it will make us overly
dependent on others, or abandoned by them.

Equally, for the sake of other creatures. If we see current human action as mostly evil, then Jesus
came for the sake of those creatures whose habitats are being destroyed as we seek immortality, or at
least distraction, through consumption and control. He becomes the Jonah sent to warn humans of the
consequences of our godless ways, or the Lorax who speaks for the trees'”!. Here we reconnect again
with the vast body of ecotheology which, for whatever reasons, calls on us to limit our consumption of
resources in order to make more available to the rest of life on Earth. God acts to save creation, not by
changing its nature but by limiting the ecological impact of humans within nature. God does not need
to save other creatures form the fear of finitude, it usually only concerns them when it needs to'**.
Animals are saved in a secondary sense, from the unnecessarily prolonged fear of finitude imposed on
them by fearful human systems. For example, the domestic livestock who are crammed into slaughter

1950 Of the numerous examples in each gospel, see for example Matthew 5:10-12; Mark 10:29-31; Luke 14:25ff; John
12:24-25.

1981 «“My name is the Lorax, I speak for the Trees. I speak for the trees since the trees have no tongues...” Theodor Seuss
Geisel (Dr Seuss), The Lorax (not stated: Random House Books for Young Readers, 1971).

1982 peacocke, "The Challenge and Stimulus of the Epic of Evolution to Theology," p. 101.
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yards, trembling fearfully amidst the sounds and smells of death which they know intuitively spell

danger for them'*®’.

If we see the human mediated extinction as good, then we might imagine that God intervenes for the
sake of those who will profit when we embrace our eventual extinction, and we hear especially Jesus’
calls to renounce our lives in order to participate in eternal life. To lay down our (species’) life for
those friends yet to come.

Finally, perhaps pre-eminently, God did it for God, whose experience of life includes the vicarious
experience of life through creatures, and who would thus experience less fear and more joy if we
escape or at least minimise our fears.

This line of thinking obviously implies that the incarnation of God in Jesus of Nazareth may not have
happened, something which Christians have disagreed on through the ages. Had humans not fallen
into chronic fear, there would be nothing to save them from, thus the incarnation depends on human
action, not God’s completely free initiative. One response is that there is nothing to stop the
incarnation happening for a different reason, just because God felt like it. In the wider context,
though, I have already argued that the evolution of humans in the first place was highly contingent.
Had a few things gone differently the most self-conscious species on the planet may not even be
mammalian. There may not even be a self conscious species. Since human evolution is contingent, so
must be the birth of Jesus of Nazareth, and thus the specific incarnation which launched Christianity.

It did not need to occur, but Christians claim it did. I suggested above that it represented God calling
humans back into the evolutionary story of finitude and contingency. Yet this is not a common view
even in ecotheology. Christianity is often seen to be a fight against our “selfish” evolutionary history,
a counter-evolutionary force. As examples of this thinking I will consider the ethical visions of Sallie
McFague and Rosemary Radford Ruether. I focus on them because of their undeniable influence in
the field of ecotheology and ethics'*®*. McFague has quite an ambiguous view of death. Radford
Ruether, like a number of other ecofeminists, is unreservedly affirming. But both seem to envisage the
ethical project as something counter to the evolutionary history of Earth. I will try to show that their
fundamental concerns for justice can be addressed within an evolutionary framework, and then
speculate as to where we might expect these ethical systems to actually work.

10.5 Jesus against evolution?

In chapter 8.2.5 I decided in favour of the Darwin/de Waal understanding of the evolution of ethics
over against the Huxley/Dawkins one, where evolution is seen to be a selfish process, creating
instinctively selfish creatures. It is the latter framework which dominates popular thinking, and not
surprisingly theological responses to the theory of evolution tend to respond to this view of evolution
and morality. So, within the Uniting Church we have Professor Rod Rogers, a biologist, who argues
that,

1983 T believe that slaughter houses are not only economically efficient, but they are popular because they shelter most of us
from the reality of death. We cannot even kill our dogs, but have them “put to sleep.” Professionals in hospitals, hospices,
funeral homes and crematoriums take care of death for most westerners.

1984 McFague’s Earth as body of God model, for example, is widely used in eco-engaged theology up to the present, e.g.
Birch, "The Liberation of Nature," p. 6, Halkes, New Creation : Christian Feminism and the Renewal of the Earth, p. 154,
Lorna Hallahan, "Embracing Unloveliness: Exploring Theology from the Dungheap," ed. Denis Edwards (Minnesota:
Liturgical Press, 2001), p. 113, McDaniel, "Revisioning God and the Self," pp. 247-48. Through the participation of people
like McFague and Birch in the Annecy gathering, this model was incorporated into the very influential Liberating Life
report to the World Council of Churches (Participants in the WCC Annecy Gathering, "Liberating Life," p. 279.). Radford
Ruether coedited a recent major work on ecotheology (Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether, eds., Christianity
and Ecology : Seeking the Well-Being of Earth and Humans (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ Pr, 2000).). She is widely
cited in eco-engaged literature, and perhaps best known for her book Gaia and God (Ruether, Gaia & God : An Ecofeminist
Theology of Earth Healing.)
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. we are born selfish, selfishness has shaped us to the point where we have the
intellectual facility to recognise selfishness and escape from it 1085

13

Charles Birch initially sounds like he has escaped this trap when he recognises that,

“Neither our nature nor culture is bad... It is too easy for us to say we are victims of
s el . 1086
our genes or victims of our environment.

Yet his main thrust, relying on Huxley, is that our nature is indeed selfish, and we need to, ... outfox
what evolution has led us to (emphasis mine).'”*”” Theologically, Birch criticises the version of
Original Sin which he traces from Augustine through Luther and Calvin. He shows how it parallels
the notion of genetically embedded selfishness. He also correctly contrasts Augustine with Pelagius,
whom he seems to favour. It would seem logical, then, for him to rely on Darwin and Frans de Waal,
rather than Huxley and Dawkins for his scientific explanation of the links between genes and
temperament. Since de Waal is not mentioned by Birch it appears that he was, unfortunately, unaware
of his work, and thus a more satisfying and scientifically correct vision for ethics. When McFague and
Radford Ruether claim that Jesus’ ethic is counter-evolutionary, then, they stand within the theological
majority.

McFague’s misunderstanding of the nature of the evolutionary process is revealed when she claims
that we can counter natural selection with the principle of solidarity'*®. As a result, “... the physically
challenged are not necessarily cast aside as they would be if only genetic selection were operative.'**”
She believes that we have replaced biological with cultural evolution, where we can prioritise a desire
for all life forms to share the basic good of the planet. This, “solidarity of each with all” is, she
believes, counter to the workings of natural selection or the survival of the fittest'®’. Because she is
ambivalent about death, she wrestles with the possibilities for justice in a world of natural selection'®",

which leads as she sees it to the natural evil of death and suffering.

We need to correct the idea that anything can counter natural selection. It will always occur.
Solidarity is a practice which natural selection “judges” according to its biological consequences, it is
not something which can operate “against” natural selection. Clark has explained how individuals
who practiced reciprocal solidarity with others in their small group were selected for during the ice
ages in our recent history' ">,

The contrasting of solidarity with survival of the fittest also reflects a common misunderstanding of
that unfortunate term'®”. The “fittest” are not to be contrasted with the “weakest”, like the physically
challenged McFague mentions. The “fittest” are those who best fit their environment, measured by the
extent to which they survive to breed, and/or care for offspring who share their genes. The unit of
selection is not even so much the individual as their genes. Genetic selection does not “cast aside” the
physically challenged, but if there is a genetic basis for their condition, and if it is severe enough to
prevent any carriers of the gene from breeding, and from caring for others who are otherwise closely

195 Rogers, "Evolution," p. 63.

198 Birch, Biology and the Riddle of Life, p. 87. This concludes a lengthy section on the issue, which started on page 78.
1%%7 Ibid, p. 80.

1988 McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, p. 171.

1959 Tbid.

19 Thid, p. 172.

11 Tbid, pp. 170ff.

192 Clark, In Search of Human Nature, pp. 107-25.

1993 Frans Roes, I Had the Future Exactly Wrong. Interview with Robert Trivers [internet] (1995 [accessed 1 July 2004]),
available from http://www.froes.dds.nl/TRIVERS.htm. Segundo is another Christian theologian who, in an extended
discussion of natural selection and evolution, gets the concepts and its implications almost completely wrong, concluding,
“... what relation could the human search for meaning and the Kingdom of God preached by Jesus have with a universe
which, in the struggle to the death, selects ‘the fittest’ to survive?” (Juan Luis Segundo and John Drury, An Evolutionary
Approach to Jesus of Nazareth, ed. Juan Luis Segundo, Jesus of Nazareth, Yesterday and Today ; V. 5 (Maryknoll, N.Y.:
Orbis Books, 1988), pp. 50-61.)
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genetically related, then selection will tend not to favour the ongoing survival of the genes that code
for it.

In claiming that Christianity is counter cultural when it promotes the inclusion of the excluded and
weak, we need to remember that McFague is writing primarily against western industrial cultures.
Such cultures do indeed marginalise and cast aside, and they could afford not to. It has been shown,
however, that in other less technological cultures, with smaller numbers, where people know each
other, there is a strong tendency to care for the injured to a point. This predates H. sapiens - it is
known that Neanderthals took care of their sick and injured'®*, as do other primates. Indeed, many
social vertebrates tend to do so, within their means. Elephants, for example, have strong social bonds
and display high levels of altruism'®””. There are limits, even in human societies, and the limit
generally appears to be about survival. Infanticide, for example, was necessary for survival in
Australian nomadic communities in times of scarcity'*®, as mothers adjust their maternal effort to
their circumstances'”””.

Is that, we might ask, really an evil? Are individuals in such circumstances really called to lay down
their life in the place of the frail elderly, or the infant? Is it really unfair that some are left to die, if all
have an equal chance of being that somebody? The more death affirming ecofeminists like Radford
Ruether might say no.

Ruether embraces death and pain and suffering; but rejects their unequal and therefore unjust
distribution. It is not that people die that is evil, but that some people, in trying to deny their finitude,
construct systems of domination and distortion'**® which make others suffer and die more quickly than
they ought,

“Sexism and all forms of exploitative domination are thus not parts of the image of

God, but forms of sin.'%?”

This is a compelling vision of human communities. If the image of God is confined to H. sapiens, this
statement may provide a practical ethical starting point. It calls people to share resources so that all
have an equal chance at a fulfilled life, even though that life will involve pain, and one day come to an
end. But if the image of God is /ife, and humans are part of the evolutionary process, we seem to face
a major dilemma.

For a central claim, if not the central claim, of evolutionary biology is that it is the unequal distribution
of resources, the shortage of resources, and the differential successes of organisms in exploiting them,
that makes some individuals more likely to survive, and thus fuels natural selection. Only by claiming
that human biological evolution has stopped can we claim that the unequal sharing of resources is
fundamentally evil, and then only for humans. Only an ecology divorced from evolution can imagine
that a good world is one in which all creatures have enough. Yet even then we would need to
acknowledge that exploitation is an essential part of ecology, and a major component of many
ecological relationships. Life forms use life forms. Parasitism is a major life strategy. Every
organism relies on, and often precipitates, the pain, death and even suffering of others in order to
survive.

199 zimmer, Evolution, p. 300.; Sarah Hrdy, The Past, the Present, and Future of the Human Family [internet] (2001
[accessed 6 October 2004]), available from http://www.tannerlectures.utah.edu/lectures/Hrdy 02.pdf.

1995 Caroline Moseley, Numbers: Not the Whole Story (1999), available from
http://www.princeton.edu/pr/pwb/99/0329/elephants.htm.

1996 Anonymous, Aboriginal Culture for Health Workers. Episode 33. [internet] (c2004 [accessed 6 October 2004]),
available from http://www.medicineau.net.au/AbHealth/33.HTM.

"7 Hrdy, The Past, the Present, and Future of the Human Family. Hrdy points out that the more support the mother has
from others in her group, the less likely abandonment will be.

1998 Ruether, "Ecofeminism: The Challenge to Theology," pp. 105-06.

19 Ruether, "The Future of Theology," p. 251.
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What we might affirm is that evolution proceeds, and thus ultimately God’s richness of experience is
enriched, when a// organisms are subject to exploitation (use by others). Many organisms use
technology to attempt to maximize their resource exploitation and minimize their chances of being
exploited''”, but most of these technologies have very limited effectiveness. Some humans, however,
have managed through technology to greatly increase their exploitative potential, whilst insulating
themselves from being exploited, including delaying their deaths through various technologies. Even
when they do die, some hide deep in the ground in coffins, thus denying the soil microbes, and thus the
trees and animals, access to their bodily resources for decades, or even permanently. Cremation is
even worse - destroying many useful organic materials and consuming vast amounts of energy' '*'. An
expression of sin, then, might be the removing of the self from the cycle of exploitation on which life,
and thus God, depends.

As for domination, ecologists often talk of dominant species, those whose activity in a particular
ecosystem has a major impact on other species, larger than their numbers would lead us to predict. On
ecological time scales, such species sometimes sow the seeds of their own destruction, by
manipulating their environment to the extent that they are no longer suited to it. On evolutionary time
scales, the demise of dominators is often due to external factors. So again, a rich image of God, over a
long enough time scale, requires domination, but also requires the dominance of any one species to be
ephemeral. Sin, then, may be use of technology to block this ephemerality.

So Radford Ruether says that individuals must embrace their finitude, and justice is achieved when we
share equally in that experience. Since finitude often results from the actions of others, I am proposing
that justice is an equal sharing in the experience of being exploited and dominated, rather than
escaping the experience altogether. This does not mean that we expect people to have an exploitative
and dominating atfitude. Rather, natural selection will “choose” between individuals and communities
based on the extent to which their attitudes lead them to effectively exploit and dominate the resources
around them. Some communities will choose to care for their sick and old, others will not. Some will
be highly individualistic, others very communal. None of these strategies oppose natural selection, all
will be “evaluated” by natural selection, according to which aid the survival of the community in their
environment, and ability to respond to changes in that environment as they occur.

Yet we know that evolution proceeds in a somewhat punctuated way. It is during times of massive
environmental flux, especially when populations are isolated from each other, that the most rapid
evolution occurs. Here technology creates a paradox. On the one hand, the use of human technologies
produced massive changes in ecological conditions. On the other hand human technology allows those
who possess it to survive these same changes, at least for several generations. Technology buffers
actions from consequences. Secondly, while technology allows humans to travel the globe and thus
reduces cultural and biological isolation, there is an increasing gap between those who have and do not
have acc?lsos2 to technology, which effectively produces class based, rather than geography based
isolation .

Of the many things I could attempt to engage with at this point, I want to highlight the heterogeneity
within the species Homo sapiens, based not on genetics, but access to technology. This leads to a
biocentric ethic which fits within, rather than standing against, our evolutionary heritage, and which
avoids the widespread slide from biocentric theology to anthropocentric ethics.

"% For example apes use sticks to remove termites from mounds, thus increasing their ability to exploit the termites. Many
creatures construct nests and even stone shelters to reduce their chances of being exploited by others for food.

"% When I did my postgraduate diploma in environmental studies one of the masters students was measuring the relative
environmental impact of different methods of human body disposal. She told me that cremation was easily the worst, and
shallow burial, naked or in cotton clothes easily the best. If you choose the latter, it is worth including a non-biodegradable
note with which to allay the concerns of police.

192 Reproductive isolation is a major catalyst for speciation. Overlaid on this is the relative freedom of cultural ideas and
behaviours from genetics, and the rapid evolution of these elements (popularly referred to as memes) across biologically
stable human populations.
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10.6 Jesus’ ethic: “human versus creation” to “rich versus poor”

In order to ground ecotheology in a central message of Christ, McFague attempts to reimagine nature
as the new poor''”*. She also points out that the human species contains within it both rich and poor
people''”*. Despite this, she maintains a clear distinction between the human and non-human poor, so
her ethic remains determinedly anthropocentric''’® despite her claims to the contrary. She criticises
deep ecologists for claiming that humans are but one species amongst many, and is emphatic that, ...
our own species must be first in consideration and importance (emphasis mine).' '’ She goes on to
contrast the plight of a starving human child with starving animals, and argues that unless we uphold
the needs of the child we are widening the gulf between social and environmental activism''"".

Ecologically, it is not simply membership of Homo sapiens which dictates one’s impact on the systems
of Earth. It is not differences amongst humans in their genetic makeup which determines their
ecological relationships, but differences in their access to and use of technology. It is technology
which allows some humans to be such effective dominators and exploiters, and escape the
consequences in the short term. History suggests that few human civilisations persist for more than a
few hundred years once they develop technology''®®, and that their neighbours which are put in range
by that technology persist for even less time''?”.

It is not the extinction of H. sapiens, then, which is actually the most ecologically significant event in
the future, it is the removal of the technology which enables some to be so resource rich. At this point
in our evolutionary story, this category includes on/y humans but it does not include a// humans.

Not all humans are technologically or ecologically equal. The agencies of the Uniting Church which
deal with humans have repeatedly called attention to, and sought to redress, the widening gap between
rich and poor, oppressive and oppressed, in Australia and the world''"°. Uniting Church ecotheology,
however, speaks of humans as an all inclusive “we,” and thus loses much of its prophetic potential. To
lump an oppressed Indigenous population in with its oppressors, or landless peasants in the Philippines
with Bill Gates, has no defensible basis now that we have rejected the ontological distinction between
humans and other animals. When we combine the critique of wealth with the critique of
anthropocentrism we are better placed to approach ethics biocentrically. Even if McFague is right, and
Jesus had little direct concern for the plight of non humans''"", his teaching still has much to say to his
followers today, given his preoccupation with critiquing wealth and power, and those who possess it.
Rather than a simplistic call to all humans to better exercise their divinely appointed stewardship, the

"% McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, chapter 6.

"% Ibid, p. 4. Throughout the rest of the book she often fails to uphold this, however, often speaking of all humans as
“we.” (eg pp. 105, 108-110).

"% Kwok Pui-Lan also criticises McFague on this point, and McFague’s claim that Jesus has little to say directly about
other creatures (Kwok Pui-Lan, "Response to Sallie McFague," in Christianity and Ecology : Seeking the Well-Being of
Earth and Humans, ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ Pr, 2000).).

196 McFague, The Body of God : An Ecological Theology, pp. 116-17.

"7 Ibid, p. 117.

"% Diamond provides a very useful, short summary of the ecological collapse of human societies (Diamond, Ecological
Collapses of Pre-Industrial Societies.) The low technology Aboriginal nations in Australia survived in some form or other
for tens of thousands of years.

1% Ruether summarises the collapse of empires and those they conquered around the Mediterranean (Ruether, Gaia & God
: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing, p. 173-87.). The rapid collapse of the Aboriginal nations in Australia is recent
example.

19 This flows from the commitments of the first Statement to the Nation in 1977. A summary of many of the significant
documents was collated by the then director of Assembly Social Responsibility and Justice, Robert Stringer, Uniting Faith
and Justice: A Bibliographic Essay (1999 [accessed 30 November 2004]), available from
http://assembly.uca.org.au/unitingjustice/resources/other/UnitingFaithandJustice2 1 years.doc (relocated).

"1 Sallie McFague, "An Ecological Christology: Does Christianity Have It2," in Christianity and Ecology : Seeking the
Well-Being of Earth and Humans, ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard Univ
Pr, 2000), p. 35. This is a claim Kwok Pui-Lan, with some justification, rejects (Pui-Lan, "Response to Sallie McFague.")
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rich among us are confronted with the challenge of Christ, who placed himself in solidarity with (as
opposed to patronising benevolence towards) the poor.

Life as the image of God allows us to see the basic connection between landless peasants and the
animals around them, suffering at the hands of the rich and powerful humans who exploit them. The
false distinction between social justice and ecological justice disappears. We see that the main
ecological dynamic on Earth at the moment is that between the resource rich and poor, the latter
including most humans and most other animals'''?.

A theology which seeks to enrich God’s experience of life, then, is called to embrace the radical
humbling of humanity, not its extinction. The eventual extinction of humans will not remove pain,
suffering and death from the planet, any more than our appearance precipitated it. There is no pre-
human Eden for the rest of life to return to after our passing. Biocentric theology hears the echo of the
one who called his followers to humble themselves in order to participate in Life, who, according to
the records we have, spoke more about the perils of hoarding resources than anything else.

But can it ever work? Let us suppose that despite all the unknowns about the ultimate impact of
human mediated extinction, we decide, in the interests of furthering our own spiritual quest, to love
God. We decide that to follow Jesus’ ethic of wealth, interpreted for our day, is a good thing. Could
whole societies ever actually follow the teaching of Jesus? I must confess to being sceptical that high
technology societies could achieve this; based on the historical evidence of the relationship between
technology and humans. Jesus’ near obsession with the dangers of wealth gives Christians further
cause to be sceptical. Is there, then, any context in which his ethics, or his vision might prevail?

10.7 Bioregional ethics- where might ethics “work”

Dutney points out that Jesus never said his ethic would prevail. Christians are not called to do what
works, but to do what they do because of what God is like, because the reign of God has come near'' .
Luke tells us that Jesus called us to be merciful because that is what God is like''', not because we
will be better off if we do. The call of Jesus was not to love our neighbour, but to love our enemy.
This includes those who consciously and unnecessarily seek to harm, even kill us. It surely then
extends to those who consciously seek our demise out of necessity, such as the lion. And even more
so those who unconsciously assault us, from annoying mosquitos to deadly parasites and microbes.
What does turning the other cheek mean in this context?

Jesus’ ethics may have been impractical, but Walter Wink believes he also taught a practical way of
resisting being treated unethically, a way of resisting exploitation. In turning the other cheek and
going the extra mile Jesus was teaching us to confront and upstage those who exploit us''"” with a
minimum of violence and danger to ourselves. This could, very playfully, condone our swatting of
mosquitos, using an open hand rather than a backhanded slap.

Is there any hope that communities which act graciously towards all life, whilst resisting the
ungracious actions of others, could survive? Can Christian communities really exist?

It seems reasonable to think that Jesus’ ethic might be most possible for those to whom it was
addressed; small communities of technology poor, relatively communal humans surviving in a

112 Wwell treated stock, for example, are relatively resource rich, as are most species whom humans consider vermin, such
as rats and cockroaches, whose population levels have exploded commensurate with human populations.

" Dutney, Love Your Enemies.

"1 Luke 6:36, “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful.”

"5 Ched Myers, Who Will Roll Away the Stone? Discipleship Questions for First World Christians (Maryknoll, New
York: Orbis, 1995).; Walter Wink, Naming the Powers : The Language of Power in the New Testament, ed. Walter Wink,
The Powers ; V. I (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). His Powers trilogy is slightly reworked and summarised in Walter
Wink, Jesus and Nonviolence: A Third Way, Facets (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003).
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challenging environment. That environment could be an exploitative high technology society, or
“wilderness.” Jesus’ ethic is in a sense a call to those small communities to return in some way to the
practices of the pre-technological communities from which we evolved. A call to attempt to re-enact
those small Pleistocene-like communities in which all shared equally in the likelihood of joy and pain,
birth and death. In other words, Jesus might be calling his followers back to embrace the pattern and
ethic which comes directly out of, rather than opposing, human evolution. Might this be the best, even
the only, context in which his ethics “work”? They certainly seem to have had little effect in large
high technology societies'''°.

This may be because it is impossible to actually save an ethical system where one’s actions are
divorced from the consequences, and this is exactly what technology achieves, at least over the time
scale of human generations. The smaller and lower technology a group, the less divorced the
individuals are from the consequences of their actions, both socially and ecologically. Dutney’s claims
that Jesus calls us to imitate God, rather than do what is practical, must be tempered by Jesus’ repeated
assurance that there were consequences for our actions. How hard it is for the rich to enter the
kingdom of heaven! We are to renounce earthly wealth to gain heavenly wealth''"”.

The biological material through which our ethical systems emerged (primarily our brains), evolved
within small groups of socially organised animals. Our ethical systems gained complexity as our
brains did. Reciprocal altruism appears to be the genetic basis by which ethical and proto-ethical
organisms survived. We might expect, then, that social constructions in which reciprocal altruism,
consciously pursued or not, is possible, are likely to enhance the pursuit of ethics. In other words, we
need small, relatively stable communities whose technology does not allow them to exploit the
resources of others without having to engage socially with them. It may be possible to set up such
communities within existing, high tech societies, though it would come at considerable cost. The early
Christian communities discovered this'''®, as have the many Christian intentional communities which
have come and gone since. It would appear, however, to be a minimal requirement for any ethic if it
wants to escape the need to constantly cut across the very valuable moral mores we have evolved over
the millennia. The choice appears to be between being immoral (even if only because we are caught
up in an immoral system), or being poor.

So an ethic which minimises its discord with our evolutionary past requires a movement towards
localised living, where cause and effect are joined, learning to live in such a way whilst knowing that
most people will not. Such groups will not simply be left alone by the more technological system in
which they are immersed. There will inevitably be a constant systematic tendency for the surrounding
society to remove resources from the smaller group. What, then, to do?

One possibility is to accept the situation, to embrace social poverty and even biological death as the
precondition for eternal life (either now or post-mortem). Such communities would, by definition, be
short lived unless they could evangelise others to their cause. But evangelism requires contact with
others...

"1 T write this in the last days before the 2004 American election, where high profile Christian leaders like Jerry Falwell
saying, “I’m for the president to chase [terrorists] all over the world. If it takes 10 years, blow them all away in the name of
the Lord.” (http://www.sojo.net)

"7 There is an enormous literature about whether this reward was seen by Jesus to be a post-mortem reward, or
participation in a present reality, renouncing a wealthy life to find real life. All we need accept is that there were
consequences of the decision to imitate God or not. There is also the doctrine of grace, which contends the opposite, that
God treats us not as we deserve, not as consequences would predict, but as God freely decides to. The tension between
grace and justice/consequences fills Christian literature. In a biocentric theology with no hope for a post mortem life,
eternal life must be something available now. Grace sounds somewhat like contingency, though the latter can have
negative as well as positive surprises.

1% Schweitzer points out that the Jerusalem church, whose rich members apparently sold what they had to share with their
poor members, soon went broke and had to beg money from the churches which Paul, with his economic pragmatism,
founded (Schweitzer, A Place for Revelation, p. 61.)
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Some therefore seek to share resources with other like minded groups, to build a power base with
which to resist exploitation whilst proclaiming their message. But as such power is acquired, and the
groups become resource rich, they become both more desirable targets for exploitation, and more like
the societies they are trying to resist.

One could attempt to render the surrounding system’s technology impotent, forcing its members to be
accountable. Thus the various projects for revolution which at their best seek to impose democracy on
technologically hierarchical societies. Again, such actions usually require significant technology to be
effective, and thus rarely if ever achieve their ideals.

Accepting that there is little hope of prevailing in any way in direct confrontation against technological
systems, others attempt to create geographic barriers that minimise the system’s ability to exploit the
group. Various movements in Australia have attempted this since the founding of the colonies.
Increasingly, however, this is only possible for those who have profited enough from the system to be
able to purchase land at its current inflated prices. Australia has a lot of very remote land, but all of it
is claimed by somebody, and the inland areas only ever supported small, nomadic populations. Most
eco-communities desire to be settled on arable land, which requires reasonable proximity to the coast.
Sprawling suburbs eventually force up land prices and rates to the point where small communities of

. 1119
cash poor subsistence dwellers are forced out’ .

Escape, defence, parasitism. Ecology has a lot to teach us about the wheres and hows of communal
living, from how to grow food to where to locate ourselves when we try to do so. Is there any hope
that these small ecological communities will again become typical of human existence, rather than rare
exceptions? That their somewhat apocalyptic lifestyles will become mainstream? That the rich will
escape or renounce the dis-ease of wealth and the technology they use to get it?

Many seem to think so. Ecotheology is replete with calls to humanity to use our technology for good,
to help us walk lightly on the Earth and share, rather than hoard, resources. I must confess to being
more sceptical, and I believe this to be an area where the scientific stories of life and Jesus’ teaching
are fully consonant. I want to emphasise that it is the possession of technology, not something
inherent in the people who possess it, which is the problem. There are no “bad” and “good” people.
Humans with technology can be thought of as being infected with some sort of virus, and those
without it are largely those not yet exposed to it, while a minority are those who have successfully
developed immunity.

Technology’s closest biological parallel is a parasite: it needs a host to reproduce and function''*°. It
manipulates its host’s behaviour to enhance it prospects of reproduction. It mutates rapidly and
therefore keeps it host constantly vulnerable to new infections (witness the rapid uptake of flat screen
televisions and DVDs, and the endless purchase of new mobile phones to replace perfectly adequate
ones). It is partly symbiotic, in that it confers some advantages to its host: high technology humans
live longer than low technology humans, and their offspring are likely to survive longer too. Yet, since
its method of reproduction differs from its host, in other ways it reduces its host’s reproductive
potential''*'. High income, high technology families have less children. Resources which might have
been put into successful reproduction by the host are diverted into reproduction of the parasite.
Dawkins also points out that the earlier the parasite enters the host, the more effectively it can
manipulate its developmental behaviour''**. It brings to mind a past Adbusters campaign, in which we

"% In Australia, Grassroots magazine often contains stories of those struggling to make ends meet after moving to their
“self sufficient” block of land. This problem has been long acknowledged, both in Australia (Mary Moody, The Good Life
(Sydney: Lansdowne, 1983), pp. 12-14.) and abroad (John Seymour, The Self-Sufficient Life and How to Live It, 2nd ed.
(New York: DK, 2003), pp. 290-93.).

'120 There is much speculation, of course, that technology will eventually become self replicating and therefore more like a
bacteria, independent of any human host.

2! Dawkins, The Extended Phenotype, p. 224.

122 Tbid.



194/224
gaze over the shoulder of a young child, who sits mesmerized in front of a television set. On the back
of his neck we see a barcode, and beneath the photo is the by-line, “The product is you.”

Bar codes were consistently linked to the number of the beast, which preoccupied those in the
Pentecostal church I attended as a new convert, and the many guest speakers who came to warn us of
the coming apocalypse. Instead of humans possessing technology, perhaps we should think instead of
certain humans being possessed by technology. The rich, then, are not evil, but victims. They are
possessed by the Enemy. Christian tradition has long and often spoken of Jesus as the one who came
to save those who were possessed. Dare we imagine that it is the rich, not all humans, who need to be
saved in the primary, or direct sense?''>> Jesus came to set them free from their possession, a
possession he successfully resisted in the wilderness. When our finitude presses in on us, technology
comes as the Tempter, promising us that we will be able to provide for all our needs, that we will be
capable of great feats without paying the consequences, that we can rule the world, if only we give
ourselves over to it. Most if not all of us who have faced the temptation have failed.

So, Jesus comes in the first instance to liberate these captives, the possessed. Only in a secondary
sense do the poor need to be saved - saved from the unnecessary harm inflicted on them by the
possessed, who are able to break every chain used to bind them. Yet both rich and poor participate in
their salvation. The rich must renounce their possession and fill their lives with relationships, so as to
leave no room for repossession. The poor participate in their salvation through resistance. Through
asserting their equality by turning the other cheek.

For technology is not immortal or unassailable. It too is subject to “natural” selection. Some hosts
seem to develop a level of immunity and resist reinfection. If they group together this enhances their
level of immunity. Pieces of technology also require resources for survival which their host does not:
oil, silicone, plastics and metals. Like most organisms, as technologies multiply they diminish the
resources on which they depend for survival, especially since their hosts practice little recycling and
thus the “dead” cannot be broken down and reused. Some resources are by definition unrecyclable,
like oil. It is far from clear that there is an alternative energy source sufficient to allow technology to
spread over the whole globe, or even persist at current levels in existing populations. The wars
amongst its hosts which are beginning to occur to secure the survival of technology (think oil rich
Kuwait and Iraq, and even East Timor) may paradoxically, by greatly diminishing the number of hosts,
and by engaging technology in competition with itself, significantly reduce the amount of technology
in the future. Through war and the undermining of their resources, large technological societies
repeatedly sow the seeds of their own destruction, creating a breathing space for those who have
retained the memory needed to survive off the land in low tech ways, and managed to remain isolated
from the conflict.

This is one apocalyptic vision we have often been presented with - a post World War III Earth in
which small groups of humans eke out a living with a greatly diminished technological capacity.
Whether the post apocalyptic generation would be any better at using technology differently is
doubtful, and the whole cycle may repeat itself a few hundred or thousand years hence until Earth
witnesses another externally driven extinction event, such as an asteroid strike.

Or perhaps, now that we are so populous and travel so quickly, we will encounter a microbial pathogen
which causes a massive population crash because we are unable to find a cure. Unlike wars and
asteroids, this would greatly reduce human numbers without the associated devastation of the
ecosystems around us, and would surely be the preferred option for any other species able to reflect on
it, not to mention the God who values all of these species.

125 Although we cannot know how ironic he was being, Jesus is often quoted as saying that his ministry had a limited
scope, to the lost (Luke 19:10), and to those who are sick (Matthew 9:12; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:31-32).
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One thing is certain, human population growth will not continue at the present rate for long, and it will
almost certainly be curtailed spectacularly. There is little short term hope that we will avoid this fate.
In the long term, of course, our passing is inevitable. Biocentric theology has no hope for humanity,
and does not need one, at least not a hope of prevailing. Although fears of a present apocalypse obsess
us at times' ** and we fill books in the attempt to avoid it, the whole Earth will experience a final,
inevitable apocalypse four billion years from now. We will not prevail.

Fortunately, Jesus does not call us to prevail. The motivation for forming small communities of
technology resistant humans should not be to prevail. Hope of prevailing is the desire to create a
system which works, which is victorious, but Jesus has called us to do what is right, not what works.
He calls us to embrace death in order to enjoy life while we have it. True hope exists in the fact that
our evolutionary origins bequeath us the desire for intimacy and autonomy, a quest for meaning in
which we can continue to love and be loved, to apprehend God and life even as it crumbles around us.
A hope that the image of God, both as likeness and as relationship, continues around us, and after us,
and will be resurrected after we are gone, whether our exit is induced by rich humans or external
factors. A hope that, in the meantime, our actions might preserve some of this image, both for the
future and for ourselves now, and most especially for the God who called the whole glorious mess into
being in the first place.

Here, then, is a brief recapitulation of a sketch of an ethic which Christian biocentric communities
might use to live out their hope.

10.8 A Biocentric ethic — a brief sketch

e It would not be a conservation ethic, since we know that life is not static. What has been, and
what is now, is not what should be.

e It would be an evolutionary ethic, but not an ‘improvement’ ethic. There is no anthropotelism
or consciousness-telism. What will exist is not better than what has existed.

e Though consciousness is not the end point or goal of life, it is nonetheless significant. When
decisions about the treatment of persons need to be made, their level of consciousness will be a
factor, though not always the controlling one. Likewise for judgments about a person’s moral
responsibilities, which depends not on their species, but their capacity.

e Rather than seeing their ethical vision as a battle against their evolutionary past, it would look
to clues from this past in understanding where, why and how their vision might be enhanced.

e It would seek to promote God’s richness of experience, primarily through promoting rich
relationships amongst its members and all life. The good life is the life which enriches the
experience of God, both experience through life forms and experience of them and their
relationships. Though no life form is sacred and irreplaceable, all are valuable.

e It would appreciate that these relationships come and go, as all of life is in a state of flux. It
would need to rethink how the relationships of community members, including sexual
relationships and marriages, fit into that.

e Since all of life is the image of God, and a lens through which we encounter God, then
Schweitzer’s reverence for life will provide a fruitful source of reflection, though his horror at
the process of natural selection''* and death would need to be addressed.

e It would accept that the world in which it lives is neither benign nor malevolent, and that its
survival relies on the exploitation of life around it, and resisting being exploited to some extent.

e It would see human “disability” as diversity of experience, making the people with disabilities
at least potentially more valuable to God than the multitudes of able bodied and minded people
with their relatively more homogenous experience.

1124 Catherine Keller, New Forward to Apocalypse Now and Then (unpublished manuscript: 2004), p. 1. Keller’s forward,
partly in response to email discussion we had, makes the point that although there is an inevitable apocalypse in the very far
future, most of us are concerned to address the more immediate threat of a human initiated one.

125 Schweitzer, A Place for Revelation, pp. 15-18.
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10.9 Summary

My thesis is that there is no ontological discontinuity between human beings and the rest of life on
Earth. Further, the goal of evolution is not the production of Homo sapiens, or even of conscious life.
Indeed, there is no scientifically discernable goal in evolution; it is a process without meaningful
trends even though, necessarily, there is an overall increase in complexity''*.

Christian theology, then, must speculate on why God created the world in the context of this negative
conclusion from science about evolution’s teleology. The traditional belief, that God desired
something to love, is consonant with, though not derivable from, the scientific data. Process theology
says that God created the universe to have rich experiences, but this must be separated from its very
consciousness-telic understanding of life. Every part of the diverse expressions of life on Earth, past
present and future, add to God’s richness of experience, primarily though enhancing the richness of
relationships amongst organisms, and between organisms and God, since God relates directly fo and
through all life, and has experiences of all life''?’.

God’s mission, then, was simply creation. It is to relate to and through creation. Biocentric theology
affirms God as creator, but rejects those paradigms which claim that God somehow directed the course
of biological evolution, or even the development of the universe. God wanted life, not any particular
form of life. God has no particular career goals for the kids.

On Earth, the image of life cannot be limited to Homo sapiens. Neither can it be sorted into some kind
of hierarchy, mostly because of the theological objection to the divisions this would create within
Homo sapiens. Outright rejection of any concept of the image of God has some merit, since God has
not manipulated life on Earth. Yet that would imply that life has no relationship with God. So
biocentric theology affirms that life is the image of God. Life as a pulsing, flowing whole. This is
consonant with the elements of the science story which point us beyond boundaries: whether of species
or even individuals.

The Christian claim that God is Trinity cannot be limited to the androcentric description of God as
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Even the anthropocentric addition of Mother is insufficient. Rather,
biocentric theology affirms the underlying claims which Trinitarian theology makes about God; that
God is beyond us, became one with us, and remains among and within us. The God who transcends us
and exists apart from us is nonetheless in relationship with us - having become one of us and
remaining amongst and even within us. Surprisingly, in biocentrism God becoming one of us means
God becoming human, though God amongst us refers to all life.

From the theological claim that all life is the image of God flows the theological expectation that all
life will exercise dominion on Earth. This makes good sense of the ecological data. This dominion is
expressed, so science tells us, predominantly in competition for resources, either by individuals or by
temporary cooperatives. This dominion includes the evolutionary past and the ecological present, it
involves creating life and taking it. Scientifically, Earth is neither benign nor malevolent, and
theologically we declare it all to be good. Also theologically, we conclude that all life participates in
the mission of God: the enhancement of God’s richness of experience, whether consciously or not.

If life is the image of God, exercising dominion for God, and participating in the mission of God, then
it makes sense to speak of all life as part of the family of God. At a minimum, following Whitehead,

'12¢ Life must necessarily have been extraordinarily simple when it began, and therefore could only get more complex. The
various reasons for this increase in complexity, such as the survival advantages of multicellularity and sexual reproduction,
have already been discussed.

27T accept the point common to process theology and other philosophical systems which reject an ontological
discontinuity between life and non-life, but have decided not to pursue this in this thesis. It is a sufficient challenge to
argue that humans are in continuity with all life.



197/224
this family of persons includes all creatures with some consciousness. Given the image of God I am
proposing, personhood cannot be limited to individual consciousness. A person is someone that has
relationships, and all life has a relationship with God and with other life. There is no more need to
rank people than there was to rank the image of God. Indeed, it would have the same theological peril.

Jesus of Nazareth comes to us through the Christian tradition as another image of God, often seen to be
a unique image of God amongst humans. Or perhaps a unique image of the God-human.
Paradoxically, the more ecotheologians try to affirm the rest of life on Earth by giving the incarnation
in Jesus cosmic or Earthly significance, the less biocentric they become, often implying that there is
something fundamentally wrong with life on Earth that needs to be redeemed or rescued.

The biocentric theology I am proposing, instead affirms death and pain and suffering as good parts of
creation, not evidence of its fallenness. Jesus therefore has no direct role in life beyond humanity -
there is nothing there to save''>*. Jesus’ mission was to enhance God’s richness of experience of
Earth. To promote life. We hear strong echoes of this in the gospels, the Christ who came that we
might have life, and have it in abundance. Yet we do not hear Jesus telling us to escape death, rather
he calls us to embrace it in order to live. It may be that his mission is to save those who have
succumbed to an overwhelming fear of death, who through trying to save their lives are actually
already dead. He especially seems to have targeted those who try to buffer themselves from finitude
through their wealth, arguing that nobody can follow him unless they give away all they have. Free
from wealth, from technology, they are then reengaged with life, and thus the image of God and indeed
God. The biophilia hypothesis suggests that this depth of relationship and the psychological health it
brings is only available to those who engage with the Wild Other. Jesus, then, came to save humans
back into creation, not out of it or even with it. We are not called to save Earth through being good
stewards, but, if anything, by returning to being plain members of the Earth community.

Having helped us embrace our biological death, has the incarnation also somehow won us a non
biological life afterwards? Is there a heaven? While there is nothing in biocentric theology which
definitely excludes this, I have not come across any vision of this heaven which makes sense. It is
hard to see how, should we enter into a non-biological existence, we could remain in any way
recognisably ourselves. Perhaps there is an afterlife where we somehow exist in the memory of God,
but this is a very different image from the personal resurrection traditionally envisaged in Christianity,
and especially from the bodily resurrection apparently expected in the biblical witnesses. It would also
be a completely deterministic afterlife, where our every action was determined by God’s imagination.
Finally, it is difficult to see how we could remain ourselves divorced from the finitude which so shapes
who we are and what we do.

If there was no bodily resurrection, no life after death, then what do we make of The Resurrection -
that central Christian symbol? If it is not meant literally''*”, as many theologians have claimed' "’
what does it mean biocentrically? To me it carries strong parallels to the evolutionary process, if we
take a God’s eye perspective. Following the death of species comes the resurrection of new ones.
These species are somewhat continuous with the old (for they are genetically related) but are
nevertheless something altogether new. Not all evolution has this resurrection quality, but at the level
of punctuations, and especially mass extinctions, we see life “dying” only to be raised again in new
forms. Hope for a species, even the human species, is not for the sort of eternal life won through
invincibility but through resurrection.

Here we begin to come full circle. I pointed out previously that the Basis of Union also talks about the
Kingdom of God, the final eschatological event, as something which belongs to this world, rather than

28 Unless, of course, they have come to fear death to the extent that it is preventing them participating in life. But then we
would expect that they would experience an incarnation of God appropriate to them, which certainly would not be Jesus.
"2 1t could be literal in biocentric thinking, but the challenge is to work out what it would mean if it isn’t.

1130 Reviewed, for example, in Peter Carnley, The Structure of Resurrection Belief (Oxford, [Oxfordshire]: Clarendon
Press, 1993).
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some new heavenly existence. Resurrection is mentioned only once, and that is Jesus ’ resurrection.
For everything else the Basis anticipated consummation. How much consonance is there between the
Basis and the biocentric theology I am proposing? Of course the Basis is not actually biocentric, but
we notice some interesting trajectories when we re-read it through a biocentric lens. I have argued that
biocentric Christianity is consonant with science without being derivable from it. Has it remained
consonant with the Basis, without claiming to be derived from it? Is the pursuit of a biocentric faith a
valid preoccupation for a minister of the Uniting Church, or are they at such cross purposes that one or
the other must be abandoned?

10.10 Reading the Basis of Union biocentrically

In the first section, the Basis talks of God’s desire for salvation for all people. I have argued that this
salvation is primarily salvation from the chronic fear of finitude which prevents us entering into the
abundant life which God desires for all people. I have speculated that this life denying fear is confined
to Homo sapiens, and not even to all of us. This fear leads some humans to inflict harm on others, who
are then saved in a secondary sense, by being relieved of this harm through the transformation of those
who are overwhelmed by fear. At the end of section one the Basis declares that the church

13

. awaits with hope the day of the Lord Jesus Christ on which it will be clear that
the kingdom of this world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of the Christ,
who shall reign for ever and ever.”

This reiterates the very this-worldly emphasis of the Basis which I highlighted in chapter 6.2, and of
the biocentric theology I am proposing. This-worldly salvation is primarily directed at the rich,
possessed by technology, and only secondarily to the poor persons who suffer as a result. Itisa
salvation which returns all persons to the finitude filled cycles of exploitation and domination.

In section two the Uniting Church is located within the unity of the whole Church, and it commits
itself to recognising unity amidst great diversity. Hear the ecological echoes. We know ecologically
that unity is not found in uniformity, but enormous diversity, connected by a common (genetic)
inheritance. So, when the Uniting Church commits itself to transcending cultural, economic, national
and racial boundaries, biocentric thought sees a trajectory which eventually transcends the species
boundary itself, locating Uniting Church members not just within the unified diversity of the Church,
but of life itself. While the Basis strives for union, biocentric thought acknowledges that it already
exists.

In section three the Basis reflects on the person and work of Christ, claiming that he was given by God
to take away the world’s sin. Since we have rejected the traditional views of the Fall, what do we
make of the “world’s sin,” and it being taken away? Firstly, God loving and Jesus taking away the sin
of the “world” is a synonym for humanity in the relevant biblical witnesses, rather than literally
meaning all creation' ', and this is probably the sense in which the Basis intends it. This would
reflect the reforming and evangelical traditions, which emphasise the more existential experience of
sin: the sense of incompleteness, discord and broken relationships which are seen to demonstrate the
separation of humans from God and thus each other.

Adding our biocentric reflections, Jesus may be thought of as coming to take away the sense of discord
amongst humans, which results from being overwhelmed by the fear of finitude and death. Jesus, then,
offers atonement for those humans who need it. Through the exorcism of technology/fear of death
comes at-one-ment with life and the God of life. The barrier to atonement is not God’s rejection of a
relationship with the human because of their sinfulness, but the human’s fearful rejection of God’s life.
This is quite different from traditional ideas of, for example, propitiatory or substitutionary atonement.

31 predominantly in the gospel and epistles attributed to John.
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Nevertheless, since the Basis deliberately withholds from speculating on the way in which atonement
works' %%, this biocentric atonement is not at odds with the Basis.

The Basis goes on to say that salvation results from the trust in God as Father which comes through the
work of the Spirit, given to all people. The salvation Jesus brings is, we are told, the work of God
alone. How humbling. We have no role in salvation. Compared to this, the realisation that we have
not been entrusted to control the ecosystems of the planet as stewards or servants is a minor
disappointment.

When the Basis says that the Spirit was given to all people, biocentric thinking assumes that this
encompasses much more than human beings. Here again we extend something hinted at in the Basis
itself, for it goes on to call Jesus both Lord of the Church and head over all things - the beginning of a
new creation and a new humanity. By mentioning both separately it displays its anthropocentric
paradigm''*®, but by mentioning both, it nonetheless links the two.

So what is the Church? A Church, Ecclesia in Greek, is literally a gathering, often with a sense of
being called. The Basis says that Church is the “[community] of the Holy Spirit.” Christian tradition,
even anthropocentric versions, also acknowledges that the Holy Spirit has a relationship with all
creation. God is in communion with all of life, so life is the community of the Holy Spirit. The
Church is the community of the Holy Spirit. Life is the community of the Holy Spirit. Life is the
Church, the Earth Church, the gathering called by God to relationship with God. Within the Earth
Church Homo sapiens makes up a recent denomination, admittedly with many sub denominations
within it. Humans are the Baptists of the Earth Church'"**,

We are now well beyond the boundaries imagined by the authors of the Basis, but still I believe on a
tangent which can legitimately be read in their text. Let us continue to read the Basis for a moment as
members of the Earth Church.

Section three goes on to tell us of the, *“...coming reconciliation and renewal which is the end in view
for the whole creation.” By end it means not just purpose, but end-point, since the paragraph goes on
to talk about a final consummation. But in a world not fallen into sin or corruption, what does
reconciliation mean, or renewal? It cannot mean renewal to a pre-human Eden where there is no pain
or death. Here again the idea that Jesus came to save humans back into creation, back into their
acceptance of finitude and especially death, sheds some light.

To the extent that humans accept their finitude and escape the control of fear, they are reconciled to
their place in creation. We would imagine that should this occur, the short term result would be a
dramatic reduction in resource consumption, land clearance and the like, which would allow for a
renewal of the ecosystems around us, and the diversity of life they contain.

Thus the human Church, which is,

13

. a fellowship of reconciliation [returning humans to their proper place in life], a
body within which the diverse gifts of its members are used for the building up of the
whole, an instrument through which Christ may work and bear witness to himself...”

1132 Even the chair of EMU in Victoria admits that the Basis does not enter into detail on this point, though he clearly
wishes it did (Walter Abetz and Katherine Abetz, "Substitutionary Atonement," in Swimming between the Flags, ed. Walter
Abetz and Katherine Abetz (Bendigo: Middle Earth Press, 2002), p. 47.)

"33 1t also reveals its ecclesiocentrism when it states that only people in the Church have been given the Holy Spirit.

3% The same connection can be made by linking the human church as the body of Christ (sections three and seven) to the
Earth as the Body of God, a line pursued so influentially by Sallie McFague, though I have not emphasised it particularly in
this thesis. A hint of this is found in the Commission on Faith and Order, which in 1985 described the church as, ... an
opening into the vast ‘living body’ of God’s creation as a whole, altogether destined for liberation and rebirth.” (cited in
Dutney, "Creation and the Church," p. 54.)
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is but a component of the Earth Church, which was created,

“To be a community'*> of reconciliation [open ecological relationships], a body

within which the diverse [evolved] characteristics of its members result in the
building up of the whole [pulse of life] which bears witness as the image of God.”

The description of the human Church as a community comprised of diverse members in relationship
with each other is thoroughly ecological''*®. This ecological metaphor is echoed in the description of
the relationships between diverse gifts and ministries in section thirteen.

This ecological model is followed by a decided evolutionary one when the Basis calls the Church a
pilgrim people, always on the way [evolving] toward a promised goal. There is no suggestion in the
Basis that the human church of 1977 is any better than that of 1000, or even 30. There is no
suggestion of the liberal doctrine of gradual improvement; so we can imagine an echo of the evolution
of life, which has no teleology but to exist in relationship to God and enrich God’s experience as it
does so. When Christians claim to be on a pilgrimage, then, this does not alienate us from the rest of
life, or relegate it to a backdrop on which our adventure occurs. Rather, it reminds us how much we
are a part of life on Earth, as we saw suggested earlier in World Environment Day 2001'"%’

The second allusion to pilgrimage, which comes at the end of the Basis, sounds similarly evolutionary.
It is the practical application of section 11, which acknowledged the need for theology to be free to
mutate into fresh confessions of the Lord in response to new environments. Section seventeen
therefore commits to mutating its laws in response to new environments, and section eighteen accepts
the need for constant correction (evolution) as it continues toward the promised end. What is this end?
We could consider it to be the time at which humans are reconciled to their finitude filled place in the
world. Yet this is not guaranteed. Even if it did happen, life and evolution would not then stand still.
Since the Basis believes that the end is promised, we might equate it with the end promised by the
sciences, the consummation of life in the final, total death of the planet in approximately four billion
years time.

The Basis reminds us of the serious duty of reading the scriptures, with the help of scholarly
interpretation as outlined in section eleven. In this context, biocentric theology recognises not only the
androcentrism and classism which scholars have identified in the biblical witnesses and their
interpreters, but also anthropocentrism. Like feminism, it finds it possible to retrieve minority voices
which critique the dominant ideology. It also accepts the need to add theological construction to this
retrieval. The minority voices do not say all that needs to be said. The same approach must be taken
to the creeds, which will need, as the Basis itself admits, to be reinterpreted in this new biocentric age.
Likewise the Reformation Witnesses, who will need to be understood to have been addressing only the
humans, with our need to be again and again reminded of grace, the centrality of Christ, and the need
for constant appeal to the scriptures.

Finally, the sacraments. Baptism, which initiates us into the Christian pilgrimage, and the eucharist,
which sustains us on the journey. As discussed in chapter 6.2.5, Healing the Earth proposed some
novel ways of imagining the eucharistic nature of Earth, which would have far reaching implications
for our theology and worship life if adopted. Healing claims that the elements of the eucharist are
actually gifts of God for all creation, not just humans and far less the Christians gathered to drink and
eat them. This has considerable consonance with the idea that humans are not the only persons.
Biocentric theology, however, initially reverses the direction of gift giving in the eucharist. If all Earth

'35 “Community” has a less blokey feel than “fellowship.”

3¢ Dutney recognised the appropriateness of the ecological metaphor for the church in the mid eighties (Dutney,
Manifesto for Renewal, p. 140- footnote 7.) A decade later Granberg-Michaelson used ecology as a paradigm for
ecumenical theology (Granberg-Michaelson, "Creation in Ecumenical Theology," p. 104.)

37 Chapter 6.2.12.
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is eucharist, then the eucharist is first a gift fo Christ. Without Earth there would be no Jesus of
Nazareth. The Earth eucharist enabled Jesus to come and share his eucharist with all people.

Since life is the Church, then we might see the human Church, when it celebrates the eucharist, as
remembering the Great Eucharist in which it is constantly called to participate. The good gift - the
death that brings life. We might see the broken body and poured out blood not only as reminding us of
the death of Christ, but the life giving death which surrounds us every day, all the broken and bleeding
bodies which make up our world, and which we will become'"*®.

Healing was correct in identifying the eucharist as a gift to all creation, or all persons, but this was
bound up in the assumption that all creation is fallen. Yet salvation is pictured not as an afterlife for
all beings, but the reconciliation of humans and “nature.” It is open to the interpretation that the
eucharist is primarily a gift for those humans who need to be reminded that only by engaging in
finitude, in brokenness, can they engage in life, in wholeness. Those already so engaged receive
ongoing encouragement, and secondarily a greater chance to participate in the fullness of life, now that
those saved from fear have made more room for them. So the eucharist is both a converting ordinance
for those too afraid of finitude to enter life, and a sustaining ordinance for those people already on the
journey. This implies, of course, that the restriction of the eucharist to humans is an artificial
discrimination.

Death brings to mind funerals, which would become part of our eucharistic celebrations as we
celebrate the end of a life to make way for new life.

New life. Baptism. The Basis talks specifically about baptism into Christ’s body. This is a
specifically human baptism, since Christ came primarily for humans (or some of us). It is the means
by which fearful humans accept the call to participate in “Christ’s life and mission in the world.” The
result is that they will be, ... united in one community of love, service, suffering and joy, in one
family of the [God] of all in heaven and earth, and in the power of the one Spirit.”

So baptism is for humans, but it is baptism into the one family of God, the Earth Church. The baptised
are those who have, through being saved from the fear of death, returned to the Earth Church from
which they became estranged. In what can be read biocentrically as a rejection of consciousness-
telism, baptism is made available not only to those able to actively confess their faith, but even to
infants who have no idea what is happening. Nurtured in the finitude affirming community around
them, the church prays that they may grow up without experiencing the estrangement from which
some adult converts are drawn to repent''*’.

Baptism into Christ’s body, then, initiates people into the human Church, but this is not an end in
itself. It is for their salvation, to save them from the fear of death and awaken them to their place in
the finitude filled pulse of life, so that they might have this life abundantly. So that they might delight
in, and contribute to the image of God in which they are immersed.

'8 Many of us, of course, already have broken bodies in various ways. Here I am thinking of the really broken, i.e.
decomposing.
"% T mean repent literally, as in the decision to turn around, rather than speculating on the morality of the convert.



11 Appendices

11.1 Appendix 1, Basis of Union,
1992

HEADINGS have been added to each section of
this printing of the Basis of Union for ease of
reference but do not form part of the Basis of
Union approved by the Churches.

1. THE WAY INTO UNION

The Congregational Union of Australia, the
Methodist Church of Australasia and the
Presbyterian Church of Australia, in fellowship
with the whole Church Catholic, and seeking to
bear witness to that unity which is both Christ's gift
and will for the Church, hereby enter into union
under the name of the Uniting Church in Australia.
They pray that this act may be to the glory of God
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. They give
praise for God's gifts of grace to each of them in
years past; they acknowledge that none of them has
responded to God's love with a full obedience; they
look for a continuing renewal in which God will
use their common worship, witness and service to
set forth the word of salvation for all people. To
this end they declare their readiness to go forward
together in sole loyalty to Christ the living Head of
the Church; they remain open to constant reform
under his Word; and they seek a wider unity in the
power of the Holy Spirit. In this union these
Churches commit their members to acknowledge
one another in love and joy as believers in our Lord
Jesus Christ, to hear anew the commission of the
Risen Lord to make disciples of all nations, and
daily to seek to obey his will. In entering into this
union the Churches concerned are mindful that the
Church of God is committed to serve the world for
which Christ died, and that it awaits with hope the
day of the Lord Jesus Christ on which it will be
clear that the kingdom of this world has become
the kingdom of our Lord and of the Christ, who
shall reign for ever and ever.

2. OF THE WHOLE CHURCH

The Uniting Church in Australia lives and works
within the faith and unity of the One Holy Catholic
and Apostolic Church. The Uniting Church
recognises that it is related to other Churches in
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ways which give expression, however partially, to
that unity in faith and mission. Recalling the
Ecumenical Councils of the early centuries, the
Uniting Church looks forward to a time when the
faith will be further elucidated, and the Church's
unity expressed, in similar Councils. It thankfully
acknowledges that the uniting Churches were
members of the World Council of Churches and
other ecumenical bodies, and will seek to maintain
such membership. It remembers the special
relationship which obtained between the several
uniting Churches and other Churches of similar
traditions, and will continue to learn from their
witness and be strengthened by their fellowship. It
is encouraged by the existence of United Churches
in which these and other traditions have been
incorporated, and wishes to learn from their
experience. It believes that Christians in Australia
are called to bear witness to a unity of faith and life
in Christ which transcends cultural and economic,
national and racial boundaries, and to this end the
Uniting Church commits itself to seek special
relationships with Churches in Asia and the Pacific.
The Uniting Church declares its desire to enter
more deeply into the faith and mission of the
Church in Australia, by working together and
seeking union with other Churches.

3. BUILT UPON THE ONE LORD JESUS
CHRIST

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the faith
and unity of the Holy Catholic and Apostolic
Church are built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ.
The Church preaches Christ the risen crucified
One and confesses him as Lord to the glory of God
the Father. In Jesus Christ "God was reconciling
the world to himself" (2 Corinthians 5:19 RSV). In
love for the world, God gave the Son to take away
the world's sin.

Jesus of Nazareth announced the sovereign grace
of God whereby the poor in spirit could receive
God's love. Jesus himself, in his life and death,
made the response of humility, obedience and trust
which God had long sought in vain. In raising him
to live and reign, God confirmed and completed the
witness which Jesus bore to God on earth,
reasserted claim over the whole of creation,
pardoned sinners, and made in Jesus a
representative beginning of a new order of
righteousness and love. To God in Christ all people
are called to respond in faith. To this end God has



sent forth the Spirit that people may trust God as
their Father, and acknowledge Jesus as Lord. The
whole work of salvation is effected by the
sovereign grace of God alone.

The Church as the fellowship of the Holy Spirit
confesses Jesus as Lord over its own life; it also
confesses that Jesus is Head over all things, the
beginning of a new creation, of a new humanity.
God in Christ has given to all people in the Church
the Holy Spirit as a pledge and foretaste of that
coming reconciliation and renewal which is the end
in view for the whole creation. The Church's call is
to serve that end: to be a fellowship of
reconciliation, a body within which the diverse
gifts of its members are used for the building up of
the whole, an instrument through which Christ may
work and bear witness to himself. The Church lives
between the time of Christ's death and resurrection
and the final consummation of all things which
Christ will bring; the Church is a pilgrim people,
always on the way towards a promised goal; here
the Church does not have a continuing city but
seeks one to come. On the way Christ feeds the
Church with Word and Sacraments, and it has the
gift of the Spirit in order that it may not lose the
way.

4. CHRIST RULES AND RENEWS THE
CHURCH

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church
is able to live and endure through the changes of
history only because its Lord comes, addresses, and
deals with people in and through the news of his
completed work. Christ who is present when he is
preached among people is the Word of God who
acquits the guilty, who gives life to the dead and
who brings into being what otherwise could not
exist. Through human witness in word and action,
and in the power of the Holy Spirit, Christ reaches
out to command attention and awaken faith; he
calls people into the fellowship of his sufferings, to
be the disciples of a crucified Lord; in his own
strange way Christ constitutes, rules and renews
them as his Church.

5. THE BIBLICAL WITNESSES

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church
has received the books of the Old and New
Testaments as unique prophetic and apostolic
testimony, in which it hears the Word of God and
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by which its faith and obedience are nourished and
regulated. When the Church preaches Jesus Christ,
its message is controlled by the Biblical witnesses.
The Word of God on whom salvation depends is to
be heard and known from Scripture appropriated in
the worshipping and witnessing life of the Church.
The Uniting Church lays upon its members the
serious duty of reading the Scriptures, commits its
ministers to preach from these and to administer
the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord's Supper as
effective signs of the Gospel set forth in the
Scriptures.

6. SACRAMENTS

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ has
commanded his Church to proclaim the Gospel
both in words and in the two visible acts of
Baptism and the Lord's Supper. Christ himself acts
in and through everything that the Church does in
obedience to his commandment: it is Christ who by
the gift of the Spirit confers the forgiveness, the
fellowship, the new life and the freedom which the
proclamation and actions promise; and it is Christ
who awakens, purifies and advances in people the
faith and hope in which alone such benefits can be
accepted.

7. BAPTISM

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ
incorporates people into his body by Baptism. In
this way Christ enables them to participate in his
own baptism, which was accomplished once on
behalf of all in his death and burial, and which was
made available to all when, risen and ascended, he
poured out the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Baptism
into Christ's body initiates people into Christ's life
and mission in the world, so that they are united in
one fellowship of love, service, suffering and joy,
in one family of the Father of all in heaven and
earth, and in the power of the one Spirit. The
Uniting Church will baptise those who confess the
Christian faith, and children who are presented for
baptism and for whose instruction and nourishment
in the faith the Church takes responsibility.

8. HOLY COMMUNION

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the
continuing presence of Christ with his people is
signified and sealed by Christ in the Lord's Supper
or the Holy Communion, constantly repeated in the
life of the Church. In this sacrament of his broken



body and outpoured blood the risen Lord feeds his
baptised people on their way to the final
inheritance of the Kingdom. Thus the people of
God, through faith and the gift and power of the
Holy Spirit, have communion with their Saviour,
make their sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving,
proclaim the Lord's death, grow together into
Christ, are strengthened for their participation in
the mission of Christ in the world, and rejoice in
the foretaste of the Kingdom which Christ will
bring to consummation.

9. CREEDS

The Uniting Church enters into unity with the
Church throughout the ages by its use of the
confessions known as the Apostles' Creed and the
Nicene Creed. The Uniting Church receives these
as authoritative statements of the Catholic Faith,
framed in the language of their day and used by
Christians in many days, to declare and to guard
the right understanding of that faith. The Uniting
Church commits its ministers and instructors to
careful study of these creeds and to the discipline
of interpreting their teaching in a later age. It
commends to ministers and congregations their use
for instruction in the faith, and their use in worship
as acts of allegiance to the Holy Trinity.

10. REFORMATION WITNESSES

The Uniting Church continues to learn of the
teaching of the Holy Scriptures in the obedience
and freedom of faith, and in the power of the
promised gift of the Holy Spirit, from the witness
of the Reformers as expressed in various ways in
the Scots Confession of Faith (1560), the
Heidelberg Catechism (1563), the Westminster
Confession of Faith (1647), and the Savoy
Declaration (1658). In like manner the Uniting
Church will listen to the preaching of John Wesley
in his Forty-Four Sermons (1793). It will commit
its ministers and instructors to study these
statements, so that the congregation of Christ's
people may again and again be reminded of the
grace which justifies them through faith, of the
centrality of the person and work of Christ the
justifier, and of the need for a constant appeal to
Holy Scripture.

11. SCHOLARLY INTERPRETERS
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The Uniting Church acknowledges that God has
never left the Church without faithful and scholarly
interpreters of Scripture, or without those who have
reflected deeply upon, and acted trustingly in
obedience to, God's living Word. In particular the
Uniting Church enters into the inheritance of
literary, historical and scientific enquiry which has
characterised recent centuries, and gives thanks for
the knowledge of God's ways with humanity which
are open to an informed faith. The Uniting Church
lives within a world-wide fellowship of Churches
in which it will learn to sharpen its understanding
of the will and purpose of God by contact with
contemporary thought. Within that fellowship the
Uniting Church also stands in relation to
contemporary societies in ways which will help it
to understand its own nature and mission. The
Uniting Church thanks God for the continuing
witness and service of evangelist, of scholar, of
prophet and of martyr. It prays that it may be ready
when occasion demands to confess the Lord in
fresh words and deeds.

12. MEMBERS

The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as
members all who are recognised as members of the
uniting Churches at the time of union. Thereafter
membership is open to all who are baptised into the
Holy Catholic Church in the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. The Uniting
Church will seek ways in which the baptised may
have confirmed to them the promises of God, and
be led to deeper commitment to the faith and
service into which they have been baptised. To this
end the Uniting Church commits itself to
undertake, with other Christians, to explore and
develop the relation of baptism to confirmation and
to participation in the Holy Communion.

13. GIFTS AND MINISTRIES

The Uniting Church affirms that every member of
the Church is engaged to confess the faith of Christ
crucified and to be his faithful servant. It
acknowledges with thanksgiving that the one Spirit
has endowed the members of Christ's Church with
a diversity of gifts, and that there is no gift without
its corresponding service: all ministries have a part
in the ministry of Christ. The Uniting Church, at
the time of union, will recognise and accept the
ministries of those who have been called to any
task or responsibility in the uniting Churches. The
Uniting Church will thereafter provide for the



exercise by men and women of the gifts God
bestows upon them, and will order its life in
response to God's call to enter more fully into
mission.

14. MINISTERS, ELDERS, DEACONESSES
AND LAY PREACHERS

The Uniting Church, from inception, will seek the
guidance of the Holy Spirit to recognise among its
members women and men called of God to preach
the Gospel, to lead the people in worship, to care
for the flock, to share in government and to serve
those in need in the world.

To this end:

(a) The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as
ministers of the Word all who have held such
office in any of the uniting Churches, and who,
being in good standing in one of those Churches at
the time of union, adhere to the Basis of Union.
This adherence and acceptance may take place at
the time of union or at a later date. Since the
Church lives by the power of the Word, it is
assured that God, who has never failed to provide
witness to that Word, will, through Christ and in
the power of the Holy Spirit, call and set apart
members of the Church to be ministers of the
Word. These will preach the Gospel, administer the
sacraments and exercise pastoral care so that all
may be equipped for their particular ministries,
thus maintaining the apostolic witness to Christ in
the Church. Such members will be called Ministers
and their setting apart will be known as Ordination.

The Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the laying
on of hands in the presence of a worshipping
congregation. In this act of ordination the Church
praises the ascended Christ for conferring gifts
upon men and women. It recognises Christ's call of
the individual to be his minister; it prays for the
enabling power of the Holy Spirit to equip the
minister for that service. By the participation in the
act of ordination of those already ordained, the
Church bears witness to God's faithfulness and
declares the hope by which it lives. In company
with other Christians the Uniting Church will seek
for a renewed understanding of the way in which
the congregation participates in ordination and of
the significance of ordination in the life of the
Church.
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(b) The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as
elders or leaders those who at the time of union
hold the office of elder, deacon or leader appointed
to exercise spiritual oversight, and who, being in
good standing in any of the uniting Churches at the
time of union, adhere to the Basis of Union. It will
seek to recognise in the congregation those
endowed by the Spirit with gifts fitting them for
rule and oversight. Such members will be called
Elders or Leaders.

(c) The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as
deaconesses those who at the time of union are
deaconesses in good standing in any of the uniting
Churches and who adhere to the Basis of Union. It
believes that the Holy Spirit will continue to call
women to share in this way in the varied services
and witness of the Church, and it will make
provision for this. Such members will be called
Deaconesses.

The Uniting Church recognises that at the time of
union many seek a renewal of the diaconate in
which women and men offer their time and talents,
representatively and on behalf of God's people, in
the service of humanity in the face of changing
needs. The Uniting Church will so order its life that
it remains open to the possibility that God may call
men and women into such a renewed diaconate: in
these circumstances it may decide to call them
Deacons and Deaconesses, whether the service is
within or beyond the life of the congregation.

(d) The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as
lay preachers those who at the time of union are
accredited lay preachers (local preachers) in any of
the uniting Churches and who adhere to the Basis
of Union. It will seek to recognise those endowed
with the gift of the Spirit for this task, will provide
for their training, and 'will gladly wait upon that
fuller understanding of the obedience of Christians
which should flow from their ministry. Such
members will be called Lay Preachers.

In the above sub-paragraphs the phrase "adhere to
the Basis of Union" is understood as willingness to
live and work within the faith and unity of the One
Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church as that way is
described in this Basis. Such adherence allows for
difference of opinion in matters which do not enter
into the substance of the faith.

The Uniting Church recognises that the type and
duration of ministries to which women and men are



called vary from time to time and place to place,
and that in particular it comes into being in a period
of reconsideration of traditional forms of the
ministry, and of renewed participation of all the
people of God in the preaching of the Word, the
administration of the sacraments, the building up of
the fellowship in mutual love, in commitment to
Christ's mission, and in service of the world for
which he died.

15. GOVERNMENT IN THE CHURCH

The Uniting Church recognises that responsibility for
government in the Church belongs to the people of God
by virtue of the gifts and tasks which God has laid upon
them. The Uniting Church therefore so organises its life
that locally, regionally and nationally government will
be entrusted to representatives, men and women,
bearing the gifts and graces with which God has
endowed them for the building up of the Church. The
Uniting Church is governed by a series of inter-related
councils, each of which has its tasks and responsibilities
in relation both to the Church and the world.

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ alone is
supreme in his Church, and that he may speak to it
through any of its councils. It is the task of every
council to wait upon God's Word, and to obey God's
will in the matters allocated to its oversight. Each
council will recognise the limits of its own authority
and give heed to other councils of the Church, so that
the whole body of believers may be united by mutual
submission in the service of the Gospel.

To this end the Uniting Church makes provision in its
constitution for the following:

(a) The Congregation is the embodiment in one place of
the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church,
worshipping, witnessing and serving as a fellowship of
the Spirit in Christ. Its members meet regularly to hear
God's Word, to celebrate the sacraments, to build one
another up in love, to share in the wider responsibilities
of the Church, and to serve the world. The congregation
will recognise the need for a diversity of agencies for
the better ordering of its life in such matters as
education, administration and finance.

(b) The Elders' or Leaders' Meeting (the council within
a congregation or group of congregations) consists of
the minister and those who are called to share with the
minister in oversight. It is responsible for building up
the congregation in faith and love, sustaining its
members in hope, and leading them into a fuller
participation in Christ's mission in the world.

(c) The Presbytery (the district council) consists of such
ministers, elders/leaders and other Church members as
are appointed thereto, the majority of elders/leaders and
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Church members being appointed by Elders'/Leaders'
Meetings and/or congregations, on a basis determined
by the Synod. Its function is to perform all the acts of
oversight necessary to the life and mission of the
Church in the area for which it is responsible, except for
those agencies which are directly responsible to the
Synod or Assembly. It will in particular exercise
oversight over the congregations within its bounds,
encouraging them to strengthen one another's faith, to
bear one another's burdens, and exhorting them to fulfil
their high calling in Christ Jesus. It will promote those
wider aspects of the work of the Church committed to it
by the Synod or Assembly.

(d) The Synod (the regional council) consists of such
ministers, elders/leaders and other Church members as
are appointed thereto, the majority being appointed by
Presbyteries, Elders'/Leaders' Meetings or
congregations, on a basis determined by the Assembly.
It has responsibility for the general oversight, direction
and administration of the Church's worship, witness and
service in the region allotted to it, with such powers and
authorities as may from time to time be determined by
the Assembly.

(e) The Assembly (the national council) consists of such
ministers, elders/leaders and other Church members as
are appointed thereto, the majority being appointed by
the Presbyteries and Synods. It has determining
responsibility for matters of doctrine, worship,
government and discipline, including the promotion of
the Church's mission, the establishment of standards of
theological training and reception of ministers from
other communions, and the taking of further measures
towards the wider union of the Church. It makes the
guiding decisions on the tasks and authority to be
exercised by other councils. It is obligatory for it to seek
the concurrence of the councils, and on occasion of the
congregations of the Church, on matters of vital
importance to the life of the Church.

The first Assembly, however, will consist of members
of the uniting Churches, appointed in equal numbers by
them in such manner as they may determine, and is
vested with such powers as may be necessary to
establish the Uniting Church according to the provisions
of the Basis of Union.

Until such time as councils other than the Assembly
can be established, the Uniting Church recognises and
accepts the various agencies for the discharge of
responsibility which are in existence in the uniting
Churches. It invites any such continuing bodies
immediately to enter a period of self-examination in
which members are asked to consider afresh their
common commitment to the Church's mission and their
demonstration of its unity. The Uniting Church prays
that God will enable them to order their lives for these
purposes.



16. PARTICULAR FUNCTIONS

The Uniting Church recognises the responsibility
and freedom which belong to councils to
acknowledge gifts among members for the
fulfilment of particular functions. The Uniting
Church sees in pastoral care exercised personally
on behalf of the Church an expression of the fact
that God always deals personally with people,
would have God's loving care known among
people, and would have individual members take
upon themselves the form of a servant.

17. LAW IN THE CHURCH

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the demand of
the Gospel, the response of the Church to the Gospel,
and the discipline which it requires are partly expressed
in the formulation by the Church of its law. The aim of
such law is to confess God's will for the life of the
Church; but since law is received by human beings and
framed by them, it is always subject to revision in order
that it may better serve the Gospel. The Uniting Church
will keep its law under constant review so that its life
may increasingly be directed to the service of God and
humanity, and its worship to a true and faithful setting
forth of, and response to, the Gospel of Christ. The law
of the Church will speak of the free obedience of the
children of God, and will look to the final reconciliation
of humanity under God's sovereign grace.

18. THE PEOPLE OF GOD ON THE WAY

The Uniting Church affirms that it belongs to the
people of God on the way to the promised end. The
Uniting Church prays that, through the gift of the
Spirit, God will constantly correct that which is
erroneous in its life, will bring it into deeper unity
with other Churches, and will use its worship,
witness and service to God's eternal glory through
Jesus Christ the Lord. Amen.
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11.2 Appendix 2, Statement to
the Nation, inaugural
Assembly, June, 1977

People of the Congregational, Methodist and
Presbyterian Churches have united. A new church has
been born.

We, who are members of the first Assembly of the
Uniting Church in Australia address the people of
Australia in this historic moment. The path to unity has
been long and at times difficult, but we believe this
unity is a sign of the reconciliation we seek for the
whole human race.

We acknowledge with gratitude that the churches from
which we have come have contributed in various ways
to the life and development of this nation. A Christian
responsibility to society has always been regarded as
fundamental to the mission of the Church. In the
Uniting Church our response to the Christian gospel
will continue to involve us in social and national affairs.

We are conscious of our responsibilities within and
beyond this country. We particularly acknowledge our
responsibilities as one branch of the Christian church
within the region of South-East Asia and the Pacific. In
these contexts we make certain affirmations at the time
of our inauguration.

We affirm our eagerness to uphold basic Christian
values and principles, such as the importance of every
human being, the need for integrity in public life, the
proclamation of truth and justice, the rights for each
citizen to participate in decision-making in the
community, religious liberty and personal dignity, and a
concern for the welfare of the whole human race.

We pledge ourselves to seek the correction of injustices
wherever they occur. We will work for the eradication
of poverty and racism within our society and beyond.
We affirm the rights of all people to equal educational
opportunities, adequate health care, freedom of speech,
employment or dignity in unemployment if work is not
available. We will oppose all forms of discrimination
which infringe basic rights and freedoms.

We will challenge values which emphasise
acquisitiveness and greed in disregard of the needs of
others and which encourage a higher standard of living
for the privileged in the face of the daily widening gap
between the rich and poor.

We are concerned with the basic human rights of future
generations and will urge the wise use of energy, the
protection of the environment and the replenishment of
the earth's resources for their use and enjoyment.

Finally we affirm that the first allegiance of Christians
is God, under whose judgment the policies and actions
of all nations must pass. We realise that sometimes this
allegiance may bring us into conflict with the rulers of
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our day. But our Uniting Church, as an institution
within the nation, must constantly stress the universal
values which must find expression in national policies if
humanity is to survive.

We pledge ourselves to hope and work for a nation
whose goals are not guided by self-interest alone, but by
concern for the welfare of all persons everywhere — the
family of the One God — the God made known in Jesus
of Nazareth the One who gave His life for others.

In the spirit of His self-giving love we seek to go
forward.



11.3 Appendix 3, Statement to
the Nation, Australian
Bicentennial Year, 1988

In this country which has been inhabited for 40,000
years, the Australian nation is celebrating the
Bicentennial of the first European settlement. The
Uniting Church, now in its second decade, greets
our fellow Australian citizens on this occasion.

We give thanks for those times when the Australian
society has established justice, equality, and mutual
respect among people; has placed care for the
people who have least above sectional interests;
has welcomed new migrants and refugees; has
exercised solidarity and friendship in times of crisis
in Australia across divisions of race and culture;
and has engaged constructively with the peoples of
Asia, the Pacific and the rest of the world as
peacemaker.

In the last two centuries the movements of history
have brought together here in one nation, people of
diverse cultures. As a church which is itself
composed of people of many cultures and races,
both Aboriginal and migrant, we rejoice in the
vision of a multicultural society where these
peoples may live together in unity and diversity,
maintaining different cultural traditions, yet forging
a common destiny based on commitment to the
ideals of equality of opportunity, tolerance, justice
and compassion.

At the same time, those of us who have migrated to
Australia in the last two centuries or are the
descendants of migrants, confess that all of us are
beneficiaries of the injustices that have been
inflicted on those of us who were Aboriginal
people. In varying degrees, we all contribute to,
and perpetuate those injustices. We recognise the
violence which has been done to the Aboriginal
people in the colonisation of this continent and the
injustice by which Aborigines have been deprived
of the land. We recognise the continuing
Aboriginal experience of violence and injustice.

The integrity of our nation requires truth; the
history of Australia, as it is taught in educational
institutions or popularised in the media, must cease
to conceal the reality and nature of Aboriginal
society before invasion, what was done to them in
colonisation, and what has been the fate and status
of Aborigines within the Australian nation.
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The integrity of our nation will be measured by
action; by legislative action which honours the
Aboriginal plea for justice, and by popular action
by which the Australian people express their
willingness to support Aboriginal Australians in the
quest for justice and their struggle to reconstruct
their society.

As for the Uniting Church in Australia, in
obedience to God, in concern for the integrity of
our nation, and in co-operation with all citizens of
goodwill, we Aboriginal and newer Australians
have determined to stand together.

In co-operation with all fellow Australians of
goodwill, we are committed to work for justice and
peace, calling for honesty and integrity,
encouraging tolerance and compassion, challenging
acquisitiveness and greed, opposing discrimination
and prejudice, condemning violence and
oppression and creating a loving and caring
community.

We are conscious of conflicts and tensions within
the nation and the world. We deplore the divisions
of humanity along racial, cultural, political,
economic, sexual and religious lines. In obedience
to God, we struggle against all systems and
attitudes which set person against person, group
against group, or nation against nation.

We recognise a widening gap between the rich and
the poor, not only within Australia, but within the
whole human community. We will strive to uphold
the rightful claims of the poor on the resources of
this nation and the world. We will seek to identify
and challenge all social and political structures and
all human attitudes which perpetuate and
compound poverty.

We affirm our belief that the natural world is God's
creation; good in God's eyes, good in itself, and
good in sustaining human life. Recognising the
vulnerability of the life and resources of creation,
we will work to promote the responsible
management, use and occupation of the earth by
human societies. We will seek to identify and
challenge all structures and attitudes which
perpetuate and compound the destruction of
creation.

As a Christian church, born out of the struggles of
Australian Christians to live in obedience to God in
Australia, we find hope in Jesus Christ. We
recognise that we Australian people are of diverse



faiths and cultures and our desire is that we live
together here in one community in justice, peace
and mutual respect.

May the peace of God be with us all.

Sir Ronald Wilson, President
Rev. David Gill, General Secretary
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11.4 Appendix 4, Assembly
resolutions on the Rights of
Future Generations and
Rights of Nature, 1991

91.14.18 The Assembly resolved to adopt the
resolution on the rights of nature and the rights
of future generations:

We believe that God, the Creator, upholds human
dignity. God has created the human in the divine
image. No human authority can take away or
contest the dignity thus bestowed upon the human.

We believe that God has blessed humanity and that
God’s faithfulness endures from generation to
generation.

We believe that God loves the divine creation and
wills the development of its life. No creature is
indifferent in the eyes of God. Each has its dignity
and thereby also its right to existence.

The Holy Scriptures attest to God’s covenant with
the creation. “Behold, I establish my covenant with
you and your descendants after you and with every
living creature” (Genesis 9:9-10).

In view of the fact that this promise is today being
undermined by human lack of moderation,

e we affirm the inalienable dignity of all
humans and call for the recognition and
guarantee of human rights throughout the
world,

e we express the conviction that those who
live today share responsibility for the ability
of future generations to live in dignity,

e we support the attribution of rights not only
to humans but also to nature, God’s
creation, and

e we reject the view that animate and
inanimate nature are mere objects which
stand at the arbitrary disposal of the human.

We call upon the churches to make room for God’s
covenant with creation within the realm of law by
committing themselves at all levels to recognition
of the following “Rights of Future Generations”
and “Rights of Nature”.
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11.4.1 A. Rights of Future
Generations

Future generations have a right to life.

Future generations have a right to an
unmanipulated human genetic inheritance, that is, a
genetic inheritance not artificially altered by
humans.

Future generations have a right to a rich plant and
animal world, and thereby a right to a life within an
abundant nature and to the preservation of
multifarious genetic resources.

Future generations have a right to healthy air, to an
intact ozone layer, and to the sufficient thermal
exchange between the earth and space.

Future generations have a right to clean and
sufficient waters, and, in particular, healthy and
sufficient drinking water.

Future generations have a right to healthy and
fertile soil and to healthy woodland.

Future generations have right to substantial
reserves of non-(or only very slowly) renewable
raw materials and energy sources.

Future generations have the right not to be
confronted with products and wastes of earlier
generations that threaten their health or require
excessive expense for protection and control.

Future generations have a right to “cultural
inheritance”, that is, to an encounter with the
culture created by earlier generations.

Future generations have in general a right to
physical living conditions that allow them a
humanly dignified existence. In particular, they
have a right not to be forced to accept physical
alterations deliberately produced by their
predecessors that inordinately restrict their
individual and collective self- determination in
cultural, economic, political, or social respects.

11.4.2 B. Rights of Nature

Nature — animate or inanimate — has a right to
existence, that is, to preservation and development.

Nature has a right to the protection of its eco-
systems, species, and populations in their inter-
connectedness.

Animate nature has a right to the preservation and
development of its genetic inheritance.



Organisms have a right to a life fit for their species,
including procreation within their appropriate
ecosystems.

Disturbances of nature require a justification. They
are only permissible

e when the presuppositions of the disturbance
are determined in a democratically
legitimate process and with respect of the
rights of nature,

e when the interests of the disturbance
outweigh the interests of a complete
protection of the rights of nature, and
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e when the disturbance is not inordinate.
Damaged nature is to be restored whenever
and wherever possible.

Rare ecosystems, and above all those with an
abundance of species, are to be placed under
absolute protection. The driving of species to
extinction is forbidden.

We appeal to the United Nations to develop a new
Declaration which explicitly protects the rights
mentioned above. Simultaneously, we appeal to the
individual nations to incorporate these rights into
their constitutions and legislation
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