CHRISTIAN  ECOLOGY LINK

A framework for 13-15 year-old GCSE   students and other  interested parties.

This is not intended to contain all the answers , but to provide a framework for students to think about this area for themselves, with suggestions for further study.

CHRISTIANITY AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Every day we hear about pollution, global warming and animal species facing extinction.  The environmental crisis has reminded us that, in order to live, we need the earth, the sun and the air. We are reminded that all our water, food, medicines and fuel come from the world’s natural resources.  Following from this is the recognition that it is our responsibility to safeguard the wellbeing and future of our world and our children – that we must begin to take care of the earth’s resources.

What is Christian Ecology Link?

Christian Ecology Link ( CEL) is an ecumenical organisation. Founded in 1981, its aims are : 1.to promote and spread environmental insights and ideas into Christianity,

and 2. to promote and spread Christian insights into the environmental movement.

‘We seek to stimulate awareness, interest and discussion on environmental issues from a Christian perspective, and promote practical action.’

Why ecology?

Ecology focuses on the connections between different life forms. Ecology demonstrates how we are interconnected with the world around us. This can help us because if we understand the unfolding processes of life we will be better equipped to take care of the world.

For many historical reasons, and some of these  related to the industrial revolution of the 18th and 19th centuries,  we had begun to see the world only as the ‘setting’ in which we live our everyday lives; the natural world as a sort of machine which runs itself; or a ‘natural resources supermarket’ provided solely for our consumption.

( Tim Cooper, Sustaining the Earth)

More recent studies in ecology shows us how species are interdependent and interrelated; that the natural world has value in itself and that we are responsible for much of the damage in recent years.

Christianity and the natural world

Concern for the natural world, of which human life is a  part , is revealed in the Judaeo-Christian understanding of creation. From the creation story, where God walks and talks with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, through the many insights of the Old Testament, especially the Prophets and the Psalms, the Bible reveals God as the Creator of all. The New Testament God cares even for a sparrow’s fall and the beautiful lilies of the field.  Jesus calls his disciples ‘the salt of the earth’ and the ‘light of the world’. Many of the images in his parables come from the natural world around him and the people who were living at the time. Parables of the sower, the mustard seed, the good shepherd, the leaven in the yeast,for example, are all drawn from the experiences of life around him.

In the beginning……..

 “The first stories in the Bible are filled with layers of meaning which affirm God as creator  of the whole universe and which stress the privilege and responsibility that people bear within the created order. The story of creation is an account of origins, not the origin of God , but of God’s activity. God’s activity is revealed in the beginning when God set in motion a process pregnant with possibilities. 

‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the water.’ ( Genesis 1)

The story of creation is written as a song of celebration, with a recurring refrain ‘God saw that it was good’.  Creation has value in itself….

This refrain underlines the concept that all of creation including plants, sea creatures, birds of the air, animals – small and large- as well as the human race have value in God’s sight.” (  ‘Roots and Branches’  United Reform Church)

The Psalms often show the whole universe praising God:

Praise the Lord!

……..Praise him, sun and moon,

Praise him , all you shining stars!

Praise him, you highest heavens,

And you waters above the heavens! ( Psalm 148)

The story of Noah ( Genesis 9) illustrates clearly  that the rainbow covenant 

( agreement) is not just with people – but with all living things –  and that  all animals, including humans, will be judged. 

See if you can find this story in your Bible.

 Creation also reveals God and reflects his image…

Within our British Christian tradition, there has been a strong ecological thread running from our Celtic heritage and the saints who brought Christianity to these isles, such as St. Patrick, Columba  and Cuthbert. They established the first Christian communities  and monasteries at Lindisfarne and Iona.

As I look out from my cave I see the wide ocean,

Stretching west, north, and south to the ends of the earth.

I watch the sea birds swoop and hear them shriek,

And in my mind I can see the ocean depths teeming with fish.

The earth is both majestic and playful, both solemn and joyful,

And in all this, it reflects the one who made it.  ( Traditional)

The Celtic saints went with the flow of nature, working with the cycle of the days and nights, the seasons, the tides and the weather.

See if you can find a great hymn  called ‘The Breastplate of St. Patrick’.

St. Francis of Assisi is well known for his care of the poor, as well as his love for all creatures. He considered all creatures equal and interrelated, and he recognised birds, wolves and even rocks as members of God’s family. Calling the creatures and  the elements his brothers and sisters, he addressed a canticle to

 ‘Brother Sun Sister Moon:  

Praise be ,my Lord, for our sister,

Mother Earth,

Who sustains and governs us

And brings forth diverse fruits with

Many-hued flowers and grass.    ( The Canticle of the Sun)

In 1979, Pope John Paul II named St. Francis as the patron saint of ecologists.

People are to be stewards and co-creators in God’s creation

Another way to describe our role is that humans are God’s representatives, with responsibilities, on earth. Because we are created in the image of God, we have a special role on earth.  We have a special capacity to respond to God and our relationship to the earth is inextricably linked to our relationship with him. But something has gone wrong with this relationship. Human beings have the capacity to do wrong things or to ‘sin’.  

The expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden is inextricably linked with the land  -  ‘cursed is the ground because of you’ says God in the Book of Genesis, chapter 3.  The death of Jesus is accompanied with an earthquake – ‘the earth shook, and the rocks were split’… ( Matthew , chapter 27.)

As we have grown in wealth, and in our variety and diversity of foods, we have often kept these goods only for ourselves while others starve.  We have filled our cars with petrol, unaware of the damage to the atmosphere; we have added fertilizer to our soil , unaware of pollution to the surrounding rivers and streams; we built towns, houses and roads and farmed land unaware of the destruction of habitats and species.  Health and harmony are destroyed by a way of life which disregards the needs of others and indeed of the natural world itself essential for the survival of

ourselves and others , both locally and globally, both now and in the future. 

There is a  theology of ‘enough is enough’. The environmental impact of human consumption is the key to the future. The earth’s life support systems are put under ever-increasing pressure as consumption rises throughout the world. The issue is complex – but globally the rule is simple. Rich countries need to consume less – this will reduce our physical impact on the world.  

Christian Ecology Link suggests, for example, that all our food should be Locally produced, Organically grown, Animal friendly and Fairly traded,

 ( the LOAF principle).

The Bible suggests  that we should seek lifestyles which avoid poverty but do not involve undue affluence. The Israelites were told they should give generously to the poor ( Deut.15. 7-11). Jesus said that the rich should sell their possessions and give to the poor (Matt. 19.21).  The early Christians followed this teaching, giving to anyone on need (Acts 2.45).

.Christian Ecology Link, in line with many other mainstream environmental organisations, focuses on some practical environmental concerns which affect our lives today such as :

-consumerism, energy, water, transport, population, waste and animal welfare -

and questions how we might change our lifestyle so as to live with integrity in relation to them. 

Christian environmental responsibility  flows naturally from our lives as Christians and should inform every aspect of the way we live – in our worship, our relationships with the world around us , its animal and plant kingdoms, the way we travel, what we eat and teach our children.

Christians are asked to offer their own lives for others – and to restore their relationship with God, present in the whole of creation. The New Testament shows, in the Gospels and then especially in the letters of St Paul to the Colossians and the Ephesians, how Jesus came, through his person, his life and his acts of sacrificial love, to restore our relationship with God and the whole world.
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Footnote  for theological consideration


� If creation is part of the fall, it must necessarily be part of salvation:


Romans 8. 19-22


‘the creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time’.





Salvation: its scope and intensity:


‘Theology, a very short introduction’  . David Ford    1999


‘A second basic doctrine is that of creation. If creation is by God and is good, then a doctrine of salvation needs to do justice to the whole human person, including physicality, sexuality and creativity. It makes a great difference how personhood is described – for example, how the ‘image of God’ in a  human being is interpreted, and how human will is related to intellect ,desire and imagination. Thought about salvation also needs to take account of the whole natural world and the cosmos, and the knowledge of it in the sciences, and the aesthetic appreciation of it. 


Creation is also closely related to the doctrine of providence – how God is conceived to be involved in ongoing ways with creation, so that the ‘God who saves’ is discerned in evolution and in human history, including the ‘secondary creation’ produced by human beings in cultures, cities, technologies and other transformations of nature’.





