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Introduction 
 
The problems concerning the environment and especially the causes and consequences of global 
warming are well known and much discussed. Can we – or perhaps: should we – add something to 
this discussion from the point of view of Biblical theology. Is the Bible merely used to confirm 
something we already are convinced of? Is the Bible there perhaps there to motivate us to make a 
change (convert) and to take action? According to archbishop Desmond Tutu ‘resolving the ecological 
crisis of our planet is no longer a problem we can leave to the scientists. Just as we are all part of the 
problem, we are also part of the solution. We all need to come to terms with the forces that have 
created this crisis and the resources within our traditions that can motivate us to resolve the crisis. 
One of those traditions is our biblical heritage.’ Therefore we should study the Bible anew ‘to identify 
those passages which may have contributed to the crisis and to uncover those traditions which have 
valued Earth but been suppressed’ (in: N.C. Habel, Readings from the Perspective Earth, 2000, p. 7). 
The idea that the Bible would have contributed to the crisis was formulated in an influential article by 
the historian Lynn White (‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis, Science 155 [1967], 1203-
1207), who claimed that ‘especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most anthropomorphic 
religion the world has seen’. This is grounded in the story of the creation in Genesis 1 where ‘God 
planned all of this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any 
purpose save to serve man’s purposes’ (p. 1205).  
In this paper I want to present and evaluate two different modern ways to react to this accusation. 
The first tries to prove that the Bible is much more environmental friendly, the second – of the so-
called Bible Earth project – is more critical towards the Bible but also derives inspiration from it in 
reacting to the present ecological problems. Finally, I want to sketch a third approach benefitting 
from what we learn negatively and positively form this evaluation. For this I also want to take into 
account the context in which I am giving this lecture: as a representative from the Western 
civilization which  bears a great responsibility for the damage of nature in large parts of the world 
and for the fact that the poor countries are suffering the most under the present environmental 
problems. 
 
 
The environmental friendly Bible 
 
For a long period the study of the theology of the Old Testament was dominated by the approach of 
especially Gerhard von Rad reading the Old Testament as salvation history.  The theme of creation 
was only of secondary nature. Genesis 1-11 was regarded as no more than the introduction to the 
history of salvation beginning with Abram in Gen 12. To this came a reaction initiated by the 
commentary on Genesis by Claus Westermann. In this and other publication he called for attention 
to the very important aspect of God’s blessings within biblical theology. In this connection it is also 
important to note the growing interest in the ancient Israelite wisdom literature because of its focus 
on creation, through which man can learn about the creator and his will. At the end of his career also 
Von Rad devoted an important study to this part of the biblical theology. This growing interest in 
creation and the earth as a part of creation could also lead to the conclusion that the Bible is not as 
anthropocentric as assumed by White. 
 
Terence Fretheim went one step (or perhaps more than one steps) further in this more positive 
approach towards creation and earth in his book God and World in the Old Testament: A Relational  
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Theology of Creation (2005). He argues that creation presents the foundation for every aspect  
of theology. In his view the importance of creation has been overlooked and underestimated by both 
the church and the academy. He calls it the ‘marginalization of creation’ (ix). Fretheim credits this 
marginalization to a pervading anthropocentrism in the cultural-social-political world. Creation’s 
importance has been diminished by (1) a focus that sees salvation history as more important than 
creation; (2) a tendency to see all reality from the perspective of human existence; (3) a political 
theology centered on the liberation of the human that overlooks the nonhuman; (4) a view that God 
will destroy everything so one need not bother; and (5) a patriarchal view of God that emphasizes his  
mighty acts and neglects his so-called more feminine themes of blessing and creation. Fretheim 
notes that any contemporary interest in creation comes not from traditional  realms such as the 
church or theological disciplines but from an ecological consciousness.  
Central to his thinking is that creation exists apart from the history of human beings. God is the God 
of the entire cosmos; God has to do with every creature, and every creature has to do with God, 
whether they recognize it or not. God’s work in the world must be viewed in and through a universal 
form of reference. That the Bible begins with Genesis, not Exodus, with creation, not redemption, is 
of immeasurable importance.  
Key to Fretheim’s view of creation is that there is a relational creator who has made a relational 
world (13). God freely enters into relationships with creatures. Indeed, a relationship which precedes 
a covenant with both a person and a nation (15). The creator, relational God has created a world in 
which all creatures are interrelated.  Salvation is experienced by both human and nonhuman. (127). 
Fretheim sees God’s providence in the wilderness as often leading Moses and others to sources of 
help that are already available in the world of creation (128); he develops this theme by noting the  
modern use of natural elements in developing medicines.  
God’s creation is at stake in Israel’s behaviors (165). For example, Jer 12 links the land to creation.  
While God responds to Jeremiah’s mourning, God also mourns with genuine grief the distress that is 
coming upon the land and people (179).  
Fretheim acknowledges that biblical texts speak of the total dependence of creation on God, but he 
encourages a deeper textual reading that sees that .God has freely chosen to establish an 
interdependent relationship with the creation, with respect to both origins and continuation and 
with overlapping spheres of responsibility. Indeed, God has freely chosen to be dependent upon both 
human and non-human in the furtherance of God’s purposes in the world (270).  
Fretheim illustrates this with a reference to the praise by nature. He notes that humankind’s 
sinfulness may contribute to smog and that the heavens will declare the glory of God with less clarity 
on a smoggy day than on other days (284). Continuing this line of thought, he says that 
environmental activity is directly related to the praise possibilities of nature. Humankind can enhance 
or inhibit the vocation of nature to praise its God. 
 
In this line of thinking we can also place the work of Michael Northcott.  This priest of the Scottish 
Episcopal Church and professor of ethics at the University of Edinburgh wrote a book The 
Environment and Christian Ethics in 1996 and more recently A Moral Climate: the ethics of global 
warming, 2007, in which he bases his struggle against institutions and ideas which are in his view 
responsible for the present ecological crisis on the Old Testament, especially on a number of 
prophecies and on some psalms.  
According to Northcott global warming is the earth’s prophetic judgment on the global market 
empire, and on the heedless consumption it fosters. As a framework for his latest book Northcott 
uses an inter-play between the prophetic tradition in Scripture and scientific findings on human 
induced climate change. He sees a parallel between the geo-political crisis of ancient Israel and the 
eco-political crisis which faces the modern world. ‘At the heart of the pathology of the ecological 
crisis is the refusal of humans to see themselves as creatures, contingently embedded in networks of 
relationships with other creatures, and with the Creator. This refusal is the quintessential root of 
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what theologians call sin’. The role of the prophets in Israel was primarily to point to the 
consequences of turning away from God’s revelation. Jeremiah, whom he characterizes as ‘the first 
ecological prophet’, features large in Northcott’s book, especially his religious reading of lessons 
offered by the land itself as judgments given by God. The prophecies of Jeremiah use the imagery of 
farming and food to speak of desolation – crops, animals and wilderness.  
Important texts for Northcott are prophecies like Hosea 4:1-3:  
 
Hosea 4:1-3  

NIV 
Hear the word of the LORD, you Israelites, because the LORD has a charge to bring against you 

who live in the land: "There is no faithfulness, no love, no acknowledgment of God in the land.  
2
 There is only 

cursing, lying and murder, stealing and adultery; they break all bounds, and bloodshed follows bloodshed.  
3
 

Because of this the land mourns, and all who live in it waste away; the beasts of the field and the birds of the 
air and the fish of the sea are dying. 
 

This text shows the relation between blessing, curse and nature. He also points to the texts showing 
respect for nature, for instance for the cedars of the Lebanon: 
 
Hosea 14:4-7  

4
 "I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away from them.  

5
 I will be like the dew to Israel; he will blossom like a lily. Like a cedar of Lebanon he will send down his roots;  

6
 

his young shoots will grow. His splendor will be like an olive tree, his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon.  
7
 Men 

will dwell again in his shade. He will flourish like the grain. He will blossom like a vine, and his fame will be like 
the wine from Lebanon. 
 

Also the description of salvation can be pictured as the restoration of nature, for instance in the 
prophecies of Isaiah 35; 65:20ff and Ezekiel 47. A Psalm like Psalm 72 shows the combination of 
righteousness and the wellbeing of nature. 
 
Psalm 72:1-6  

NIV 
 Endow the king with your justice, O God, the royal son with your righteousness.  

2
 He will 

judge your people in righteousness, your afflicted ones with justice.  
3
 The mountains will bring prosperity to 

the people, the hills the fruit of righteousness.  
4
 He will defend the afflicted among the people and save the 

children of the needy; he will crush the oppressor.  
5
 He will endure as long as the sun, as long as the moon, 

through all generations.  
6
 He will be like rain falling on a mown field, like showers watering the earth. 

 

Northcott reserves the greatest prophetic role for earth itself – hurricane Katrina, floods in 
Bangladesh, forest-fires in Spain. Northcott may see himself as a present-day Jeremiah, given his 
support for the importance of prophecy or ‘truthful witness’ and the morally pointed thrust of his 
work. Like Jeremiah, he interprets ecological collapse and the related human tragedy as God's 
judgment. And like the prophet, he offers hope for redemption in the form of confession, restitution, 
and repentance.   
Northcott develops his exploration of the economy of food and climate change in the light of the 
Eucharist which ‘in the early Church was also associated with redressing the wrongs against the poor 
and the land in the food economy of imperial Rome.’ He argues that reducing the Eucharist to a 
token ritual meal is, at the level of meaning, symptomatic of modern people eating on the run or 
eating prepackaged meals alone in front of the TV. It is not only personal relationships which are 
diminished by such practices. He goes on to say, ‘food is politics … so a Eucharist practice that fails to 
challenge the profanation of the creation represented by modern agronomy is equally flawed.’ He 
asks Christians to challenge the modern food economy – production, transport, sales, nutrition, 
social sharing. 
Human induced climate change is earth’s physical remembrance of the story of human folly. Even 
those who deny the evidence, and also those who hang on to the hope of technological fixes, give 
remembrance to human foolishness. Christians today are called to remember differently, even ready 
to suffer with the crucified Christ in action of remaking their lives as a ‘hopeful witness to climate 
justice.’ 
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The Earth Bible Project 
A more radical approach, which is less friendly towards the Bible, is found in the so-called ‘Earth Bible 
Project’. It can be compared to the feminist approach. It takes as its starting point the conviction that 
the earth is abused and that we have to do something about it. The Bible is read according to the 
hermeneutics of suspicion: looking for elements that may have attributed to this abuse. 
In this project a number of books has been published, most recently a collection of essays titled 
Exploring Ecological Hermeneutics (ed. by Norman Habel and Peter Trudinger, 2008). 
The studies are based upon six eco-justice principles of the Earth Bible project. The project would like 
us to acknowledge that we are the heirs of a long patriarchal and anthropocentric approach to 
reading the text of the Bible and that this approach has devalued Earth tremendously. Before reading 
the text, we therefore have to declare and even confess that we have exploited, oppressed, and 
endangered the existence of the Earth community. The flip side of the coin is to become 
progressively conscious that we are members of an endangered Earth community in dialogue with 
ancient texts. We experience Earth as a subject and relate to her more empathetically than 
rationally. So the basic point is to develop techniques of reading the text to discern and retrieve  
alternative traditions where the voice of Earth and of the Earth community has been suppressed.  
A new hermeneutic has been developed in order to let the voice of Earth be heard. The intrinsic 
worth of Earth as subject can be discerned in the text, which has three interrelated steps: suspicion, 
identification, and retrieval. In terms of a hermeneutic of suspicion, at least two phenomena should 
clearly be deconstructed. The first is an anthropocentric reading; the second is the reification of 
nature, which leads to a dualism between humans and nature. A hermeneutic of identification is one 
of solidarity and empathy. We must acknowledge our kinship with Earth and that we are living 
expressions of the ecosystem that has emerged on this planet. By contrast, a hermeneutic of 
retrieval is the recognition of Earth and of the members of Earth as subjects with a voice. Earth is a—
and often the—narrator of the biblical story, when it is properly read.  
So, for instance, Kristin Swenson develops an argument that the Gen 4 narrative is not about Earth 
but by Earth. Earth is the speaker in this text. She observes that reading the Cain and Abel story in 
the light of the Adam and Eve story portrays Earth as the means for humanity’s experience of God. 
The work of šmr (guarding or protecting) is relevant to the paradisiacal conditions of Eden (Gen 2) 
and to the difficult world of unfairness outside of Eden (Gen 4). Caring for Earth and caring for others 
go hand in hand.  
According to Melissa Tubbs Loya the mourning of Earth in (the already quoted) Hos 4:3 should be 
read from the perspective of Earth. God acts in bringing the lawsuit; Earth acts in bringing about its 
consequences. Earth becomes an actor in the ongoing relationship between Yahweh and Israel. God 
has created the world in such a way that deeds will have consequences.  
Laurie Braaten observes this same point in Joel 1–2. There is an interconnectedness among the three  
members of the Earth community: Earth, humans, and God. The locusts are not just a ‘problem’; they 
are full members of the Earth community themselves. Raymond Person illustrates the same principle 
in the book of Jonah. We have to be cautious not only of ethnocentric but also of anthropocentric 
fixation. The Jonah narrative ‘embraces plant and animal, perhaps even a worm’ (90).  
A very radical and therefore also very clear example of this approach was given by Normal Habel in 
an article in 2006 (in “And God Saw that it was Good”: Essays on Creation and God in Honor of 
Terence E. Fretheim)  called ‘Playing God or Playing Earth? An Ecological Reading of Genesis 1:26-28 
(pp. 33-41), in which he tries to give word to ‘the oppressed message from Earth’ instead of the usual 
anthropocentric reading. Earth speaks of herself as ‘the source of daily life for the flora and fauna 
that I have generated from within me’. To this she adds: ‘Sad to say, there is another story that has 
invaded my world, the story of the god-image creatures called humans. Instead of recognizing that 
these creatures are beings interdependent with Earth and other Earth creatures, this story reduces 
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Earth and Earth creatures to being subjects of a ruling class, thereby demeaning them and 
diminishing their value. And instead of respecting me as their home and life source, the god-images 
are given a mandate to crush me like an enemy or slave. My voice needs to be heard and the 
intrusive story about the humans in Gen 1:26-28 named for what it is: the charter of a group of 
power-hungry humans.’ (p. 41) 
So the earth (within the project they prefer to leave out the article; they speak of Earth as a person) 
is given its own voice, even when this means that the Bible has to be corrected. Instead of the 
anthropocentric approach the earth has taken the central position. 
 
 
The theocentric approach and an ecological reading of Genesis 1:26-28 en Genesis 6-9 
 
In his book Judaism, Environmentalism and the Environment: Mapping and Analysis (1998), the 
Jewish author Manfred Gerstenfeld  comes with a serious warning against this modern tendency of 
reading the Bible from an environmental friendly perspective. He notes the danger of the old heresy 
of the deification of nature. Ecology can turn into nature religion, against which Israel’s prophets 
have been fighting for so long. He calls for the good old theocentric approach. In Jewish tradition this 
has always taken precedence over the anthropocentric approach and this also helped to keep 
humankind within its legitimate boundaries. Jewish culture also shows that the theocentric 
approach, more than with the anthropocentric approach, goes along with a great respect for nature. 
Following this lead I will now give an ecological reading of Genesis 1:26-28 and the story of the Flood. 
The reason for combining these two texts is the fact that Gen 1:26-28 
 
26 Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and 
the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the 
ground."  27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he 
created them.  28 God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 
subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the 
ground." 

 
 is repeated in 9:6-7: 
 
6 "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made 
man.  7 As for you, be fruitful and increase in number; multiply on the earth and increase upon it."   

 
Apparently the new situation, after man having proven to be sinful, did not change his special 
position in relation with God. Man looks like his creator in so far as he and she have the ability and 
task of procreation. With regard to the other creatures things have changed, as can be derived from 
the preceding verses: 
 
T hen God blessed Noah and his sons, saying to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth.  2 
The fear and dread of you will fall upon all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air, upon every 
creature that moves along the ground, and upon all the fish of the sea; they are given into your hands.  3 
Everything that lives and moves will be food for you. Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you 
everything.  4 "But you must not eat meat that has its lifeblood still in it.  5 And for your lifeblood I will surely 
demand an accounting. I will demand an accounting from every animal. And from each man, too, I will demand 
an accounting for the life of his fellow man.   

 
What remains the same, however, is  that man is responsible to God for what he is doing with other 
creatures. It is precisely this theocentric approach which is important here. Man has to be aware of 
the boundaries set by God. The story of the flood gives a number of important indications about how 
to behave in handling nature. 
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Much attention is paid to the preservation of all animals. In their variety, not excluding one of them, 
they are a precious element of creation. 
Killing appears to be an inevitable part of the relation between man and animal, but it is bound to 
certain limits. Blood, as the seat of life, deserves respect. 
Although man is still called the image of God, he is not a co-creator. His power is limited, as becomes 
apparent clearly in the story of the tower of Babel in Gen 11. 
God makes a covenant with Noah and through him with mankind and the earth: 
 
9 "I now establish my covenant with you and with your descendants after you  10 and with every living creature 
that was with you-- the birds, the livestock and all the wild animals, all those that came out of the ark with you-
- every living creature on earth.  11 I establish my covenant with you: Never again will all life be cut off by the 
waters of a flood; never again will there be a flood to destroy the earth." 

 
This is presented as everlasting, but is it? We can compare it with the ‘everlasting’ covenants with 
Abraham and David, which in the end were broken. The message of the prophets to Israel and Judah 
was that the covenant with God was broken because of the sins of the people. The exile showed that 
one should not underestimate the human responsibility. Can the present ecological crisis be 
interpreted as a similar example of human transgression bringing about a destruction God did not 
want to happen again? 
Is this the most important contribution from Biblical theology to the modern discussions about global 
warming: that mankind has crossed the borders set by God? Or, to put is more positively in the line 
op Psalm 72: is the road to the flourishing of man and nature not the pursuit of righteousness? 


