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Grace

The names of Beauty fail this pulse of revelation
unworded, unknown it overruns the centuries

Like a swan upon the wind where the flood of light 
begins

Swooping to the depths where tyrants twist our tongues
it teaches us to smile
away our fear of love
and rhymes our heartbeats to a deathless dawn

So where do we begin and how do we receive
such a precious gift
reaching us complete
with every breath we breathe?

Like dolphins in the waves we are carried home to You.

Peter Edwards (1951-1994)
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1

1

Introduction

One of the gifts we have received from the twentieth century is
a picture of Earth as our shared home. The human community

of the twenty-first century can see Earth as a blue-green planet set
against the darkness of interstellar space. We are able to think of our
home planet in the context of the vast distances of the Milky Way
Galaxy and of the roughly one hundred billion galaxies that make
up the observable universe, and be led to a new appreciation of
Earth’s beauty and hospitality to life. We can see human beings as
part of a global community, interconnected with other species and
with the life systems of our planet. This represents a precious new
moment in human cultural history. 

At the same time we are confronted by the damage human beings
are doing to the atmosphere, the soil, the rivers, and the seas of
Earth. It is becoming more and more obvious that if we continue to
destroy the great forests and clear the bush, if we continue reckless
exploitation of the land, the rivers, and the seas, if we continue to
lose habitats, what we will pass on to our descendants will be an
impoverished and far more sterile place. We are in the midst of a
process that, if allowed to continue, will end in the destruction of
much of what we have come to treasure. 

Everything is interconnected. The continued use of fossil fuels,
like the vast amounts of coal mined in my own land, Australia, con-
tributes to rapid climate change that will bring terrible suffering to
human beings and a further acceleration in the extinction of other
species. Already uncounted and unnamed species are being lost for-
ever. All of this will have an unimaginable impact on human beings,
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but it is also obviously far more than a human problem. At the
 center of this book is the argument that this loss of biodiversity is a
theological issue. When human beings cause the extinction of other
species, they destroy creatures made by God. They damage a mode
of God’s self-revelation.1

Ecological Conversion 

As the sense of the global crisis deepens, there is a growing move-
ment of people committed to finding an alternative way forward, an
ecological movement. It is made up of people from diverse back-
grounds—farmers, artists, scientists, trade unionists, business lead-
ers, school children, and politicians, among many others. They are
connected in a common love for the Earth and its creatures. I am
convinced that this movement, along with the interrelated move-
ments committed to justice for the poor of the Earth and to the full
equality of women, represents a central way in which the Spirit of
God is at work in our world today. 

Religious faith has an important contribution to make to the eco-
logical movement. It can give meaning and motivation, build an eco-
logical ethos, and contribute to the foundations of an ecological
ethics. For many people around the globe religious faith continues
to provide fundamental meaning. For such people, ecological com-
mitment can receive its deepest grounding only at a religious level.
For those who belong to the Christian community, ultimate mean-
ing is found in the idea that God is with us in Jesus of Nazareth and
in the grace of the Holy Spirit. This means that the fundamental
task of a Christian ecological theology is to show the inner relation-
ship between faith in Jesus of Nazareth and ecological commitment. 

Important steps have been taken by individual churches as well as
by the World Council of Churches. The Ecumenical Patriarch of the
Orthodox Church has regularly brought people together to learn
about contemporary ecological issues and to reflect on them in dia-
logue with theologians. In the Roman Catholic world, Pope John

2 Ecology at the Heart of Faith
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Paul II insisted that respect for the integrity of creation is a moral
issue, and he introduced the important theme of ecological conver-
sion. While lamenting the fact that humanity has failed God in its
abuse of the planet, he celebrates the beginning of a conversion to
ecological awareness and action:

If one looks at the regions of our planet, one realizes immedi-
ately that humanity has disappointed the divine expectation.
Above all in our time, humanity has unhesitatingly devastated
wooded plains and valleys, polluted the waters, deformed the
earth’s habitats, made the air unbreathable, upset the hydro-
geological and atmospheric systems, blighted green spaces,
implementing uncontrolled forms of industrialization, humili-
ating—to use an image of Dante Alighieri—the earth, that
flower bed that is our dwelling. It is necessary, therefore, to
stimulate and sustain the “ecological conversion” which over
these last decades had made humanity more sensitive when fac-
ing the catastrophe towards which it was moving.2

This movement of ecological conversion is far wider than the
church. It involves people from all kinds of ethnic, political, and reli-
gious backgrounds. In this movement, Christians are called to
humbly take their stance alongside others, many of whom have long
led the way in ecological conviction and practice. However, the
church has its own specific task in this movement of conversion. It
is called to witness to the God of Jesus Christ, and to this God’s love
for all Earth’s creatures. In this process, the church itself is called to
ecological conversion. 

Commitment to ecology has not yet taken its central place in
Christian self-understanding. It is far from central in terms of struc-
ture, personnel, and money. As the church itself is called to conver-
sion to the side of the poor in the struggle of justice and to the side
of women in their struggle for full equality, so the church itself is
called to conversion to the side of suffering creation. Christians are
called to play their part precisely as Christian believers, alongside

Introduction  3
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others, in the far wider movement of conversion that the Spirit of
God is stirring up in the community of humankind. 

Ecology and Christian Faith

The argument of this book is that Christians will be able to play
their own particular role in this movement of the Spirit only by
coming to a new understanding of the ecological meaning and con-
sequences of their deepest faith convictions. Some Christian
thinkers who are strong and important advocates for ecological con-
version have argued that Western Christianity’s emphasis on tradi-
tional doctrines needs to be replaced by more emphasis on creation
theology or creation spirituality. So, for example, Thomas Berry
turns from aspects of the mainstream Christian tradition toward
broader creation spirituality and to a new story of the universe.3

Matthew Fox seeks to replace what he sees as a dualistic Augustinian
fall–redemption theology with a theology of original blessing and of
the cosmic Christ.4

It is not my intention to enter into a critical analysis of the
thought of these authors. There is much in their work to learn from
and much with which I agree. My intention is simply to point to a
specific way in which I will take a different approach. I will propose
a theological response to the ecological crisis not in terms of bypass-
ing central Christian traditions but in terms of going more deeply
into them and seeking to reinterpret them in the light of the eco-
logical issues that confront us. I will argue that this Christian her-
itage, above all the living memory of Jesus as God-with-us bringing
healing and liberation, is deeply connected to creation. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that there are many instances where Christian
tradition has been expressed, interpreted, and lived in an exclusively
anthropocentric (human-centered) way. With the authors men-
tioned above, I see it as part of the task of ecological theology to take
a critical stance toward all interpretations of this heritage that exalt
the human at the expense of other creatures.

4 Ecology at the Heart of Faith
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The heart of the Christian tradition has to do with a God who
gives God’s self to us in Christ and the Spirit. It is a message of
redemption and hope that cannot be abandoned by the church but
is always to be proclaimed in new ways in new times. I will argue
that it carries within itself potential for being critically reinterpreted
in an authentic ecological theology for the twenty-first century.
Only such a theology will enable Christians to see their ecological
commitment in its most radical context. Such a theology has a role
in persuading the wider Christian church that following Jesus Christ
in the twenty-first century involves the call to ecological conversion.  

My proposal is that when the great themes of Christian faith are
approached in a way that is critical but respects them in all their
beauty and depth, they hold a great deal of promise for an emerging
ecological theology. With Lutheran theologian H. Paul Santmire, I
will be seeking to explore what he calls the “ecological and cosmic
promise” of Christian theology.5 I am convinced that exploring the
heart of Christian faith can open out into a great deal of ecological
meaning, precisely because the God that Christians find revealed in
Christ and the Spirit is the God who creates the universe. The God
of redemption is the God of creation. What is being offered here is
very much a partial view, limited among other things by my own
specific location as an Australian who is male, ordained, and rela-
tively wealthy by global standards.

As it is the responsibility of Christians to explore the ecological
meaning of Christianity and in this way to contribute to an ecolog-
ical ethos and commitment, so, I believe, it is for those belonging to
other traditions, including Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and
Confucian believers, to bring out the ecological meaning of their
traditions. It is demanded of all of us that we listen to the ancient
indigenous religious traditions of the peoples of Australia, and to
traditions of many other peoples that involve a profound respect for
the land and for all its creatures. The global community of Earth
needs the contributions of all the great religious traditions of our
planet. A common commitment to creation by people from differ-
ent religious faiths can offer real hope for the future of life on Earth. 

Introduction  5
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6 Ecology at the Heart of Faith

Methodologically, I will start from below, from what it is to be
human in the midst of creation (chapter 2), and then move to the
experience of the Spirit (chapter 3), before turning explicitly to con-
sider the place of Jesus in ecological theology (chapter 4). The chap-
ters on the Spirit and on Jesus open out into an ecological theology
of the Trinity (chapter 5). This will lead to reflections on the final
transformation of all things in Christ (chapter 6) and on worship
and practice (chapter 7). At every stage I will work from the per-
spective of the Christ-event. While these six issues are at the heart of
Christian faith, they do not cover the whole content of faith,6 and I
make no attempt to develop an ecological ethics.7 What is offered
here is meant as a limited work of constructive theology, an attempt
to reinterpret some fundamental aspects of the Christian tradition
in the new context we face in the first part of the twenty-first cen-
tury. In each chapter, then, I will offer an interpretation of a funda-
mental theme of Christian faith in relation to the other themes
developed in this book and attempt to bring out and to make
explicit its ecological meaning.
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7

2

Human Beings within
the Community of Life

“Made in the Image of God”

Akey issue for an ecological theology is its understanding of
human beings and their interconnection with other creatures.

How is the human person to be seen in relation to plants, insects,
birds, and animals, and to the land, the seas, and the atmosphere that
support and nourish life? Any contemporary theology of the
human, above all one that claims to be ecological, will need to situ-
ate the human within the community of life. It will need to be a the-
ology of the human-in-relation-to-other-creatures. 

Scientific cosmology and evolutionary biology offer fundamental
resources for an ecological theology of the human. They tell us a
story of the human that was not available to theologians of the past.
They situate the human in relation to the history of the universe and
the history of life on Earth. A Christian theology of the human will
not only learn from the sciences but also build on the resources of
the Christian tradition concerning the identity of the human being
before God. At the center of this tradition, I will propose, is the idea
that humans are made in the image of God (the imago Dei) and
stand always before God’s gracious self-offering love. 

In what follows, I will begin by tracing the story of human beings
as it is told by contemporary science: humans are born from the Big
Bang, made from stardust, and part of a three-and-a-half-billion-
year history of life on Earth. Then I will explore the Christian tradi-
tion’s notion of the human being within the community of creation
as made in the image of God. Finally I will ask about the theological

edwards2B:edwardsfinal.qxd  8/8/2006  8:07 AM  Page 7



relationship between human beings and other creatures. After
exploring four possible approaches, I will propose a concept of the
human that involves both kinship with other creatures and the call to
cultivate and take care of creation. 

Born from the Big Bang

One of the most far-reaching discoveries of the twentieth century
is the idea that our universe is not static but expanding dynamically.
Galaxies are moving away from one another at an increasing rate as
the universe stretches and expands. Cosmologists can now trace the
observable universe back to a time about fourteen billion years ago
when it was unimaginably small, dense, and hot.1 They call the the-
ory that describes the emergence of the universe from the first frac-
tion of a second after it came into existence the Big Bang. The Big
Bang theory does not describe what happened at time zero.2 Ordi-
nary physics breaks down before it reaches this point. According to
influential theories in cosmology, within the first fraction of the first
second, the universe went through a period of inflation—extremely
rapid expansion. 

Scientists are more confident in describing what happened from
the first second onward. Cosmologists like Martin Rees insist that
cosmology can give a reasonable scientific account of the emerging
universe from the end of the first second.3 By this time, ordinary
particles such as protons and neutrons and electrons already existed.
As the universe expanded and cooled, the nuclei of the simplest ele-
ment, hydrogen, and of some of the helium, were formed. Hydrogen
was the first element formed, and it remains the dominant element
in our universe. At this stage it was still far too hot for the nuclei of
hydrogen and helium to form into atoms. There was rapid transfor-
mation of energy between matter and radiation, and particles and
radiation were coupled together. By the end of the first three min-
utes, the observable universe existed as an expanding and cooling
fireball, made up of the nuclei of hydrogen and helium. 

8 Ecology at the Heart of Faith
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When the universe was about four hundred thousand years old, it
became cool enough for nuclei to bond with electrons to form
atoms of hydrogen and helium. In this process, matter was de -
coupled from radiation. The universe became transparent to the
great sea of radiation that fills it. This is the cosmic microwave radi-
ation. Thirteen and a half billion years later, in 1965, this back-
ground microwave radiation would be discovered by Arno Penzias
and Martin Wilson. Scientists now studying this radiation find that
it gives them a snapshot of the early universe. It is a remnant from
the primordial fireball.

We human beings are also, in our own way, remnants of the fire-
ball. Along with all the other creatures of Earth, we have a heritage
that goes back to the Big Bang about fourteen billion years ago.
Hydrogen is a fundamental element in the structure of the cells of all
living things; and when combined with oxygen, it forms the water
that fosters and sustains life. We are inescapably constituted by and
continually depend on the hydrogen that is born in the events of the
early universe. The history of the universe is our history. In this real
sense we are children of the early universe. 

The human community on Earth and all the other species of our
planet sprang from the primordial fireball. It carried within itself the
potentiality for the universe we see around us. It contained within
itself the possibility of all that would ever emerge, including the
Milky Way, our solar system, Earth, and all its diverse creatures.
Human beings, along with all the other creatures in the life commu-
nity of Earth, are the unfolding of the potential already contained
within the great primordial blaze of energy. 

Along with the Christian tradition, I am convinced that every-
thing in the universe exists only because it is continuously created by
God. But Christian faith does not tell us how the universe emerges
and develops. Here theology needs to listen to science. A theology
that listens to science will see God as creatively at work in and
through the whole process of the emergent universe described by
contemporary cosmology. It will see God as empowering the emer-
gent universe, and every aspect of it, from within. God creates in

Human Beings within the Community of Life 9

edwards2B:edwardsfinal.qxd  8/8/2006  8:07 AM  Page 9



such a way that all the potentialities of the universe emerge from the
primeval events. 

This leads to the initial formulation of an important insight
about God, one that I find confirmed in what we know about sub-
sequent events in the story of the universe and of life: It is character-
istic of God to create in an emergent and evolutionary way. God
creates human beings as emergent creatures: We are born of the uni-
verse, constituted of the hydrogen atoms that emerged in the early
universe fourteen billion years ago. 

Made from Stardust

It takes more than hydrogen to make a human being. We are a
 carbon-based form of life. The molecules of our bodies are com-
posed of atoms of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen, with
small amounts of other elements. While the hydrogen atoms come
from the early universe, the carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen all come
from the stars. The story of the emergence of stars is a central part of
the human story. 

As the universe expanded and cooled, slight unevenness in
 density meant that there were locations where large clouds of hydro-
gen accumulated. These gas clouds were the beginning of the galax-
ies of our universe. Under the influence of gravity, pockets of gas
were compressed and heated up until they reached the extremely
high temperatures at which nuclear fusion reactions can occur.
Then the first stars were born, lighting up the universe. 

A star is a thermonuclear furnace in which hydrogen is converted
into helium. When the hydrogen is exhausted, further nuclear reac-
tions can convert helium into heavier elements, including the car-
bon, nitrogen, and oxygen from which we are made. Very large stars
end in supernova explosions that produce still heavier elements,
seeding the nearby universe with elements for the formation of fur-
ther stars and their planets. 

Astronomer John Barrow says that it takes something like ten bil-

10 Ecology at the Heart of Faith
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lion years of stellar burning to produce the carbon and the other ele-
ments from which our bodies are made.4 Two to three generations
of stars are needed to provide chemicals for the dolphins, koalas, and
human beings of Earth. Every atom of all the elements found natu-
rally on Earth, apart from the primordial hydrogen, has its origin in
a star. Each carbon atom in the blood flowing through my veins and
in the neurons firing in my brain comes from a star. We are made
from stardust.

In a recent book, astronomers George Coyne and Alessandro
Omizzolo speak of the “social” character of the universe. They point
out not only that the more abundant chemical elements in our bod-
ies came from three generations of stars but also that some less
 abundant elements may come from millions of distant galaxies.5 We
are radically interrelated with the universe. Martin Rees speaks of a
“galactic ecology” of our home galaxy, the Milky Way. It is a won-
derfully abundant storehouse of raw materials for life. Rees points
out that a carbon atom in a cell of a human brain has a pedigree that
extends back before the birth of the solar system 4.5 billion years
ago. Atoms now gathered in a single strand of human DNA would,
billions of years ago, have been widely dispersed in different stars
spread around the galaxy or in interstellar space.6

The interstellar clouds of the Milky Way Galaxy contain complex
organic molecules and amino acids that are fundamental to the
emergence of life on Earth. John Gribbin explains how they got
here: “The raw materials from which the first living molecules were
assembled on Earth were brought down to the surface of the Earth
in tiny grains of interplanetary material, preserved in the frozen
hearts of comets from the interstellar debris of the giant molecular
cloud from which the Solar System formed.”7 Life on Earth can be
understood only in relation to organic material that comes from the
stars via the comets that collided with the emerging planet in its for-
mative period.

All of this points to a close interrelationship between human
beings and the universe, its galaxies, and stars. This interconnection
is brought out even more sharply in what scientists call the cosmo-

Human Beings within the Community of Life 11
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logical “anthropic principle.” This points to the fine-tuning of the
universe that is required if it is to be one in which humans can
emerge.8 Without precisely the right balance between the expansive
force of the universe and gravity, galaxies could never have formed.
And without just the right level of irregularity or clumpiness in the
early universe, they could not have come into existence. Without
galaxies, there would be no stars and no living creatures. 

The anthropic principle points to the close relationship between
the age and size of the universe and human emergence. The universe
needs to have been expanding for something like fourteen billion
years if galaxies are to form, stars are to ignite, elements like carbon
are to be synthesized, a solar system incorporating these elements is
to be formed around the sun, and human life is to evolve on Earth.
Frogs and eagles depend on this fine-tuning of the universe just as
much as human beings do. We are all interconnected in the one
story of the universe, and we are all made from stardust. 

Emerging within Evolutionary History 

Earth and the other planets begin to form around the young sun
about 4.5 billion years ago. Within about a billion years, life appears
on Earth in the form of bacterial cells. These are simple structures
without a nucleus (called prokaryotes). The emergence of bacterial
life and of the self-replicating DNA molecule is an enormous step in
our history, one that is not yet fully understood by science. The next
big step is the emergence of single-celled creatures that possess a
developed nucleus (the eukaryotes). They make the evolution of
more complex organisms possible. Biologist Ernst Mayr has recently
argued that eukaryotes may have evolved as early as 2.7 billion years
ago. He sees this evolutionary step as “arguably the most important
event in the whole history of life on Earth.”9

Developed multicellular animals (known as the Ediacara Fauna)
appear in the fossil record from about 570 million years ago. Life
takes new forms in the seas of the Cambrian period (545-495 mil-
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lion years ago). Animals become bigger, developing robust shells
and skeletons, and the first vertebrates move onto land about 375
million years ago. Most forms of marine life are lost in the enormous
extinction of 248 million years ago. Dinosaurs, flying reptiles,
marine reptiles, and mammals appear during the Triassic (248-206
million years ago) and Jurassic (206-144 million years ago) periods.
Birds and flowering plants emerge at the beginning of the Creta-
ceous period (144-65 million years ago). The extinction of 65 mil-
lion years ago wipes out more than half of Earth’s species. Life
evolves in new ways, with mammals diversifying and flourishing in
new habitats. 

Between eight and five million years ago, chimpanzee-like apes
established themselves in the tree savannah at the edge of the
African rain forest, developing a two-legged style of walking.
According to the calculations of molecular biologists, the last com-
mon ancestors of humans and modern apes lived between seven and
five million years ago. Various hominid species (the Australop-
ithecines) evolved between four million and two million years ago.
There was an increase in brain size in some species, called Homo,
such as Homo rudolphensis.

Homo erectus emerges about two million years ago with a large
brain and an athletic body and soon spreads from Africa to other
parts of the world. These early humans use fire, design stone tools,
and can run like modern humans. They evolve into various groups
including the Neanderthals, who flourish between 250,000 and
30,000 years ago. It seems likely that modern humans evolve from
Homo erectus in Africa about 150,000 years ago. They are lighter
than Homo erectus, but possess a much larger brain. They spread
from Africa to the world, reaching Australia about 60,000 years ago. 

We human beings share a common history of life with all the
other creatures of Earth. We carry within us a story of life that goes
back to our pre-human ancestors in Africa, back to the trilobites of
the Cambrian seas, and ultimately back to the first bacterial forms of
life 3.5 billion years ago. This story is part of the larger story of the
universe itself. The human community is born of the Big Bang,
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made from stardust, and part of the evolutionary history of life on
Earth. This story forms a basis for a theological view of the human
being. The other essential basis for a Christian theology of the
human being within creation is the Christian tradition itself. How
does this tradition illuminate the story of the emergence of the
human? The next section begins to respond to this question, and the
rest of the book will continue the discussion. 

Image of God

The Christian community has upheld the unique dignity of the
human person with the ancient biblical concept of the human being,
male and female, as made “in the image of God” (Gen 1:27). In my
view this is a precious part of the Judeo-Christian heritage, one that
is not to be lightly put aside. It provides the foundation for a Chris-
tian view of the radical value of each person before God. It is the
basis for the Christian commitment to equal and mutual relations
between women and men, to just economic and social relations, and
to peaceful resolution of international conflicts. I believe it needs to
have a place in an ecological theology that also seeks to be a theol-
ogy of interhuman justice.  

This concept of the human as image of God becomes dangerous
when it is used to set humans up in opposition to other creatures,
above all when it is used to suggest that humans have absolute and
unlimited rights over other species. I believe that a critical ecologi-
cal theology must reject this use of the image of God as a destructive
distortion, but I will propose that it is possible to retrieve this pow-
erful biblical idea in an ecological theology that situates human
beings in relationship to other creatures, and that understands each
creature as in its own way reflecting and imaging God. While the
Bible and the Christian tradition use the language of image of God
specifically of the human, they also see the whole of creation, and
the diversity of life on Earth, as the self-expression of God and, in
this sense, as imaging God. As I hope to make clear in chapter 5, an
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eagle in flight, a wildflower in its delicate beauty, an ecosystem, and
the biosphere of Earth can each in its own way be seen as a self-
expression of the Creator, and thus as an image of God. 

In the New Testament, Jesus Christ is seen as the image or, in the
original Greek, as the icon of God. Paul speaks of Christ as “the
image of God” (2 Cor 4:4) and sees others as conformed to this
image by grace (Rom 8:29; 1 Cor 15:49; 2 Cor 3:18). The hymn to
Christ in the Letter to the Colossians sings of Christ as the “image
of the invisible God” (1:15). Jesus is the true icon, the one in whom
all things are created and the one in whom all are reconciled. Jesus
risen, as the true image of God, is the firstborn of all things in cre-
ation. The concept of the imago Dei transcends the human. It
applies to the risen Christ, as the true image in whom all creatures
find salvation and new life. It has universal meaning. Christ Jesus is
the image of God not just for human beings but for all creatures. In
him the reconciliation of all things has begun. 

While recognizing this universal role of Christ as the true image
of God, the Christian community has usually used the image lan-
guage for human beings to bring out the uniqueness of humans
before God. Some theologians of the early church, like Irenaeus, dis-
tinguished between “image” and “likeness.” They used “image” to
refer to humanity created by God and “likeness” for what occurs
when human beings are conformed to Christ through grace. Others,
like Athanasius, spoke of Jesus Christ as the true “image” and others
as, by grace, “according to the image” that is Christ.10 What is it
about the human that is in the divine image? There has been a ten-
dency to locate the image of God in one aspect of the human, such
as the human soul, the capacity for reason, or free will. Some recent
thinkers have located what is unique to humans in their self-
 consciousness. In earlier work, I have followed Karl Rahner’s view of
the human being as creation come to self-consciousness, able to
respond to the Creator in freedom and love.11 While I still find
some truth in this as a general description of human evolution, I
have become convinced that there are dangers in any exclusive focus
on self- consciousness. If self-consciousness is used to define the
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human, above all before God, it can appear to deny humanity to
those who live with psychological disabilities. 

What finally makes us unique before God is not any one capacity
we possess or any partial aspect of the human. It is the whole human
being understood as personal and as interpersonal. Being created as
the imago Dei means that God creates human beings as persons in
order to embrace them in interpersonal love. God, of course, can be
thought of as embracing in love and promising final fulfillment to
persons whose own capacities are limited by illness or disability. Bib-
lical scholar Claus Westermann interprets the phrase “image of
God” in Genesis as indicating that humans are creatures with whom
God is able to engage personally. They are creatures to whom God
can speak (Gen 1:28, 29-30).12 Theologian Karl Barth describes the
image of God as involving the “confrontation and reciprocity” of an
“I” and a “Thou.”13

While Barth emphasizes the human in contrast with other crea-
tures, I see this interpersonal relationship between Creator and
human creatures as occurring precisely in the midst of, and in relation
to, the rest of creation. Christian theology of creation understands
God as relating to all creatures in ways that respect their specificity,
integrity, and proper autonomy. In this context, what is specific to the
human can be seen as the personal, the capacity to go out from one-
self to the other in interpersonal love. Precisely this personal dimen-
sion of the human involves the human in relationship not only with
that radical other who is God, and not only with other human
beings, but with the others who are our fellow creatures. Precisely
because human beings are made in the image of God, they are called
like God to care for every sparrow that falls to the ground. They are
called to love their fellow creatures as God loves them, not in senti-
mental and anthropomorphic ways, but in a way that respects the dis-
tinctiveness and otherness of a kangaroo, an eagle, or a whale. 

To be called into relationship with the living God is to be invited
into a world of grace, a world in which God is present to each per-
son in self-offering love. One of the truly great gains of twentieth-
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century theology is the clarity it achieved about the universality of
God’s self-offering in grace.14 In this view of grace, all have the pos-
sibility of responding to God’s self-offering. All have the possibility
of salvation in Christ. The Spirit of God, the Spirit who is always the
Spirit of Christ, is understood as present with human beings from
the very beginning. But the Christian tradition maintains that if
human history is a history of grace, it is also a history of sin, of a
rejection of God that enters into the place of human freedom. We
tend to be curved in upon ourselves in destructive ways. We domi-
nate and exploit one another and abuse other creatures, regardless of
the consequences. We make war on one another and destroy the life
systems of the planet. We live in alienated and damaging ways. All of
this constitutes a need for wholeness and healing, for liberation and
forgiveness that the Christian community finds in Christ. 

Human beings are made in the image of God in the sense that
they are made for interpersonal love. A mountain range, a brilliant
parrot, a great soaring tree, a delicate wild flower bending in the
wind—these too are images of God. They are the self-expression of
God, sacraments of divine presence in the world. They image God
in their own specificity. But the precise specificity of the human is
the personal and the relational, and this involves the human in the
vocation to relate to other creatures as God does. 

While all creatures are held in the creative love of God at every
moment, human beings are embraced by this love in an interper-
sonal way. They are creation come to personhood, and as persons
they can thank and praise God on behalf of the rest of creation. In
this sense, Orthodox theologians rightly speak of human beings as
called to be “priests of creation.”15 They “lift up” creation to God. As
part of the community of creation, human beings are to celebrate
God’s creation and to praise God on behalf of creation. Their voca-
tion is to love this Earth as God loves it and to delight in the diverse
creatures of our planet as God delights in them. To be made in the
image of God involves loving and respecting the integrity of each
creature with Godlike love and respect. 
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Kinship with Creation—Cultivation of Creation

I have been proposing that human beings are born from the Big
Bang, made from stardust, and part of the evolutionary story of life
on Earth. Within the community of creation, they are made in the
image of God in the sense that they are called into an interpersonal
relationship with God in grace and to graceful relations with their
fellow creatures. What needs more careful exploration at this point
is the relationship between human beings and other creatures.

In the opening chapter of Genesis, God is presented as delighting
in the diversity of creatures and declaring them all to be good: the
light, the seas, the dry land, seed-bearing plants, fruit trees, sun and
moon, sea creatures and birds, cattle, creeping things, and wild ani-
mals of every kind. All the abundance and fruitfulness of creation
come from God, who blesses all creatures and says, “Be fruitful and
multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the
earth” (Gen 1:22). The exuberance of life springs from the blessing
of the Creator. At the end of the sixth day, after the creation of
humans in the image of God and the declaration of their dominion
over other creatures, we are told, “God saw everything that he had
made, and indeed it was very good” (Gen 1:31).

In the second chapter of Genesis, the newly formed human being
is told to “cultivate and care for” what God has given (Gen 2:15).16

Later, after the flood, the Creator enters into an eternal covenant
with Noah that embraces every living creature (Gen 9:12-16). The
rainbow is to be the enduring sign of this covenant with all living
things. In the Psalms, God is seen as the one who sustains and nour-
ishes all living things: “You make springs gush forth in the valleys;
they flow between the hills, giving drink to every wild animal” (Ps
104:10-11). It is God who gives the breath of life to every creature:
“When you send forth your spirit they are created and you renew
the face of the ground” (Ps 104:30). The variety of creatures mani-
fests and expresses the beauty and wisdom of the Creator: “O Lord,
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how manifold are your works! In wisdom you have made them all;
the earth is full of your creatures” (Ps 104:24). 

In this broad biblical vision, God creates each creature, sustains its
existence, delights in its goodness, and blesses it with fertility.
Human beings are a part of God’s creation, interrelated with all
other creatures yet called to act responsibly before God within cre-
ation. In these texts and in many others, the Bible sees all creatures
in relationship to God. It offers a fundamentally God-centered
(theocentric) vision of reality rather than a human-centered (anthro-
pocentric) one. I propose that this biblical theocentric vision forms
the appropriate framework for further development of an ecological
theology of humans in relationship to other creatures. I will work
toward my own position by considering four models of or
approaches to this issue: domination of nature; ecological egalitari-
anism; kinship with creation; and cultivation of creation.  

Domination of Nature

Some Christians hold explicitly or implicitly that nature is there
simply for human beings to exploit. They see human beings as hav-
ing the right to dominate creation and to use it for their own bene-
fit, without limits or constraints. In the past, such an exploitative
approach to nature has been supported by an assumption that the
resources of nature are limitless. While few would hold this view
today, governments, companies, and individuals act as if they have
every right to exploit nature without regard for the cost to future
generations of human beings or to other creatures. Large corpora-
tions act on this principle, seeing themselves as accountable only in
terms of profits for their shareholders. The result is accelerated
global climate change; pollution of land, seas, and air; and the tragic
loss of biodiversity. 

Those who seek to justify human domination and exploitation of
creation sometimes invoke the Bible. It is not difficult to take texts
out of context and use them for this purpose. It must be admitted
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that not all biblical texts are Earth-friendly. Texts such as the com-
mand to “have dominion” over other creatures and to “subdue” the
Earth (Gen 1:28) can be used to legitimate ruthless exploitation.17

In itself, this biblical language is harsh, and it becomes dangerous in
the extreme when it is co-opted to serve the exploitative interests of
an industrialized world. This dominion text has become a symbol of
the way in which Christianity has contributed to the crisis we face.
In 1967, Lynn White charged that the ecological crisis could be
attributed in large part to Christianity.18 While I think this chal-
lenge was overstated, it has led to healthy critical responses in the
emerging discipline of ecological theology. There can be no doubt
that Christians have often failed in their responsibilities to creation
and have been guilty of uncritical anthropocentrism, and that those
who exploit nature ruthlessly have been able to misuse biblical texts
to justify their positions. While Christianity has to accept some
responsibility for the ecological crisis, a list of major contributors
would need to include the Enlightenment view of the natural world
in instrumental terms, the rise of capitalism, the industrial revolu-
tion, technological society, an economy based uncritically on end-
less growth, uncontrolled corporations, and unrestrained greed.   

The command of Genesis to “have dominion” over other crea-
tures comes from an ancient context where nature could seem alien
and terrifying to ordinary, humble, relatively defenseless human
beings. It comes from a time when, in the creation narratives of peo-
ples who were neighbors of Israel, human beings were born to be
slaves of the gods. By contrast, Genesis points to the human voca-
tion as a “kingly” one of bringing human intelligence, courage, and
work to bear on the land so that herds might flourish and crops
might grow. In a Jewish world, this kingly role was understood in the
context of God’s shepherding rule and God’s love for and delight in
all creatures. In the Christian community, Jesus’ life and death stand
as a radical critique of all dominating views of power and authority
(Mark 10:42-45). It is unfaithful to the wider biblical tradition to
interpret the “dominion” text as supporting the ruthless exploitation
and the domination of nature by large corporations in our day. 
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The model of domination is destructive and false. I believe it
must be absolutely rejected in an ecological theology of human
beings in relation to other creatures. It does not respect the biblical
heritage of the goodness of creation, the community of all creatures
before God, the call to humans to act as images of God, or the divine
command to cultivate and care for creation (Gen 2:15). The World
Council of Churches and many Christian churches have rejected as
false the idea that human beings have unlimited rights to exploit or
damage the natural world. According to Christian social teaching,
human beings have moral duties toward the natural world. They do
not have absolute rights over nature. Pope John Paul II, for example,
taught that human beings must respect the integrity of other crea-
tures and the integrity of ecological systems. He insisted that in rela-
tion to other creatures we are constrained not only by biological
laws but also by moral laws.19 In a God-centered perspective, other
forms of life have their own God-given value. They have value in
themselves, intrinsic value, a value that human beings are called to
respect. 

Ecological Egalitarianism

If the model of domination of nature represents an extremely
anthropocentric approach, one that has been all too pervasive and
destructive, its opposite is an approach that tends to reject any
 special or unique place for humans. It finds expression in the work
of the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess. He introduced the con-
cept of “deep ecology,” which he sees as undermining the dominant
paradigm that privileges the place of humans in the biosphere. He
speaks of an “ecological egalitarianism” and of a “core democracy” in
the biosphere.20 These views are widely represented in ecological
discussions and are influential in some forms of ecological theology
and creation spirituality. 

Those who take this position embrace a biocentric (life-centered)
approach rather than an anthropocentric one. They rightly oppose
the human exploitation that is bringing death and extinction to so
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many other species. They rightly argue for the intrinsic value of
other creatures. They rightly urge a far humbler stance from human
beings. Many who hold this view have led the way in ecological com-
mitment and action. There is a great deal that Christian theology
can learn from people who hold this position.

However, the tendency to claim that all creatures have equal value
and that there is no special place for the human is problematic for a
Christian ecological theology. It undermines the biblical view of the
uniqueness of the human. If taken in an absolute sense, it fails to
provide grounds for discernment between the moral value of a bac-
terium and that of a human person. In abandoning the uniqueness
of human beings made in the image of God, it undermines a funda-
mental basis for the struggle for social justice. This view also under-
mines a powerful source of ecological commitment. Human beings
have a unique moral responsibility for other creatures. There is a
unique moral demand made upon them to respond urgently, cre-
atively, and wisely to the ecological crisis they have created. 

Kinship within a Community of God’s Creatures

The model of human beings as kin to other creatures within a
community of creation is based on the biblical notion that there is
one God who continually creates all the diverse things that exist,
delighting in their goodness (Gen 1:31) and embracing them in
covenant love (Gen 9:12-16). In the Christian tradition, this idea
finds particular expression in the spirituality of Francis of Assisi
(1182-1226), the patron saint of ecology, and in the theological tra-
dition that is associated with him. Francis saw God’s creatures as
interconnected in one family of creation. He sang, in his Canticle, of
other creatures as sisters and brothers to us. This Canticle is not sim-
ply an expression of naïve piety, but a deliberate and highly success-
ful attempt by Francis to communicate a kinship approach to
creation at a popular level.21 Later I will refer to the work of
Bonaventure (1221-1274), a key figure in the Franciscan tradition,
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who understood the variety and diversity of God’s creatures as
expressing the beauty and abundance of the trinitarian life of God. 

Contemporary Christians have much to learn about kinship from
the traditional cultures of indigenous peoples. Theologian Wali
Fejo, an Indigenous Australian from the Larrikia country around
Darwin, writes:

My people are the original custodians of the land in this part of
Australia. We look after the land as we look after a mother.
And the land looks after us like a mother. From the land comes
our law and our life, our stories and our strength. Our own
land is also within us and binds us to the place where we live.
Even when we are displaced or taken away and seem to have
lost our roots, the land stays within us. The task is to find our-
selves by finding the land within and making the connection
with our country. We are “heirs” to the land spiritually, just as
Christians say they are heirs of Christ. Wherever I go I have a
piece of land within me.22

For Wali Fejo, and for his people, the crocodile is kin—an atti-
tude that I must admit I find hard to share at this stage. However,
coming to terms with the otherness of crocodiles is part of coming
to terms with wilderness. It is part of the ecological conversion to
which we are called.  

Ian Barbour points out how contemporary science also offers sup-
port to a kinship model. He argues that everything in nature is inter-
connected. At the level of physics, the atoms in human brains have a
cosmic story in common with the atoms in plants and animals. At
the level of biology, we human beings share a common family tree in
the evolution of life with all the other creatures of Earth. More than
99 percent of our active genes are identical with those of chim-
panzees.23

Theologically, I would propose that this kinship brings into play
what I have identified as the image of God in the human, the per-
sonal. It involves humans as persons, personally connecting with
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other creatures, respecting and loving them in all their differences
from ourselves. It does not make other creatures into human per-
sons, but engages with them as they are. Paul Santmire rightly argues
for such a truly personal relationship between human beings and
nature. He takes up Martin Buber’s “I–Thou” concept, proposing
that the human relationship with nature is to be seen as far more
than an “I–It” relationship. Santmire has no intention of making
nature into a human person, but seeks to go beyond objectifying
nature as an “it.” He argues for an extension of Buber’s personalism
to include nature as a mysterious other to which a human “I” can
relate. In this sense, he argues for “relationships of mutuality
between persons and other creatures of nature.”24

Mutuality is a theme that appears also in the work of ecofeminist
theologians like Rosemary Radford Ruether. She argues for “a spiri-
tuality and ethic of mutual limitation and of reciprocal life-giving
nurture, the very opposite of the spirituality of separation and dom-
ination.”25 Elizabeth A. Johnson is a strong advocate of the kinship
model between human beings and the rest of creation. She writes of
deep interconnections within a community of creation: “Woven
into our lives is the very fire from the stars and the genes from the
sea creatures, and everyone, utterly everyone, is kin in the radiant
tapestry of being.”26 Dawn Nothwehr, building on both feminist
theologians and the Franciscan tradition, argues for mutuality as a
central norm for a Christian environmental ethics. She sees human
beings as radically relational, as called to reciprocal and loving rela-
tionships with each other and with other creatures before a rela-
tional God.27

I believe that this kinship model is the essential foundation of a
truly ecological theology of human beings in relation to other crea-
tures. It challenges the model of domination and exploitation.
Adopting the kinship model demands a form of conversion. It
involves a new way of seeing and acting. It involves extending the
love of neighbor to embrace creatures of other species. It involves
extending the love of enemy to involve creatures that confront us as
other and inspire fear in us. It involves loving and valuing others as
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God loves and values them. Ultimately, it is a God-centered (theo-
centric) view of an interconnected community of creatures that have
their own intrinsic value.     

Cultivating and Caring for Creation

Although I propose that this kinship model is foundational for a
contemporary ecological theology of the human in relation to other
creatures, I believe something more is needed. By itself, kinship does
not point clearly enough to human responsibility within the Earth
community. It has little to say to human creativity. Just as human
ingenuity has been used to plunder the natural world, so humans
can use their God-given creativity and intelligence to bring healing
to the Earth and its creatures, human and nonhuman. Alongside the
Franciscan attitude to creation there is the older tradition associated
with St. Benedict (ca. 480-547). In this tradition, love for God’s cre-
ation takes the form of responsible farming and preservation of the
land. It also involves the love of learning and the conserving of a pre-
cious cultural heritage. Over many centuries, Benedictine spiritual-
ity has given expression to the biblical injunction “to cultivate and
take care of ” (Gen 2:15) the good things of God’s creation. 

I prefer the biblical language of “cultivating and caring for” to the
language of “stewardship,” which is biblical only in the loose sense of
being based on some of the New Testament parables, whose primary
focus is the kingdom of God. Of course, the language of stewardship
can be used meaningfully to point to human responsibility for cre-
ation before God. But when stewardship is used to characterize the
human stance before other creatures, it can run the risk of suggest-
ing an inflated view of the human as a necessary intermediary
between God and other creatures. It can seem to suggest that other
creatures do not have their own relationship with the living God or
their own integrity. 

The language of cultivating and caring for creation can include
the many ways in which human creativity is used for the good of the
community of life on Earth. It includes not only farming with best
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26 Ecology at the Heart of Faith

land-care practice, but also cooking, gardening, building, painting,
doing science, teaching, planning, taking political action and many
other creative actions. What is crucial is that cultivating and caring
for creation are based on the conversion implied in the model of kin-
ship, a conversion in which human beings come to see themselves as
interrelated in a community of life with other creatures, a commu-
nity in which each creature has its own unique value before God.28

In this context, human creativity stands humbly before other crea-
tures, respecting their right to exist and to flourish and committing
itself to their conservation and flourishing. 

At the deepest level, such a human stance before the rest of cre-
ation is about wisdom. Wisdom is a unique form of knowledge. It
does not seek to grasp or to control. It respects the mystery of the
other. It is a form of loving knowledge that involves humility and
wonder before the natural world. It involves loving the creatures
God loves. It also involves recognizing human finitude before the
mystery of God and the mystery of creation. This is the stance found
in Job, when God is presented as addressing Job from the whirlwind:
“Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Can you
bind the chains of the Pleiades, or loose the cords of Orion? Do you
know where the mountain goats give birth? Did you give the horse
its might? Is it by your wisdom that the hawk soars, and spreads its
wings towards the south?” ( Job 38:4-39:26). 

As called to cultivate and take care of creation, human beings are
part of the unfolding of creation, called to participate responsibly in
the dynamism of ongoing creation. We are intimately linked to the
life-forms of our planet, and to the atmosphere, the soil, and the
oceans. Our existence is encompassed by the mystery of God
revealed in all the variety of creatures that surround us. We are part
of them and they are part of us. All of us together reflect the limit-
less divine love that is our origin. We are born of the universe, made
from stardust, part of evolutionary history of life on Earth and, as
such, made in the image of God and kin to all the wonderfully
diverse plants, insects, birds, and animals of our beautiful planet,
and called to cultivate and care for the Earth and all its creatures.
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3

The Creator Spirit

“Giver of Life”

How is the life-giving Spirit connected to the world of whales,
kookaburras, and grevilleas? It seems that many people have a

sense of the Spirit at work in the natural world, yet a fully ecological
theology of the Creator Spirit is seldom articulated. Even when, in
the creed, we Christians affirm faith in the Holy Spirit as the “Giver
of Life,” there seems little connection between this life-giving Spirit
and the ecological issues that confront us. 

This chapter will explore an ecological theology of the Holy
Spirit. It will begin with a brief outline of the biblical theology of the
Spirit as the life-giving Breath of God, and then offer a theological
approach to the story of the Spirit as a big story that involves cre-
ation, grace, incarnation, and church. This will lead to reflections on
the Spirit as the power of God at work in evolutionary emergence,
as companioning creation in its groaning, and as the unspeakable
closeness of God in creation.

Breath of God 

In the Bible, the English word “spirit” is used to translate the
Hebrew word rûah\ and the Greek pneuma. Both of these words
have the meaning of “breath” and “wind.” Behind the biblical idea of
the Spirit of God there is the image of the Breath of God. In some
ancient biblical texts, the Breath of God simply refers to a unique or
particularly powerful quality in a human being. In others, it points

edwards2B:edwardsfinal.qxd  8/8/2006  8:07 AM  Page 27



to the creative and renewing presence and action of the one God of
Israel. The Breath of God expresses the power of God at work in
 creation, in ecstatic prophecy, in the rise of kingship and, later, in
messianic expectation. It refers to the life-giving and empowering
presence of God in nature, in the history of Israel, and in the lives of
individual human beings. 

In a number of passages, the Spirit is thought of as the Breath of
Life. Creatures live only because God gives them this life-giving
Breath. In Genesis, God forms the first earthling from the dust of
the ground and breathes into the human’s nostrils “the breath of life”
(Gen 2:7). Because of this breath of life, the earthling “became a liv-
ing being.” Human beings live only so long as they have the divine
breath abiding in them (Gen 6:3). The great flood will “destroy
from under heaven all flesh in which is the breath of life” (Gen 6:17;
7:22). Those to be saved go into the ark with Noah “two of all flesh
in which there is the breath of life” (Gen 7:15). 

In the Book of Job, Elihu says: “The spirit of God has made me,
and the breath of the Almighty gives me life” ( Job 33:4). A little
later, he declares of all living things: “If he should take back his spirit
to himself, and gather to himself his breath, all flesh would perish
together, and all mortals return to dust” ( Job 34:14-15). In the great
image of Ezekiel, the Breath of God enables dry bones to be brought
to life (Ezek 37:9; Eccl 12:7). Psalm 104 sings of all God’s creatures:
“When you take away their breath, they die and return to their dust.
When you send forth your spirit, they are created; and you renew
the face of the ground” (vv. 29-30). 

The images of breath and word are closely interlinked—our
human words are carried on our breath. In the biblical tradition, cre-
ation is attributed to both God’s creative Word and God’s life-giving
Breath. Psalm 33 explicitly links the two images together in the one
divine act of creation: “By the word of the Lord the heavens were
made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth” (v. 6). The same
connection is made in the Book of Judith: “Let all your creatures
serve you, because you spoke, and they were made. You sent forth
your spirit, and it formed them” (16:14).1
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For the first Christian communities, this is the same Spirit, the
same Breath of Life, who overshadows Mary at the conception of
Jesus (Matt 1:18; Luke 1:35), anoints Jesus at his baptism (Mark
1:10), and is poured out on the Christian community at Pentecost
(Acts 2:4). In Paul, we hear that this Holy Breath dwells in Chris-
tians, adopting them into the divine life, and enabling them to pray
“Abba! Father!” (Rom 8:15). In John, we are told that the Spirit is
given to Christians as their personal Advocate who will remain with
them forever ( John 14:16). 

While the First Testament presents the Spirit as the life-giver in
many ways, including in the biological sense, the Christian writings
see the Spirit as life-giver in a new sense—as the bearer of resurrec-
tion life: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells
in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mor-
tal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you” (Rom 8:11).
Paul associates the risen Christ closely with the Spirit. He speaks of
Christ as the new Adam who “became a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor
15:45).2 In John, we are told that no one can enter the kingdom of
God without being born again from the Spirit ( John 3:5). Jesus
speaks of the Spirit as a spring of living water welling up from within
(4:14; 7:39). After the discourse on the Bread of Life, Jesus pro-
claims that “it is the spirit that gives life” (6:63). Building on these
texts, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed would express the faith
of the Christian community in the Holy Spirit as “the Giver of Life.” 

In both senses, that of creation and new creation in Christ, the
Spirit of God is the life-giver. The great theologians of the East, such
as Irenaeus, Athanasius, and Basil, always see the Word of God and
the Breath of God as involved together in creation and redemption.
They constantly return to the words of the Psalmist: “By the word
of the Lord the heavens were made, and all their hosts by his breath”
(Ps 33:6). Irenaeus images the Word and Spirit as the “two hands of
God” at work in creation and salvation.3 In the West, Ambrose of
Milan develops a theology of the Creator Spirit as the creative power
of God who not only brings things into being but also brings all
things into harmony and beauty. He sees the Creator Spirit as the
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author of both creation and the incarnation: “So we cannot doubt
that the Spirit is Creator, whom we know as the author of the Lord’s
incarnation.”4

The Big Story of the Creator Spirit

In spite of Ambrose’s insight into the role of the Holy Spirit in
creation and incarnation, these fundamental dimensions of Spirit
theology have often been overlooked. Many Christians think of the
Spirit as coming at Pentecost, with little sense of the Spirit’s work in
creation, grace, and incarnation. The focus is so much on the great
event of Pentecost that the rest of the story of the Spirit is forgotten.
What is needed is to rediscover the much bigger story of the Spirit. 

In what follows, I will suggest that the full story of the Spirit
involves not simply the one episode of Pentecost but four great
episodes: creation, grace, the Christ-event, and Pentecost. It needs to
be remembered that even these four episodes are far from the whole
story of the Spirit, since the Spirit of God is the eschatological Spirit,
the one who brings all things to their final fulfillment in Christ.  

Creation

The theological story of the Spirit of God begins long before Pen-
tecost, long before Moses led the people of God from slavery, long
before Abraham and Sarah were called to leave their home in Ur and
journey into the unknown, and long before the first hominids
appeared in Africa. The story of the Spirit’s work in our world
embraces the universe itself. The Creator Spirit is the dynamic, ener-
gizing power of God enabling our observable universe to exist and to
evolve from the first moment of its existence fourteen billion years
ago. If, as some cosmological models suggest, our observable uni-
verse has its origin in relation to a much larger universe, or multi-
verse, then theology would see this unthinkably enlarged universe as
God’s creation and as the work of the Creator Spirit.
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At the end of his Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking asks a
famous question: “What is it that breathes fire into the equations
and makes a universe for them to describe?”5 Christian theology has
a response to this fundamental question. It claims that it is the Cre-
ator Spirit, the life-giving Breath of God, who breathes fire into the
equations that describe our universe. It sees this Creator Spirit as the
immanent power of ongoing creation (creatio continua) that enables
a universe of creatures to exist, evolve, and flourish. 

In this theological vision, the Spirit empowers the dynamics of
the early universe, the emergence of the first stars that lit up the uni-
verse thirteen billion years ago and the formation of our solar system
around the young sun 4.5 billion years ago. The Spirit works cre-
atively in the physical processes, seemingly delighting in emergence
and complexity in the pre-life universe. This Spirit is the energizing
power of continual creation who breathes life into the emergence of
bacteria, eukaryotes, multicellular creatures, land animals, plants,
hominids, and modern humans. The Spirit is creatively at work in
the whole process, celebrating every emergence, loving life in all its
diversity and treasuring it in its every instance.  

Grace

The Creator Spirit who breathes life into creation is also the
bringer of grace. Grace is a word that can mean different things to
different people. I am using it to refer to the idea that God freely
offers God’s self in love to a human being. Grace, then, is God. It is
what traditional theology called uncreated grace (God) as opposed
to created grace (the created effect of God in us). It is God inviting
a human being into interpersonal love. To say yes to this offer is to
be embraced in divine love. To be embraced by God is to be liber-
ated and transformed, to become a participant in the very life of
God. In traditional language it is to be saved, to be justified in
Christ.

The Christian tradition has held that this grace is given to us in
Christ, through his life, death, and resurrection. It has always associ-
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ated the free gift of grace with Christ, but has also struggled to
understand what this meant for people who were not Christian.
Over the last two thousand years there has been a good deal of con-
fusion over this issue. In the last chapter I pointed to the important
clarification of church teaching concerning grace that occurred in
the Second Vatican Council. It proclaimed that God’s saving grace is
not confined to the church but reaches out in the Spirit to all peo-
ple. More recently, Pope John Paul II has returned to this teaching,
insisting that this saving work of Christ in the Spirit is truly univer-
sal, including all who lived before Christ: “We need to go further
back, to embrace the whole of the action of the Holy Spirit even
before Christ—from the beginning, throughout the world, and espe-
cially in the economy of the Old Covenant.”6

There is a long story of grace that precedes the historical events of
the life of Jesus, going right back to the beginning of human exis-
tence on Earth. When human beings emerge in evolutionary his-
tory, they emerge into a Spirit-filled universe. They emerge into a
world that is filled with the Spirit of God. The Creator Spirit, who
had always been lovingly present to every creature in the relation-
ship of creatio continua, is now present to human beings in an inter-
personal way, meeting them in the depths of their personal life in
self-offering grace. The Creator Spirit, then, is not only the life-giver
but also the grace-bearer. 

Human existence is always a story of grace—at least in the sense
that grace is always offered. Alongside this story of grace, of the
Spirit ever-present to human beings in self-offering love, there is a
story of willful rejection of grace, a long history of sin that enters
into the place of human freedom and inclines to sin. Human beings
are born into a world of grace, but are also drawn toward loveless-
ness, ruthlessness, and violence. In the midst of such a world, the
Spirit offers freedom and salvation in a way that Christians under-
stand as anticipating, and as directed toward, the Christ-event. The
Spirit present in self-offering love to every human being and the
Word of God made flesh in Jesus of Nazareth are united together in
one divine “economy” of saving love. Word and Spirit are distinct
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aspects of God’s one act of self-giving to human beings and to cre-
ation, but they are always interrelated. 

The story of the Spirit is a story of God present with, accompa-
nying, and celebrating every form of life. When humans emerge in
the history of life, they emerge into a world that is filled with the
Spirit. This Spirit not only enables the emergence of the human but
delights in humans as creatures who can respond to divine self-offer-
ing love in a fully personal way. Human beings emerge in a world of
grace—in the sense that they come to exist in a world where God
embraces them in the life of the Spirit. They exist before a God who
constantly offers God’s very self to them. From the beginning,
humans are offered the gift of transforming and sanctifying grace by
the Spirit who is the bearer of the grace of Christ.   

The Christ-Event

The Spirit of God, present in every aspect of the emergence of our
universe, with every atom, and every distant galaxy, with every living
creature from bacteria to dinosaurs, is present by grace to all human
beings. This grace-bearing Breath of God leads the people of Israel
throughout their sacred history. In the Christ-event, this same Spirit
brings about the incarnation, sanctifying and transforming the
humanity of Jesus, so that he can be Word of God, the human face
of God in our midst. 

Mark begins the story of Jesus with his baptismal anointing by the
Spirit and with the words from heaven: “You are my Son, the
Beloved; with you I am well pleased” (1:11). Luke and Matthew
take us back to the conception of Jesus. In Matthew, we hear twice
that Mary the mother of Jesus “was found to be with child from the
Holy Spirit” (1:18, 20). In Luke, the angel says to Mary: “The Holy
Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy;
he will be called Son of God” (1:35). The creeds that emerged in the
early church point to the central role of the Spirit in the incarnation.
In the Apostles’ Creed we find: “He was conceived by the power of
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the Holy Spirit and born of the Virgin Mary.” The Nicene-
 Constantinopolitan Creed states: “By the power of the Holy Spirit
he became incarnate.” 

With the Christian sources testifying so clearly to the role of the
Holy Spirit in the Christ-event, it is hard to explain how this funda-
mental idea became somewhat obscured in much Western theology.
It has been recovered in recent times, in the work of theologians like
Walter Kasper, who understands the Spirit as sanctifying the
humanity of Jesus, making it possible for him to be God’s loving self-
communication in person.7 Kasper and other contemporary theolo-
gians are attempting to retrieve and develop a theology that, as I
noted in the last chapter, was grasped in the fourth century by
Ambrose, in his teaching that the Holy Spirit is “the author of the
Lord’s incarnation.”8

The Gospels present Jesus not only as anointed by the Spirit but
also as open to the Spirit and led by the Spirit in every aspect of his
life and ministry. Yves Congar has insisted that in the life of Jesus we
need to see a true history of the Spirit.9 Jesus invokes the Spirit in the
specific circumstances he faces and is led by the Spirit in new ways as
he confronts these particular situations. Above all, Jesus is open to
the Spirit in a radical way in the dark night of the cross, but that is
not the end of the story. The same Spirit transforms the brutal vio-
lence and suffering of the cross into an event of redemptive love. The
risen Jesus, now radically identified with the life-giving Spirit in the
glory of resurrection life, pours out the Spirit upon the church in the
Pentecost event.  

Pentecost

The Spirit who breathes life into creation, who enfolds human
beings in grace, and who brings about the Christ-event, is poured
out on the community of disciples at Pentecost, constituting them
as the church of Jesus Christ. This means that the church exists
from both the risen Christ and from the Spirit. Word and Spirit co-
 institute the church.10
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While Eastern Christians have maintained a living sense of the
place of the Holy Spirit in the life of the church, the Western
churches have tended to focus exclusively on Jesus Christ. We Chris-
tians of the West are experiencing a need to rediscover the Holy
Spirit, to learn again to invoke the Spirit and to expect the Spirit to
lead the church in new ways. We are being invited to become a
church that seeks to discern what the Spirit is asking of it in new
contexts. This discernment will involve an openness to the new. It
will be an attempt to listen to the promptings of the Spirit in the
“signs of the time” in the light of prayerful reflection on the living
memory of Jesus. 

As Jesus was led by the Spirit at every stage of his life, so the
church must be led by the Spirit. This means constantly invoking the
Spirit and being open to the new in the Spirit. A theology of the
church in which the Spirit is given a proper place will involve a
renewed understanding of the charisms that are foundational for the
whole life of the church, including its structure and ministry.11

These charisms are gifts of nature and grace given for the fulfillment
of the mission of the church—such as those of preaching, teaching,
healing, music, art, peacemaking, and prophetic words and deeds on
behalf of human liberation. In our own day we might well add the
charism of ecological witness and action.

Congar insists that charisms are given to all members of the
church. He points out that this means that the church can be open
to the Spirit only when it is open to the charisms of each member:
“The Church receives the fullness of the Spirit only in the totality of
gifts made by all her members.”12 If the church is to listen to what the
Spirit is saying in all its members, this will require effective partici-
patory structures in church life. We need to think of the church,
Congar says, not as “ready-made,” but as always in the process of
being built by the Spirit of God. It is the Spirit of God who will lead
the church into its unforeseeable future. 

This big story of the Spirit, a story that involves creation, grace,
incarnation, and church, is still far from complete. It will not be
completed until all things are taken up in the risen Christ. The
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Breath of God draws us into the new, into the openness of God’s
future. The Spirit thus appears as God-before-us. This Breath of
Life, creatively present in all creatures, draws Christians beyond the
church into communion with the whole of creation. Living in the
Spirit in the life of the church is to be exposed to the life-giver who
creatively embraces all the diverse forms of life on Earth. As Jürgen
Moltmann has said, the experience of the “communion of the Holy
Spirit” (2 Cor 13:13) takes the church beyond itself into the com-
munion of all God’s creatures.13

The Creator Spirit in the Emergence
of an Evolutionary World

We belong to a universe that is expanding and evolving, a universe
that is in dynamic process, where complex entities are formed from
simpler components. What is remarkable is that, while complex
things evolve from what already exists, something radically new can
emerge, with properties that cannot be reduced to what was there
before. 

When life emerges on Earth, it depends on atoms and complex
molecules that already exist. Yet in relation to what was there before,
it is radically new. The first bacterial forms of life had characteristics
that cannot be reduced to their component molecules. When
human beings emerge with a developed brain, language, and culture,
something radically new appears on Earth. How can this emergence
of the new be understood? It is the role of science to seek explana-
tions for emergence at the empirical level. But theology has its own
role to play. Its task is to ask about God and God’s creative action in
an evolutionary and emergent universe. 

Karl Rahner has contributed to a new theology of creation for an
emergent universe. He thinks of God creating through a process of
active self-transcendence in creatures. To transcend means simply
“to go beyond.” Rahner’s proposal is that we think of God as con-
tinually at work in the universe as it evolves and emerges, and as con-
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tinually giving creation itself the capacity to become something new,
to become more than it was. Rahner works out his theology of self-
transcendence in relation to his Christology, and this will be dis-
cussed in the next chapter.14

In relation to the theological story of the Spirit advanced in this
chapter, I think it is faithful to the biblical and theological tradition
to see the Creator Spirit, always in the communion of the Trinity, as
the immanent presence of God who empowers the process of self-
transcendence and the emergence of a life-bearing universe. At the
deepest level, beyond the level of scientific explanation, the life-
 giving Spirit of God enables creatures to become. This Creator Spirit
is the immanent divine power of evolutionary emergence. The Wis-
dom of Solomon taught long ago that the Spirit is the creative divine
principle in all things (Wis 12:1), and this insight is once again
being recovered in our time by a number of theologians. Catholic
theologian Walter Kasper, for example, writes that the Holy Spirit is
at work “whenever something new arises, whenever life is awakened
and reality reaches beyond itself, in all seeking and striving, in every
ferment and birth.”15 And Lutheran theologian Wolfhart Pannen-
berg says simply, “the Spirit of God is the life-giving principle, to
which all creatures owe life, movement, and activity.”16

The Spirit of God is the dynamic presence of God to creatures,
enabling them to exist and to evolve by embracing them in relation-
ship with the divine communion and drawing them toward their
future in God. The Spirit is the power of becoming, the Life-Giver
who enables the evolutionary emergence of the life-forms of Earth
in all their fruitfulness and diversity. In the emergence of life and of
human beings, as well as in many other instances, something radi-
cally new happens. Creation transcends itself. There is reason to
hope that science will continue to grow in its capacity to account for
these emergences. Theology operates at another level, asking: What
is it that breathes life into the process and enables a universe of crea-
tures to exist and to evolve into what is new? It sees the Creator
Spirit as the one who enables the self-transcendence of creation from
within. It sees the Spirit as the Life-Giver, who, always in the com-
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munion of the Trinity, goes forth and fills creation as the power of
continuous creation ( Job 33:4; 34:13-15; Wis 1:7; 12:1). 

The Spirit in the Groaning of Creation

The long history of life on Earth is not only a history of fruitful-
ness, beauty, cooperation, and symbiosis but also a history of crea-
tures preying on other creatures. It involves competition, death, and
the extinction of species. Death is intrinsic to the pattern of biolog-
ical life. Evolution can occur only through a series of generations,
and this necessarily involves the death of individuals. Death is the
price paid for the evolution of eyes, the wings of birds, and the
human brain. 

Science has taught us to think about ourselves as coming to be
only as part of an evolving universe and the evolution of life on
Earth. We are so much the result of an evolutionary world that we
have no realistic way of thinking about human beings, and the other
creatures of Earth, apart from evolution with all its costs. What is
obvious is that if creation took another form, the universe could not
be the kind of universe it is, the living creatures of Earth could not
be the creatures they are, and we human creatures could not be the
evolutionary creatures we are. It is also clear that it is only the exis-
tence of consistent laws in nature that allow science to work. If there
was no consistency in nature, if it did not follow regular laws, or if
God were a God who intervened arbitrarily in nature, science could
not function. 

More than any other generation we know that the costs of evolu-
tion, including pain and death, are built into the process of the evo-
lution of life. For those who believe in a Creator, the conclusion is
inescapable—God has chosen to create through emergence and evo-
lution with its associated costs. The ancient question arises: If God
is good and all-powerful, why does God create in this way? Theol-
ogy does not have a complete answer to offer. It stands before a God
of incomprehensible and uncontrollable mystery. It can only ever
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make a humble human attempt at articulating what can be said
about a God who transcends limited human concepts and words.
Christianity cannot claim to have the whole picture about God’s
purposes and God’s action in creating. It does not know why cre-
ation takes the shape it does. 

Christians are convinced, however, that the incomprehensible
God has come close to us in Jesus. On the basis of this self-revelation
of God in Christ, some profoundly important things can be said:
that God is a God of radical compassion and love, that in the cross
God enters into and embraces the suffering of a suffering world, that
death is not the final meaning, and that God is a God who brings life
out of death. Building on these revelatory insights, I will take up
three lines of thought: divine power as a power-in-love, the Spirit’s
embrace of a suffering world, and the Spirit transforming this world
from within.

Redefining Divine Power as Power-in-Love

If the Creator Spirit can be seen as the immanent presence of God
to creation, as the one who breathes life into the whole process of
ongoing creation, and as the power of God at work in the self-
 transcendence of creation, it becomes crucial to ask: What kind of
power is this? Christians have long affirmed belief in God as all-
powerful, or as omnipotent. It is not my intention to question this
assertion, but to affirm it. It rightly points to the power of God at
work in creation and in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. On the basis
of this power, Christians hope for a future transformation of all
things in Christ. What needs to be questioned is the nature of the
power that is attributed to the Creator. I think that what is often at
work when God is described as all-powerful is the idea of a despotic
human ruler, one who can overrule anyone and anything. The image
of divine power comes from the model of a human tyrant who can
do absolutely anything, no matter how arbitrary or ruthless, with no
regard for the consequences to others. 

With other theologians in recent times, I believe it is essential for
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Christians to redefine divine power in terms of the Christ-event.
Divine power is certainly revealed in Jesus of Nazareth, but it is
revealed in a specific and confronting way. The Gospels present
Jesus as rejecting and forbidding the dominating forms of power
exercised by tyrants. The only power that Jesus will allow in his com-
munity is that of mutual service and mutual love, which will find its
most radical expression in the cross and resurrection (Mark 10:42-
44; Matt 20:24-28; Luke 22:24-27; John 13:1-15). Paul tells his
community at Corinth that Christ crucified is “the power of God
and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24). In the crucified one, divine
power may look like foolishness and weakness, but, Paul insists,
“God’s weakness is stronger than human strength” (1 Cor 1:25).
Divine power is revealed in the vulnerability of the crucified. In
Philippians, the Christian community is urged to take on the mind
of Christ Jesus, who emptied himself to the point of death on a
cross (Phil 2:3-11). Something extremely powerful happens in and
through this self-emptying. Jesus is exalted and God’s purposes are
achieved in a way that is contrary to all human views of power.  

The love revealed in the cross is extreme in its vulnerability, but it
is also filled with the power of life. It is in the vulnerability of love
“for others” to the end that resurrection power breaks in upon cre-
ation. The cross and resurrection redefine divine power. As Walter
Kasper points out, they reveal that divine omnipotence is the tran-
scendent power to give oneself in love. It is radically power-in-love.
It is not that God strips God’s self of power on the cross: “On the
contrary, it requires omnipotence to be able to surrender oneself and
give oneself away.”17 The cross and resurrection reveal the true
nature of divine power. It is revealed as the infinite capacity for self-
giving love, a love that does not overpower but works in and through
creaturely processes to bring life. It enables the integrity and auton-
omy of the other. This differs radically from all understandings of
power as the capacity to dominate others. 

God’s power is revealed in Christ as a power-in-love, as a rela-
tional power. This suggests that the very nature of divine power is
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that it enables the other to flourish in all its integrity. Human expe-
rience of love, at its best, can offer some hints about the nature of
divine love. One who loves authentically does not dominate the
other, but has the capacity to make room for the other. Those who
love in this way can freely let go of themselves without fear of losing
themselves. They can receive others into the space of their own lives
and their own hearts. They can allow the other to be themselves, to
claim their own integrity and autonomy. It seems that all genuine
human loving involves some level of vulnerability. The human expe-
rience of vulnerability in love can offer an analogy for the kind of
divine power in love that is at work in the Christ-event. God can be
thought of as having the capacity for loving in vulnerability to the
other, in an utterly transcendent and divine way. 

I am arguing that the nature of the power revealed in the cross of
Christ should be what governs all Christian thinking about God as
all-powerful. Because God is consistent and faithful, we can expect
that this same kind of divine power will be at work in creation and
final consummation. If divine power is redefined in the Christ-event
as involving respect for and vulnerability before the integrity of crea-
turely freedom and creaturely processes, then this suggests that it
may be appropriate to think of the Creator Spirit as freely respecting
not only the integrity of human beings but also the integrity of nat-
ural processes. It has always been held in Christian theology that
God can act only in accordance with the divine nature, and this
nature has always been understood as love. If this divine nature is
revealed to us in the cross, then it would seem that God’s actions,
which will always be true to the divine nature, will respect the
integrity of creatures and creaturely processes. 

If the Creator’s love and respect are not limited to the human but
embrace all creatures, including the processes that govern the emer-
gence of the universe and the evolution of life on Earth, then God
may be committed to respect the unfolding of creation according to
its own proper laws. If divine action in creation is understood in
terms of love that respects the integrity of the other, then the divine
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power at work in the evolving universe is not the capacity for arbi-
trary, ruthless, or overpowering action. It is nothing like that of an
absolute human tyrant. If the Spirit is freely committed to the
proper autonomy of creaturely processes, then this life-giving Spirit
may be committed to respect the integrity of natural processes. 

Loving Companion to Each Creature

In the cross of Jesus, Christians find a God who enters into the
pain of the world, who suffers with suffering creation. In the resur-
rection they find a promise that death does not have the last word.
The Christ-event points to a God who not only feels with suffering
creation, but who is already at work transforming suffering into life.
It points to something that is not obvious from a reflection on cre-
ation in all its beauty and ambiguity—that God is a God of bound-
less and overwhelming love and compassion, a compassion that
reaches out to every human being and to every sparrow that falls to
the ground (Matt 10:29; Luke 12:6).

On the basis of revelation, and only on this basis, Christians can
see the presence of the Spirit to each creature as the presence of
boundless love. Each entity in the universe exists only because it is
embraced by the Creator Spirit in the relationship of ongoing cre-
ation. This creative embrace is an act of love. Creation is nothing
else but the dynamic presence of the Spirit in the love that enables
entities to exist and to become in a dynamic interrelated world. On
the basis of the faith of Israel, the author of the Wisdom of Solomon
was already convinced that God creates only in love: 

For you love all things that exist,
And detest none of the things that you have made,
For you would not have made anything if you had

hated it.
How would anything have endured if you had not

willed it?
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Or how would anything not called forth by you have
been preserved?

You spare all things for they are yours, O Lord,
You who love the living. 
For your immortal spirit is in all things.

(Wis 11:24–12:1)

Creation springs from love. Because God loves each creature, the
Spirit dwells in it, enabling it to exist within the community of cre-
ation. The Spirit of God is the faithful companion to each creature,
present to every creature in the universe, accompanying each with
love, valuing it, bringing it into an interrelated world of creatures,
holding it in the dynamic life of the divine communion. God is pres -
ent, in the Spirit, to each creature here and now, loving it into exis-
tence and promising its future. 

Creation is an act of love. Ruth Page has argued that God is to be
understood as companioning each creature with love that respects
each creature’s own identity, possibilities, and proper autonomy.
Each creature in its uniqueness, with its own life, its own beauty, its
own suffering, matters to God. As Page points out, this conviction
has immediate ecological consequences. If God knows and cares
about each creature’s experience, God also knows and cares about
each creature’s habitat.18 The Spirit is grieved (Eph 4:30) when
human beings abuse and destroy habitats. 

God really does know every sparrow that falls to the ground
(Matt 10:29; Luke 12:6). As Rosemary Ruether says, each being “has
its own distinct relation to God as source of life.” This means that
each has its value: “Each life form has its own purpose, its own right
to exist, its own independent relation to God and to other beings.”19

If God really does care about every sparrow, every ant, every great
white shark, every creature hunting another for food, and every crea-
ture that is the prey of another, then Christianity has its own posi-
tion on the value not only of species but also of individual creatures.
Many scientific ecologists rightly focus on populations and species
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and their interaction with their environment. Christian theology
also needs to focus on individual creatures as the object of divine
love and as creatures in which the Spirit of God dwells. 

The Spirit as Midwife to the Birth of the New

A Christian response to the suffering of creation necessarily
involves eschatology. It looks to the future when all things will be
taken up into God and transformed in Christ. This will be the
theme taken up and developed in chapter 6 of this book. At this
point it is important to note that the work of the Spirit is always
directed toward this future transfiguration of the whole of creation.
Something is being born in the labor of creation that we can only
glimpse from our limited perspective. But we do experience the
Spirit at work in ourselves, and in this experience, Paul tells us, is the
beginning and the guarantee of the transformation of creation in
Christ. 

Paul sees creation as waiting with “eager longing” for its liberation
from “bondage to decay” and for “the freedom associated with the
glory of the children of God” (Rom 8:19-23). The Spirit assists and
enables the birth of the new: “For we know that the entire creation
has been groaning together in the pangs of childbirth up till now”
(8:22). This suggests that the Spirit can be understood not only as
the companion of creation in its travail but also as the midwife to
the birth of new creation. It is always the life-giving Spirit of God
who enables the new to be born. In this sense the Spirit is not only
midwife but also the one who empowers the process from within.
The Spirit is the “down payment and guarantee” (2 Cor 1:22; 5:5;
Eph 1:13-15), the “firstfruits” of God’s harvest (Rom 8:23). If the
Spirit is the midwife to the new creation, this points toward the
unimaginable: the participation of all creatures in the dynamism of
the divine life. 

A theology of creation in the light of the cross and resurrection
suggests that the Creator Spirit may be lovingly committed to the
proper autonomy and independence of creaturely processes. It sees
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this Spirit as with creatures in their finitude, death, and incomple-
tion, holding suffering creatures in redemptive love, and as drawing
each into an unforeseeable future in the divine life. For the Christ-
ian community, the experience of the Spirit is an anticipation of the
eschatological communion of all things in God. This Spirit is pre-
sent with each creature now, with every wild predator and with its
prey, with every expression of life and in every death, as midwife to
that birth in which all things will be made new. 

The Spirit as the Unspeakable Nearness of God in Creation

The Christian tradition sees the Word of God as revealed in the
humanity of Jesus, in the human face of Jesus. By contrast, it does
not see the Spirit as having a human face. The Spirit is revealed as
the far more mysterious Breath of God, breathing through the
whole of creation and through the lives and hearts of human beings.
This Spirit searches everything, “even the depths of God” (1 Cor
1:10). The creative Breath of Life is present to our universe in count-
less ways that are far beyond the limits of the human. The biblical
images for the Spirit tend to come from the natural world: breath,
wind, living water, fire, and anointing with oil. These images
 preserve the otherness of the Spirit of God and resist the human
 tendency to domesticate the Spirit. 

Long ago, Ambrose saw the Spirit sweeping over the waters of cre-
ation not only as the Life-Giver to all things but also as the one who
brings beauty to creation. The great medieval mystic Hildegard of
Bingen (1098-1179) saw the Spirit as the source of viriditas, a Latin
word that means greenness and points to the fruitfulness and the
abundance that are at the heart of life on Earth. More recently, the
theologian Jürgen Moltmann (1926- ) has spoken of the Spirit as the
“unspeakable closeness of God” in creation.20 Moltmann’s phrase
captures something of the human experience of the Spirit in encoun-
ters with the natural world. The Holy Spirit is the unspeakable
closeness of God in the experience of mountains, deserts, forests,
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and seas, in the sense of being deeply connected with a place, and in
moments of real encounter with trees, flowers, birds, and animals. 

The presence of the Spirit in the otherness of the nonhuman is a
direct challenge to the anthropocentrism that sees God as focused
only on the human. It stands opposed to all attempts to use religious
faith to legitimate the ruthless exploitation of other species. It points
to the otherness of nonhuman creatures as a place of God. One of
the characteristics of the biblical understanding of the Spirit of God
is that this Spirit remains wild and uncontrollable. The Spirit cannot
be domesticated. It is the wind that “blows where it chooses” ( John
3:8). 

We can glimpse the wildness of the Spirit in the experiences we
have of wilderness in nature. We can encounter this wild Spirit not
only in deserts and rain forests but also in the mysterious and
counter intuitive nature of quantum reality. We come up against the
mystery of the Spirit when we ponder the nuclear furnaces burning
in stars and struggle to imagine our observable universe with its
fourteen-billion-year history and its more than one hundred billion
galaxies. 

The experience of wilderness in all its forms can lead to a deep-
ened sense of the incomprehensible and uncontrollable Spirit of
God. And dwelling in this Spirit can lead us to a new respect for
what is wild and beyond human domestication. The Spirit is not
only the love that stirs in the intimate depths of our own beings, but
is the love that surrounds and sustains the uncounted insects, ani-
mals, and trees that share the exuberant life of a rain forest. The
acceptance of the presence of the Spirit in what is untamable can be
an important step in the emergence of an ecological sensibility that
can value the diversity and otherness of the creatures who share life
with us. 

Although the Spirit is clearly not to be thought of as a human per-
son, this does not mean that the Spirit is less personal than human
beings. The Spirit can be thought of as personal in a way that won-
derfully transcends the human way of being person. The Spirit is
radically relational. The Spirit of God is “the love of God poured out
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in our hearts” (Rom 5:5), and this divine love is present to us as the
mysterious depth of all human love. This presence, in which we live
and move and have our being, is not a something. It is not simply a
link or a bond uniting us with God or each other. The Holy Spirit is
a personal presence, a mysterious other, a Thou, someone to be
loved and worshiped. The Spirit of God is not less than humanly
personal but infinitely more.
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4

Ecological Commitment and
the Following of Jesus

Making the connection between ecological commitment and
Jesus of Nazareth is at the center of a Christian ecological

theology. This connection is not something that can be taken for
granted. It is far from obvious to many people that ecology has any-
thing to do with Jesus. Numbers of Christians who are deeply com-
mitted to ecology find it easy enough to see their commitment in
relation to God as Creator, but they cannot see a connection with
the story of Jesus. 

It is an urgent task for theology to show the interconnection
between the living memory of Jesus and the issues that confront the
global community. Only when this connection is made will ecolog-
ical action be seen not only as ethically responsible but also as radi-
cally Christian, as the faithful praxis of Christian discipleship. Only
then will the wider Christian community be challenged from within
its own Christian depths to ecological conversion.  

According to the Gospel tradition, Jesus embodies the compas-
sion of God in his person, his words, and his actions. He offers heal-
ing and hope to those suffering illness and exclusion. He brings
liberation and joy to those imprisoned by psychological bonds. He
invites women as well as men into the circle of his followers to form
a new family of sisters and brothers. He interprets God’s gift of the
Torah in terms of compassion. He announces forgiveness for sinners
and celebrates festive meals with public sinners and outcasts that
anticipate God’s coming reign. He teaches that love is the meaning
of everything—love for God with one’s whole self and love for one’s
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neighbor as oneself. He insists that this love has no limits. It can have
no borders. It is to embrace the enemy. 

In the limited and finite life of Jesus there is unleashed an explo-
sive dynamism of compassion that knows no boundaries. This is evi-
dent in every aspect of Jesus’ ministry, but it reaches its radical
expression in the absolute dark night of his death and in the disci-
ples’ experience of Jesus as the risen one. In encountering Jesus
beyond death, the disciples discover that the compassion of God
manifest in Jesus cannot be contained by the tomb, but breaks free
as a dynamic power of liberation and hope. In a way that remains
ever mysterious, the utter humiliation, ugliness, and brutality of the
cross has become a spring of compassionate life flowing out into the
whole world. What flows forth is nothing less than the dynamic
Spirit of God. 

In all of this, the first Christians become convinced that a new
stage in God’s salvation history has been reached. They see what has
occurred in Jesus as having universal meaning. The unstoppable
dynamism of the Spirit leads them beyond the boundaries of Jesus’
own ministry, which had been centered on Israel. In the power of
the Spirit, the disciples come to understand that fidelity to the God
revealed by Jesus now demands a new universality. Divine compas-
sion is directed to the whole world. It reaches out beyond the human
community to embrace “all things” in the reconciliation of Christ
(Col 1:15-20). 

Through the ages, Christian saints and sages have recognized that
this divine compassion does not stop with human beings. Paul told
the first Christian community in Rome that the whole creation
awaits its redemption in Christ (Rom 8:19-24). At the end of the
second century, Irenaeus saw the whole of creation as recapitulated
(summed up and transformed) in Christ and as destined to share in
Christ’s victory over death. In the thirteenth century, Francis of
Assisi showed how the divine compassion embodied in Jesus reaches
out to embrace individual animals and birds as brothers and sisters
to us before God. In the early twentieth century, Pierre Teilhard de
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Chardin came to see the whole of evolutionary history as empow-
ered by the risen Christ, the Omega who is the source and goal of the
whole emergent process. 

Christians who reflect on Jesus today, from the perspective of the
twenty-first century, do so as participants in a human community
engaged in the extinction of uncounted species of living creatures.
This context challenges us to think again about the compassion of
God revealed in Christ and its relationship to the nonhuman crea-
tures of our global community. In this chapter, I will begin to take
up this issue from what we know about Jesus’ own attitude to cre-
ation. This will be followed by some reflections on the way that the
first Christians understood Jesus in relation to creation, as the Wis-
dom of God in our midst. Then I will outline the notion of “deep
incarnation” and bring the chapter to its conclusion by offering
some thoughts on the meaning of Jesus Christ in the context of evo-
lution. Chapter 6 will continue this exploration, focusing on the
final transformation of all things in the risen Christ.  

Creation in the Life and Ministry of Jesus

The living memory of Jesus was passed on orally in the liturgy,
preaching, and life of the first Christian communities before finding
written expression in the Gospels. In this living memory, Jesus is not
only celebrated as messianic Son of God but also remembered as a
great prophet and as an extraordinary teacher of wisdom. And like
the long line of wisdom teachers of Israel, Jesus is remembered as
someone who sees the natural world as the place of God. 

As a wisdom teacher, Jesus speaks of God and God’s reign in para-
bles and proverbial sayings. He is a gifted parabler, communicating
the deepest things of God in stories and images from the natural
world and from the cultural world of human communities. His
images come from the whole of life: the beauty of wildflowers, the
growth of trees from tiny seeds, crops of grain, bread rising, a
woman sweeping a floor looking for what was lost, children playing
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games, the relationship between a shepherd and the sheep, the birds
of the air, foxes and their lairs, rain falling, and the generosity of a
parent to a wayward child. 

The parables reflect a close observation of and delight in the nat-
ural world as the place of God. They could arise only in a person
who looks on creation with contemplative and loving eyes. As C. H.
Dodd concludes in his classic study, the parables reveal that for Jesus
there is an “inward affinity between the natural order and the spiri-
tual order.” Dodd argues that “the sense of the divineness of the nat-
ural order is the major premise of all the parables.”1 Jesus’ parables of
the reign of God are the products of one who sees creation as the gift
of God and as the place of divine presence. 

The memory of Jesus’ prayer in the wilderness is a further witness
that for him, as for other mystics in the Jewish and Christian tradi-
tions, the natural world is a place of encounter with the living God.
His prayer in the desert and in the hills of Galilee points to the
wilderness as the place where he found communion with the God he
proclaimed. The Gospels recount Jesus’ going out into the wilder-
ness for forty days at the beginning of his ministry. There he experi-
ences temptation and, we are told, “he was with the wild beasts” and
“the angels ministered to him” (Mark 1:15). It seems that Jesus expe-
riences the wilderness and its wild creatures as the place of divine
communication. The Gospels tell us that during his ministry Jesus
regularly goes into the wilderness to find God. Mark describes Jesus
getting up early and going out to a deserted place to pray (Mark
1:35). Luke, in one of his many references to Jesus at prayer, tells of
his going out to a mountain to pray and spending the night in prayer
(Luke 6:12). As Jesus’ passion approaches, the three Synoptic
Gospels tell of his praying outdoors in the garden of Gethsemane,
where he struggles in darkness and pain and entrusts his life and
death to God. 

The Gospel memory of Jesus’ parables taken from nature and his
prayer in the wilderness provides a context for interpreting Jesus’
explicit sayings about God’s compassion for nonhuman creation. In
these well-known texts, Jesus teaches that God feeds and clothes
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each bird of the air and each lily of the field (Matt 6:28; Luke 12:27)
and speaks of God’s care for every individual sparrow that falls to the
ground (Matt 10:29; Luke12:6). The focal point of these sayings is
God’s provident care for human beings. But the assumption made in
them is that every sparrow that falls to the ground matters to God.
There is no doubt that the Gospels present God’s provident care for
human beings as unique and special—“the hairs on your head are all
counted” (Matt 10:30)—but they also present this compassion and
provident care as involving every single sparrow. 

Jesus sees God as the one who can be addressed in a familial and
very human way as Abba (Mark 14:36). He clearly sees God as a God
for human beings, a God attentive to us with love, a God who cher-
ishes human beings and brings them liberation and hope.2 But for
Jesus this Abba is also the Creator God, the one who makes the sun
rise and who sends rain upon the just and the unjust (Matt 5:45).
The God of Jesus is a God who is radically a God for human beings
but also a God for all creatures. When Jesus’ words about wildflow-
ers and sparrows are understood in the context of his other parables
taken from nature and his practice of prayer in the wilderness, I
think it can be said with confidence that Jesus looks on wildflowers
and sparrows with loving eyes and sees them as both loved by God
and revelatory of God.   

The Early Christian Community Sees Jesus
as the Wisdom of God

The experience of Jesus’ resurrection radically transformed the
battered and defeated followers of Jesus. In the process it led them to
reflect on his meaning and identity. It convinced them that what was
present with them in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus was
nothing less than God. They were well aware of the humanity of
Jesus. They had lived through the events of Jesus’ ministry and
humiliating death. They now needed to find a way of telling the
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story of Jesus as a story that begins from God. They needed to be
able to speak of God’s self-giving to us in Jesus. They needed to find
ways of speaking of Jesus as “God-with-us” (Matt 1:23).

Recent scholarship has shown that devotion to Christ as one with
God arose very early in the life of the church, as early as the pre-
Pauline Christian community centered in Jerusalem.3 In Paul’s own
writings it is simply taken for granted. Paul also takes it for granted
that the risen Christ has a cosmic role. In a remarkable text Paul
writes: “Yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all
things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through
whom are all things and through whom we exist” (1 Cor 8:6).
Clearly Paul sees “all things” in the universe as in some way having
their existence through Christ, and he sees Christ as involved not
only with the origins of things but with their final transformation
also. He sees the whole of creation as finding redemption and final
liberation in Christ (Rom 8:21). 

How does this cosmic view of the risen Christ arise? It seems that
one of the contributing factors was the already existing theology of
the Wisdom of God. In the biblical wisdom literature, God’s self-
communication is beautifully personified in female terms as the
Wisdom Woman (h\okmâ in Hebrew, sophia in Greek). In these wis-
dom writings, the Wisdom Woman is understood not as a second
God alongside the God of the covenant, but as a way of talking
about the presence and action of the one God of Israel. 

There are two central characteristics of the Wisdom Woman.
First, she is intimately involved with the whole of creation. She is pic-
tured as with God in creation, a co-creator with God, a companion
with God delighting in all God’s creatures (Prov 8:22-31; Sir 24:3-
7; Wis 7:25-8:1). Wisdom is a “tree of life” (Prov 3:18). It is by her
that God founds the earth, establishes the heavens, breaks open the
deep, and enables the clouds to drop down their dew as refreshing,
life-giving rain (Prov 3:19-20). Second, she comes to dwell in our
midst. She makes her home with us, sets her table, prepares her great
banquet, and invites the poor and needy to come to eat and drink of
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what she has prepared (Prov 9:1-6; Sir 24:8-22). Wisdom is both the
one in whom all things are created and the one who has now come
to dwell among us. 

While Jewish believers could see God’s gift of the Law (Torah) as
the Wisdom of God who has made her home among us (Sir 24:23),
early Christian believers could identify Jesus as the Wisdom of God
in our midst. Paul insists, against all competing human claims to wis-
dom, that the Wisdom of God is found revealed in Christ crucified
(1 Cor 1:24, 30). He argues forcefully that God’s Wisdom is
revealed precisely in what seems to be the utter foolishness and pow-
erlessness of the cross. Matthew sees Jesus as the Wisdom of God in
our midst. It is Jesus who does the healing and liberating deeds of
Wisdom (Matt 11:20) and who, as Wisdom comes to make her
home with us, cries out: “Come to me all you that are weary and are
carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28). In the
Gospel of John, Jesus-Wisdom is proclaimed as the Word made flesh
( John 1:1-18) and is presented as the one who invites the poor and
needy to his table and gives himself to them as the Bread of Life
( John 6).

Throughout the New Testament there are texts that may be rem-
nants of early Christian hymns, which sing of Jesus in terms that
echo the wisdom tradition. In the short hymn in the opening of
Hebrews, for example, Christ is presented, like Wisdom, as the one
through whom God creates all things (Heb 1:2). We read that
Christ is “the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of
God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word”
(1:3). The description of the risen Christ, as the “reflection” and
“imprint” of God and the one who “sustains” all things, echoes the
Wisdom of Solomon, where it is said of Sophia that she is “the image
of God” (7:26) and that “she reaches mightily from one end of the
earth to the other, and she orders all things well” (8:1). 

In each of these hymns, the words “all things” form a constant
refrain. The repeated use of this expression points insistently to the
cosmic meaning of Christ. A second example of a Wisdom-type
hymn to the risen Christ is found in the opening chapter of John’s

54 Ecology at the Heart of Faith

edwards2B:edwardsfinal.qxd  8/8/2006  8:07 AM  Page 54



Gospel. Here Jesus is again understood in categories and in language
taken from the Wisdom literature,4 but he is described as the Word
of God rather than the Wisdom of God:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All
things came into being through him, and without him not one
thing came into being. . . . He was in the world, and the world
came into being through him; yet the world did not know
him. . . . And the Word became flesh and lived among us. ( John
1:1-14)

Jesus is celebrated as the Word made flesh. But we are being told that
the story of this Word does not begin with the life of Jesus. The
Word was with God in the beginning and had an active role in the
creation of “all things.” According to this hymn, everything that has
ever come to be in the long history of creation exists only in and
through the Word. In terms of what we know today, this would
involve seeing this Word of God as the Word of the Big Bang, the
primordial hydrogen, star formation, the Milky Way Galaxy, planet
Earth, bacteria, clams, frogs, and chimpanzees. It is this endlessly
creative Word that is made flesh in Jesus. What is further suggested
is that the whole process of the creation of the universe is directed
toward the Christ-event. 

A third example of a cosmic hymn to the risen Christ modeled on
Wisdom is found in Colossians: 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all
creation; 

for in him all things in heaven and on earth were 
created, 

things visible and invisible, 
whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers—
all things have been created through him and for him. 
He himself is before all things and in him all things hold 

together. 
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He is the head of the body, the church; 
he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that
he might come to have first place in everything. 
For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 
and through him God was pleased to reconcile to

himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, 
by making peace through the blood of the cross.

(Col 1:15-20)

Here the cosmic Christ is celebrated as both the source of creation
and its goal: all things have been created in Christ and all things are
reconciled in him. The words “all things” are repeated like a refrain.
All things are created in Christ, who is the image (icon) of the invis-
ible God. As in the wisdom literature Sophia is with God in creation
and continually sustains all things, so in Colossians the risen Christ
is the one in whom all things are created and in whom all things
hold together. The Colossians hymn goes further, asserting that in
Christ and Christ’s cross God has reconciled all things to God’s self.
Everything in creation is created in Christ, sustained in him, and
reconciled in him.

The universal role of Christ is driven home not just by the oft-
repeated “all things,” but also by the repeated explanation that this
involves everything in what were seen as the two great cosmic realms
of heaven and earth, and by the further insistence that it includes all
the cosmic powers—“whether thrones or dominions or rulers or
powers.” In ancient cosmologies, these angelic beings were thought
of as controlling the movements of the sun, the moon, and the stars.
It seems that some at Colossae worshiped these cosmic powers, and
the letter makes it clear that all cosmic forces are taken up by Christ
and transformed in the power of the resurrection. Everything in the
universe is to be transfigured in Christ-Wisdom, the icon of the
invisible God.

In Colossians, Christ’s death and resurrection are understood as
the beginning of the transformation of the whole of creation. This
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same idea appears in Ephesians, where we are told that all things will
be gathered up in the risen Christ (1:9-10, 20-23). In Revelation, we
hear of “a new heaven and a new earth,” and the risen Christ is pro-
claimed the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the begin-
ning and the end (Rev 22:13). In the yearly cycle of the liturgy, many
Christians use these words from Revelation as they light the Easter
candle from the new fire of the Easter Vigil. Then, illuminated by
the light of the Easter candle, the symbol of the risen one, they lis-
ten to readings from scripture that tell the story of salvation begin-
ning with the Genesis account of the creation of all things. Every
Easter is a celebration of the whole of creation transformed in the
light of the risen Christ. Far from being restricted to human beings,
the Christ-event involves everything on Earth, from ants and beetles
to pelicans and whales. It involves every part of the fourteen-billion-
year story of our universe and of the 3.8-billion-year history of life
on Earth.  

In recent years, feminist theologians have led the way in recover-
ing a theology of Jesus in terms of divine Wisdom, or Sophia. Some,
like Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza have focused on Jesus as a child and
prophet of Sophia.5 Others, like Elizabeth Johnson, have developed
a Christology of Jesus as the Wisdom of God. In this theology, Jesus
is understood as revelatory of God symbolized as the female Sophia.
This has the effect of breaking the stranglehold of androcentric
thinking and points to the God-with-us in Jesus as beyond male and
female, but inclusive of both.6 In my view this opens up to a viable
and life-giving wisdom Christology that is both feminist and eco-
logical. Jesus the Wisdom of God can be seen as inclusive of both
female and male, and of both human and nonhuman creation.7

Wisdom Christology, like Word-of-God Christology and Son-of-
God Christology, involves a view of preexistence and incarnation. It
proposes that what we meet in Jesus of Nazareth is someone who is
God with us, truly of God and sent by God. But wisdom Christology
contains a healthy reminder that what preexists is not the humanity
of Jesus. It encourages a healthy negative theology about that which
preexists in the divine life. It makes it clear that preexistent Wisdom
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is neither male nor female but transcends both. And it points to a
divine Wisdom that finds expression not just in the human but in the
whole of creation. This kind of wisdom theology is depicted in the
beautiful mosaic in the Church of San Clemente in Rome, where the
cross of Christ is the tree of life for all creatures.

Deep Incarnation

As theologians have attempted to articulate a Christian ecologi-
cal theology, they have turned to the central idea of incarnation. At
the heart of Christian faith is the affirmation that Jesus of Nazareth
is the Word made flesh ( John 1:14). What is meant by flesh in this
affirmation is not only the fully human reality of Jesus but the whole
of humanity embraced by God in the incarnation. As the great
patristic theologians such as Irenaeus and Athanasius taught, in the
Word made flesh God becomes human so that the whole of human-
ity might be healed, taken up into God and deified in God.

The meaning of the incarnation, of becoming flesh, is not
restricted to humanity. The flesh that is embraced by God is not lim-
ited to the human. It includes the whole interconnected world of
fleshly life and, in some way, includes the whole universe to which
flesh is related and on which it depends. On this basis, Australian
theologian Duncan Reid argues for an eco-Christology in which
affirmations about God’s embrace of humanity in the incarnation
are always to be understood in the context of the wider claim that
the Word has become flesh. Flesh points beyond the humanity of
Jesus and beyond the human community embraced by God in the
incarnation to the biological world of living creatures.8 Flesh evokes
the whole world of interrelated organisms. It suggests that in becom-
ing flesh, God has embraced all creatures in the interconnected web
of life. New Zealand theologian Neil Darragh comments on this line
of thought: “To say that God became flesh is not only to say that
God became human, but to say also that God became an Earth crea-
ture, that God became a sentient being, that God became a living
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being (in common with all other living beings), that God became a
complex Earth unit of minerals and fluids, that God became an item
in the carbon and nitrogen cycles.”9

In Jesus of Nazareth, God becomes a vital part of an ecosystem
and a part of the interconnected systems that support life on Earth.
Danish theologian Niels Gregersen calls this the idea of deep incar-
nation. He argues that, in Christ, God enters into biological life in a
new way and is now with evolving creation in a radically new way. In
Christ, God is with all forms of life in their suffering limitation. The
cross of Christ reveals God’s identification with creation in all its
complexity, struggle, and pain. Gregersen finds in the cross a micro-
cosm of God’s redemptive presence to all creatures that face suffer-
ing and death. He writes:

In this context, the incarnation of God in Christ can be under-
stood as a radical or “deep” incarnation, that is, an incarnation
into the very tissue of biological existence, and system of
nature. Understood this way, the death of Christ becomes an
icon of God’s redemptive co-suffering with all sentient life as
well as with the victims of social competition. God bears the
cost of evolution, the price involved in the hardship of natural
selection.10

I believe that this concept of deep incarnation is faithful to the
Christian tradition, which claims, with Paul, that the whole creation
waits with “eager longing” for its liberation from “bondage to
decay” and for “the freedom associated with the glory of the chil-
dren of God” (Rom 8:19-23). It is congruent with the Colossians
hymn referred to above, in which Christ is celebrated as the “icon of
the invisible God,” as the “firstborn of all creation,” as the one in
whom “all things in heaven and on earth were created,” as the one in
whom “all things hold together,” and as the one through whom
“God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on
earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of the cross”
(Col 1:15-20).
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The concept of deep incarnation also reflects the insights of evo-
lutionary biology concerning the interconnections of all living
things in the one history of life on Earth. Biology does not allow us
to see human flesh as an isolated reality. Human beings can only be
understood as interrelated with the other life-forms of our planet
and interconnected with the atmosphere, the land, and the seas that
sustain life. A theology that takes biology seriously can see human
beings only as part of the 3.8-billion-year history of life on Earth.
Precisely because theology is committed to God as Creator, it must
take biology seriously. A biologically informed theology cannot
think of the human without taking into account our dependence on
the creatures that have gone before us in evolutionary history and
our ecological interdependence with the biological systems of the
planet. 

Today, in a world where countless forms of life have been
destroyed and many more are under threat, we need a deeper appro-
priation of the meaning of God-with-us in Christ. We need to think
of God-with-us in the sense of God-with-all-living-things. In the con-
cept of deep incarnation, the Christ-event can be understood as God
entering into the evolutionary history of life on Earth, embracing
finite creaturely existence from within. In the Word made flesh, God
is revealed at the heart of the human, and therefore at the heart of all
life on Earth. The flesh of Jesus is part of the whole creaturely pat-
tern of life on Earth. When the Word is made flesh, God embraces
the long, interconnected history of life in all its complexity and
diversity. The incarnation is God-with-us in the “very tissue” of bio-
logical life. If God is with us in Christ Jesus in the very tissue of bio-
logical life, this raises further questions about the theological
connection between the event of Christ and evolutionary history.  

Jesus Christ in an Evolutionary World 

Karl Rahner has offered some important reflections on the com-
patibility of Christology with an evolutionary view of the world.11
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He asks whether it is possible to find an inner relationship between
the Christ-event and evolution. He seeks a coherent theology that is
faithful to the Christian tradition’s deepest insights into the meaning
of Christ and that also respects the findings of evolutionary biology. 

He begins from the fundamental unity of creation. This unity is
found first in the fact that all things spring from the one Creator.
Second, creatures are united now in one interrelated and inter -
dependent evolving universe. Third, the whole of creation will reach
its culmination by being taken up as one into God. Creation is
united in its one origin, in its self-realization as one united world,
and in its one future in God. This unity is grounded in God’s pur-
pose in creating a universe of creatures. 

Rahner describes this purpose in his beautiful fundamental con-
cept of divine self-bestowal. God creates a universe of creatures in
order to give God’s self to them in love. Self-bestowal is the meaning
of the universe. We human beings have experienced this self-
bestowal in the Christ-event and in the experience of the Spirit in
grace. In the Word made flesh and the Spirit given in grace, God is
revealed as a God of self-bestowing love. Creation is the addressee of
divine self-bestowal. This self-bestowal is already at work in our
world in God’s creative presence to all things. It will reach its culmi-
nation only when the whole of created reality is transfigured in the
power of the resurrection and taken up into God.

Rahner sees the incarnation as intrinsic to God’s purpose in cre-
ation. While one school of theology has seen the incarnation pri-
marily as a remedy for human sin, another associated with Franciscan
theologians such as Raymond Lull and Duns Scotus sees the incar-
nation as always central to the divine plan in creating a universe of
creatures. In this second school of theology, creation was always
directed toward the Christ-event. God always had the incarnation in
mind.12 Rahner takes up this Franciscan theology and argues that
the universe exists only because God was always going to give God’s
self to creation in love. This means that the incarnation is not some-
thing that comes about primarily because of sin—although in a sin-
ful world it certainly is an event of forgiving grace. The incarnation
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was always at the center of the divine plan. For Rahner,  creation and
incarnation are two distinct parts of the one act of God’s self-
bestowal to the world. They are two distinct dimensions of one
process of divine self-giving. They always belong together.13

With this conviction in mind, Rahner begins to develop an evo-
lutionary approach to Christology by pointing to the transitions
that occur in evolutionary history. There are times when something
radically new emerges, when more comes from less. Key examples
are when matter becomes life and when life comes to self-conscious-
ness in human beings. Rahner insists that the emergence of the new
comes about through natural processes that have their own integrity.
It is the role of science to explain these processes at the empirical
level. But he sees an important role for theology as well. Theology
needs to account for these processes in terms of the creative act of
God. This demands a new development. How can a theology of cre-
ation account for the emergence of the new? 

In the traditional theology of creation, God was seen as holding
all creatures in being and as enabling them to act. Rahner finds this
theology, important and fundamental as it is, in need of develop-
ment. In the light of what science tells us about an emergent uni-
verse, creation cannot be thought of as God simply sustaining things
in existence. Theology needs to give an account of God’s creative act
in such a way that it is seen as enabling the universe to become. God’s
creative act must be of such a kind as to allow the new and the
unpredictable to emerge. God, then, needs to be thought of as
empowering the universe from within, in such a way as to enable
genuine novelty to emerge. As I pointed out in the last chapter, Rah-
ner calls this creation’s capacity for self-transcendence. This is a capac-
ity that the universe and its creatures have within themselves to
become. It belongs to the creature, but it is not due to the creature.
It springs from the immanent creative presence of God enabling the
creature not only to exist but to become what is new. As I proposed
in the last chapter, it comes from the Creator Spirit present to each
and every entity of the universe.  

In Rahner’s central idea, God is seen as inspiring and enabling a
great pattern of evolutionary emergence. In this pattern, matter

62 Ecology at the Heart of Faith

edwards2B:edwardsfinal.qxd  8/8/2006  8:07 AM  Page 62



transcends itself to become life; life transcends itself in self-
 conscious human beings; human beings transcend themselves in
union with God through grace; and in Jesus of Nazareth the whole
evolutionary process transcends itself radically into God. 

From the perspective of Christian faith, the universe can be
thought of as carried from the beginning toward a more conscious
relationship to its Creator. In human beings, the material universe
has become self-conscious. In humanity creation has come to per-
sonhood. As creation come to personhood, human beings stand
before God’s self-offering love in the Spirit. As part of the universe,
they are invited into an interpersonal relationship with the Creator.
They are part of the universe that can turn back to God in love,
thanksgiving, and praise. 

In Jesus of Nazareth, this movement of grace reaches a moment
when one human being is wholly and irreversibly responsive to God’s
self-giving love. In Jesus, one of us, part of the one universe and its
history, is so radically open to and identified with God, that we can
rightly say that he is the Wisdom of God, the Son of God. Like us,
Jesus is the product of biological evolution. Like us, he is made from
stardust. Like us, Jesus is interrelated to all other creatures in one
global community of Earth. In Jesus, the movement of self-transcen-
dence that has been going on throughout evolutionary history
reaches its irreversible climax. In Jesus’ complete yes to God, there is
a radical and unique self-transcendence of creation into God.14

From the side of creation, then, the event of Jesus Christ can be
understood as the self-transcendence of the created universe into
God. From the side of God, Jesus can be seen as God’s self-commu-
nication to creation. In Jesus, we find both God’s self-giving to the
universe and the universe responding in radical creaturely accep-
tance. Because Jesus is both God’s self-communication in our history
and creation’s radical yes to God, Rahner sees Jesus as the absolute
Savior. 

Jesus is the self-bestowal of God, but this divine self-bestowal
occurs from within the evolutionary history of life on our planet.
Evolutionary history thus becomes the place of divine revelation. It
is embraced by God and taken up into God. In the incarnation
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within evolutionary history, and above all in the resurrection that is
its fulfillment, there is a promise that the history of life is not mean-
ingless and empty. This history can now be seen as occurring
because God wants to give God’s self to creatures in love. In the res-
urrection there is a promise that this evolutionary history and all the
creatures that it brings forth are destined to be taken up into God
and to find in God their healing and divinizing fulfillment.    

In this chapter, I have attempted to describe ways in which the
 living memory of Jesus can be understood in relation to ecological
commitment. The starting point was with Jesus himself, with the
memory of Jesus as a wisdom teacher who found God in creation
and who saw God as involved with every sparrow that falls to the
ground. At a second level, the first Christians see Jesus risen as the
Wisdom of God, as the one in whom all things are created and
finally reconciled. At a third level of reflection, I turned to the con-
temporary idea of deep incarnation, the idea that in the Word made
flesh, God has embraced the whole interconnected world of biolog-
ical life. Finally, I reflected on Rahner’s insight that Jesus can be
understood as both the self-transcendence of the evolving universe
into God and as God’s self-communication to the universe. 

As this has made clear, bringing together commitment to Jesus
Christ and commitment to creation is not a novelty in the Christian
tradition. It can be grounded at the levels of the living memory of
Jesus and of the wisdom Christologies of the early church. At the
same time, recent scientific insights into the evolution of life and the
interconnectedness of all life on our planet have led theologians to
discover new levels of theological connection between Jesus and
ecology, in the concepts of deep incarnation and the self-transcen-
dence of creation. Each level contributes to the conviction that the
following of Jesus in the twenty-first century necessarily involves
ecological commitment. This will be taken further in chapter 6 in a
theology of the transformation of creation in Christ. Before then, it
will be helpful to explore the relationship between the trinitarian
God revealed in the Christ-event and creation. 
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The Diversity of Life and
the Trinity

The Earth is a place of glorious, abundant, and exuberant life.
The wildly differing species that inhabit our planet have

emerged over the last six hundred thousand years. They have a com-
mon heritage that goes back much further, to the origins of bacter-
ial life more than 3.5 billion years ago. They have evolved in
relationship to each other, interconnected in delicate ecological sys-
tems. They are interdependent not only with each other but also
with the Earth’s atmosphere, seas, rivers, and lakes, and the land itself. 

Human actions such as releasing greenhouse gases into the atmos-
phere, ruthless fishing practices, the dumping of industrial and
urban waste, the destruction of river systems and uncontrolled clear-
ing of land destroy beautiful and mysterious species of creatures for-
ever. A great number of these are unknown and unnamed. It is likely
that among the unknown species there are many that could con-
tribute to human health and well-being. If present trends are
allowed to continue, the Earth will become a far more sterile and
dangerous place. Human life will be radically impoverished. 

The task facing the human community is clear. We are called to
save what can be saved of the diversity of life. This may be the single
greatest challenge that humans have ever been called upon to face. It
is a task that will require every bit of human intelligence, coopera-
tion, generosity, and commitment. There are clearly established
 scientific, medical, economic, aesthetic, and cultural reasons that
motivate a commitment to biodiversity. 

For those who stand within the great monotheistic religious tradi-
tions, there is a more radical reason for commitment to biodiversity.
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For them it has to do with God, with the Creator who breathes the
breath of life into all living things (Gen 2:7; Job 34:12-15; Ps 104:29-
30). Judaism, Islam, and Christianity all profess faith in the one God
who creates the whole universe and all its creatures. Together they
hold that this Creator holds all things in existence, finds all of cre-
ation good, and enables it to flourish in all its fertility and abundance
(Gen 1:20-31). Creation is the work of God. It is something humans
must honor if they are to honor God. In this context, to destroy habi-
tats and bring about the extinction of species in an arbitrary way can
only be seen as a terrible sin against the Creator.

Jews, Christians, and Muslims worship the same Creator God,
the one God of Abraham and Sarah, the God of Moses, the God of
Jesus, and the God of Muhammad. Conscious of what we hold in
common, I will explore the specifically Christian view of God as
Trinity. This will involve a discussion of the emergence of the idea of
God as communion, the theology of perichoresis, and the contempo-
rary retrieval of the Trinity as a liberating doctrine. I will attempt to
show how these reflections open out into a fully ecological theology,
in that the diversity of creatures can be seen as the self-expression of
the Trinity and that the ecological relationships that characterize life
on Earth can be understood as springing from the relational life of
the Trinity. 

God as Communion

Although the word “Trinity” was not used until the late second
century, the religious experience of the first Christian communities
was already trinitarian. In Jesus, they experienced the healing, liber-
ating, saving presence of God. Using categories taken from their tra-
dition, they understood him as the messianic Son of God, as the
Wisdom of God, and as the Word of God. They saw him as coming
from God, as sent by God, and as God-with-us. 

They knew Jesus as the Spirit-filled one, as anointed by the Spirit,
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as the bearer of the long-awaited Spirit, and as the risen one who
sends the Spirit upon his disciples. They experienced the Holy Spirit
as the life-giving, energizing presence of God, as the one who had
formed them into the church of Jesus Christ and who had been
poured out upon each as the power of resurrection life, making them
children of God and enabling them to address God as Abba (Rom
8:15). 

From the beginning, the Christian community saw both Jesus
and the Spirit as sent from the one who is the Source of All, the one
whom Jesus called Abba (Gal 4:4-7). Word and Spirit come from the
Source of All to bring salvation. The original Christian experience
was an experience of God acting to save us, through Jesus and the
Spirit. The focus was on God’s saving action, on what theologians
sometimes describe as the “economy” of salvation. For the first
Christians, salvation was experienced in a trinitarian way—as com-
ing to us from God through Jesus and the life-giving Spirit. The
focus was not on the inner life of God, but on what God was doing
for us in the Word made flesh and in the Spirit poured out.

Eventually, the Christian community was forced to address ques-
tions that touch on the inner life of God. If Jesus is the Word made
flesh, is this Word to be understood as eternal and divine or simply
as a creature? Is the Spirit poured out upon us the presence of God
or some created intermediary? And if the Christian community pro-
claims Word and Spirit as divine, how does this sit with the biblical
commitment to monotheism? 

As it struggled with these questions, the Christian community’s
response was grounded in a conviction about God’s fidelity. They
were convinced that God’s self-revelation in Jesus and the Spirit
faithfully represents the truth of who God is. When public disputes
arose in the Arian controversies of the fourth century over the eter-
nity and divinity of the Word and Spirit, the Christian community
articulated its conviction of the full divinity of the Word at the
Council of Nicaea (325) and of the Spirit at the Council of Con-
stantinople (381). 
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Basil and the Eastern Tradition 

Athanasius (ca. 296-377), patriarch of Alexandria, is a vigorous
defender of the divinity of Word and Spirit in the unity of being of
the one God. His strongest arguments have to do with salvation. At
the heart of his theology of salvation is the idea that human beings
are deified in Christ—transformed by grace and enabled to partici-
pate in the life of God. Only if Christ is truly God can our human-
ity be understood as deified in Christ. And since it is the Holy Spirit
who makes us partakers in the divine life, this Spirit who sanctifies
and deifies us cannot be a creature but must be divine, sharing the
one divine nature.

The further development of a theology of the Holy Spirit, and of
the Trinity, in the second half of the fourth century was largely the
work of three bishop-theologians of Cappadocia, part of modern
Turkey. These three theological collaborators were Basil of Caesarea
(ca. 330-379), his younger brother Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 330-395),
and their friend Gregory of Nazianzus (330-389). 

Basil’s important work On the Holy Spirit probably appeared
about 375. He tells us that the occasion for writing the treatise was
the controversy that erupted when he used a particular form of the
trinitarian prayer of praise, the doxology: “Glory be to the Father
with the Son together with the Holy Ghost.” What his opponents
objected to, and what Basil defends, is the idea that the Son and the
Holy Spirit are “with” the Father. This “with” communicates the
idea of equality and mutuality. 

While Basil sees Word and Spirit as both coming eternally from
the one who is Source of All, he sees the three as with each other in
a unity in which there is no subordinationism. They are with each
other in profound communion. The unity of the divine being, of the
one divine substance, is the unity of a communion (koinōnia) of rad-
ical equality and mutuality. Basil defends the use of the word “with”
to describe this communion because it brings out two things, first,
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that the Persons are truly distinct and, second, that they are insepa-
rably united in the deepest communion.

For Basil and the other Cappadocians, this radical communion
does not diminish or obscure what is distinctive and proper to the
three Persons. On the contrary, they develop a new, powerful way of
speaking that brings out the distinctiveness and uniqueness of each
trinitarian person. Up until this stage, there is no strong word for the
person in Greek or Latin. The Greek word available is prosōpon—
taken from the actor’s mask. It points to a role one plays. Wanting to
bring out something far deeper, the Cappadocians begin to use the
word hypostasis (underlying reality) for the three Persons. This initi-
ates an important shift in Western culture—as persons (human as
well as divine), can now be understood as foundational, as primor-
dial, as having ontological weight and therefore as possessing their
own dignity. 

This new concept of person is radically relational. The trinitarian
Persons are always Persons-in-relationship. With the Cappadocian
theology, God is understood as Persons-in-Communion. This
theol ogy puts persons and relationships as the origin and the goal of
the created universe. Everything that exists springs from the divine
communion and will find its fulfillment only in this communion.
With theologians like Basil, the three are thought of as being with
each other in a divine communion of complete mutuality, equality,
and unity. God, then, is thought of not as a solitary individual but as
the three in a dynamic communion in love. God is radically rela-
tional: God’s being is being-in-mutual-relations.

Augustine and the Western Tradition

In the West, the theology of the Trinity is taken up and developed
by Augustine (354-430) in his De Trinitate, a work animated by
Augustine’s passionate quest for God. He explores the mystery of
the Trinity as a program for the spiritual life, a discovering of oneself
in God and of God in oneself. This exploration begins from the
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scriptures and the history of salvation and then, in the second half of
the work, turns inward to find God reflected in God’s image—the
human person. Augustine names but does not develop the image of
the lover, the beloved, and the love between them. His favored
image is based on the interiority of the human person. He finds God
reflected in the action of the inner self (the mens), in which this
inner self remembers itself, understands itself, and loves itself.
Augustine’s supreme image for the Trinity is the inner self remem-
bering God, understanding God, and loving God.

The greatest theologian in the Western tradition is the Domini-
can friar Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). He follows Augustine in
taking his principal image for the Trinity from human interiority
and brings this line of thought to a new metaphysical depth. He sees
the two activities of the human mind, knowing and loving, as corre-
sponding to the two trinitarian processions of the Word and the
Spirit. God’s being is a pure act that is simultaneously a knowing and
a loving. God’s being as self-expressive generates the Word, which
then stands in relation to the One expressing the Word. The love
that is breathed forth between these two constitutes a third in God,
the Spirit, standing in a relation to the other two with all the fullness
of personhood. 

God is understood as a dynamic act of self-communication and
freedom. In creation, this circular dynamism opens out to include
creatures. The circle of divine life is an open circle in which all things
are created in the Word and brought into unity by the Spirit.
Aquinas’s understanding of God takes a different form from that in
the East, but it is just as radically relational. He insists that the dis-
tinct relations in God cannot be something extrinsic or “accidental.”
The relations are identical with the divine nature. Aquinas calls
them “subsistent” relations because they belong to God’s substance.
The relations belong to God’s very being. They are who God is.1

The theology of Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173) is closer to the
communion theology of the East. Building on Augustine’s image of
the lover, the beloved, and the love they share, Richard reflects on
the Trinity in the light of the experience of mutual friendship. He
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sees the experience of mutual love as the greatest good that can be
found in this life. He argues that, based on this experience, it is plau-
sible to suppose that this highest good of mutual love would be
found in its most sublime form in the divine life. And of course, if
mutual love that goes out from the self to the other (caritas) is found
in God, then God must be interpersonal. The human experience of
mutual love, when it is not closed in upon itself but open to more
than two, can be seen as a pale reflection of the dynamic, mutual,
and equal love of the Trinity. 

Bonaventure (1221-1274), the great Franciscan contemporary of
Aquinas, draws on the East for the idea of the dynamic fruitfulness
of divine goodness. This notion of fruitfulness or “fecundity” con-
nects his theology of creation with his theology of the Trinity. He
sees the fecundity of creation pointing back to the dynamic, bound-
less fruitfulness of the Trinity. In the life of the Trinity, everything
flows from the fecundity of the Source of All, whom Bonaventure
calls the Fountain Full ness ( fontalis plenitudo). He sees the eternal
Word of Wisdom of God as the Exemplar, the image of Fountain
Fullness. When God freely chooses to create, the fruitfulness of
trinitarian life finds wonderful expression in the diversity of crea-
tures. Each different kind of creature is a reflection and image of the
eternal Word. In the spirit of Francis, Bonaventure sees each creature
as a self-expression of the Trinity, an important idea to which I will
return later in this chapter. 

Perichoresis—Unity in Diversity

The idea of mutual indwelling is a central idea in the long history
of the Christian theology of the Trinity. Its most obvious biblical
foundation is in the Gospel of John. In chapter 14, Jesus states: “I am
in my Father and the Father is in me” ( John 14:10-11). After this,
Jesus promises the disciples that the Advocate Spirit will abide with
them, dwelling in them forever (14:15-17). Then he promises that
he himself will be with them: “I am coming to you. . . . On that day
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you will know that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am
in you” (14:18-20). Finally he promises that the Father will dwell in
them: “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will
love them and we will come to them and make our home with them”
(14:23). 

In the following chapter of the Gospel, Jesus speaks at length of
the mutual indwelling between himself and disciples with the image
of the vine and the branches: “Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as
the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, nei-
ther can you unless you abide in me” (15:4). Finally, in chapter 17,
Jesus prays for the community of disciples that they may be a sign of
divine mutual love to the world: “I ask not only on behalf of these,
but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their
word, that they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in
you, may they also be one in us, so that the world may believe that
you have sent me” (17:21). In these texts from John’s Gospel, mutual
indwelling is presented as characterizing not only the divine life, but
also the life of the community of disciples and their witness in the
world. 

This idea of being-in-one-another is fundamental to all thinking
about the Trinity. On the one hand, it preserves the diversity and
uniqueness of the Three against the tendency to collapse the Trinity
into an undifferentiated unity, as if God merely appears in different
ways in the history of salvation (modalism). On the other hand, it
preserves the radical unity of the Trinity against any tendency to see
God as three separate individuals, as three gods (tritheism). From its
origins, the concept of being-in-one-another is thought of not as
something that involves only the inner life of God, but rather as
something that opens out, in the free divine decision that involves
creation and redemption, to include a world of creatures. In the
Spirit, the triune God embraces a world of creatures, enabling them,
each in its own way, to share in the mutual interrelationships of the
Three.

This being-in-one-another of the Trinity came to be called peri-
choresis, a word that was mediated to both Eastern and Western the-
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ology through the work of John Damascene (675-749). The idea
behind the Greek word perichoresis is something like that of an
encircling embrace. It suggests a being present to one another in rad-
ical intimacy—a mutual presence in love. It is close to, but distinct
from, a word that means to dance around the other. The divine
dance is, nevertheless, a beautiful image that brings out the
dynamism of the divine relationships that sustain and nourish cre-
ation. 

Perichoresis points to unity in diversity. It refers to a communion
in which diversity and unity are not opposed but enable each other
to exist. Perichoresis expresses the intimate presence of one divine
Person to the others, the being-in-one-another in supreme distinc-
tiveness and freedom. In this type of unity, the individual Person is
enabled to flourish precisely by being in communion with the other.
The very being of divine Persons is relational. Each exists only in
relationship to the other. Each Person is present to the other in a joy-
ous and dynamic union of shared life. The concept of perichoresis
means that fullness of personhood in the divine life, and by implica-
tion also in human life, flourishes precisely by being in the most inti-
mate communion.

At the heart of the idea of perichoresis is the idea of the ecstatic
relations of the Persons. In common usage the word “ecstasy” can
mean any kind of blissful experience. In its Greek origins, however,
and in its theological meaning, ek-stasis points to the idea of going-
out-from-the-self. The perichoretic relations of the Trinity suggest
that to be a person is not to be simply self-contained but to be able
to go out from the self in love to the other. It suggests that true per-
sonhood, whether divine or human, is characterized by being in rela-
tionship to the other. 

Both Eastern and Western theologies of the Trinity lead to a view
of God as essentially relational. Both teach that the diversity of crea-
tures springs from the overflowing abundance of divine perichoresis.
While the Eastern tradition rightly insists that in the Trinity, the
Father is the Source of All, it also insists that the divine communion
of the Trinity is “not the result of a process, but a primordial given.”2
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In the Western tradition, the Trinity is relational in essence and,
with Bonaventure and other theologians, the concept of perichore-
sis is adopted in a Latin form.3 In both traditions, the Persons of the
Trinity exist only in relation to each other, only as interpersonal,
only as in communion. In both, the diversity of creatures is seen as
springing from the overflowing abundance of the divine commu-
nion. Greek Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas sums this up
beautifully with the statement: “It is communion that makes things
‘be’; nothing exists without it, not even God.”4

The Trinity as a Liberating Doctrine

The end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the
twenty-first have seen a revival of interest in trinitarian theology. It
has been rediscovered as a practical doctrine, a doctrine that has to
do with salvation, one that has liberating implications for an under-
standing of the human person as a being-in-relationships, of creation
as springing from divine communion, and of the church as a living
sign of this divine communion. 

A defining characteristic of our times, one often associated with
the idea of the “postmodern,” is the insight that we need to affirm
and accept difference. Unity without respect for difference quickly
collapses into a totalitarian situation where one view or one interest
dominates over others. Trinitarian theology affirms not only com-
munion but also difference. It locates unity in difference at the heart
of God. A trinitarian theology supports a relational view of reality,
but it is a specific kind of relationality, one in which distinction and
difference are enabled to flourish. 

I will point briefly to comments from theologians of the Ortho-
dox, Catholic, and Protestant traditions, indicating how they see
trinitarian theology leading to a relational view of the human and of
creation. Orthodox theology insists not only on the unity in diver-
sity of the Trinity, but that this diversity belongs to the very being of
God. As Vladimir Lossky says, in God “diversity is an absolute real-
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ity.”5 John Zizioulas sees trinitarian theology as providing a basis for
understanding the person and reality itself as ecstatic. What a thing
is, he says, “is not answered by pointing to the ‘self-existent,’ to a
being as it is determined by its own boundaries, but to a being which
in its ekstasis breaks through these boundaries in a movement of
communion.”6 There can be no true being without communion.7

Boris Bobrinskoy defines the human person, made in the divine
image, as a being of communion. It is this person, as a being of com-
munion, who is renewed in Christ and transformed from within by
the Holy Spirit. In this transformation we and the universe we
inhabit participate in God: “What is at stake is a deification that is
both personal and cosmic, and which can be accounted for only in
trinitarian categories.”8

Catholic theologian Walter Kasper understands the unity of the
divine nature as a “unity in love.” The means that the final word
about the nature of reality belongs not to “static substance” but to
“being-from-another and being-for-another.”9 Catherine LaCugna,
too, sees the doctrine of the Trinity as opening out into an under-
standing that relationships are at the very heart of reality, both
divine and creaturely. She writes that “God’s To-Be is To-Be-in-
 relationship, and God’s being-in-relationship-to-us is what God
is.”10 Elizabeth Johnson writes that the Trinity, as pure relationality,
“epitomizes the connectedness of all that exists in the universe.” It
points to the dynamic relational life of God at work in the universe.
It provides “a symbolic picture of totally shared life at the heart of
the universe.”11

Protestant theologian Jürgen Moltmann sees the Trinity as mak-
ing space within the divine relational life for a creaturely world to
emerge: “the trinitarian relationship between the Father, the Son
and the Holy Spirit is so wide that the whole creation can find space,
time and freedom in it.”12 Colin Gunton writes that “of both God
and the world it must be said that they have their being in rela-
tion.”13 This means, he says, that to be personal is not primarily to
be an individual center of consciousness, but “to be one whose being
consists in relations of mutual constitution with other persons.”14
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More recently Graham Buxton has argued that “relationality is a
critical—even essential—dimension of the divine imprint on crea -
tion.” He sees perichoresis as not only a way of articulating the
divine life of the Trinity, and not only as a way of thinking and
speaking about the communion of Christians with each other and
with the wider human community, but also as a “principle of cos-
mological unity.”15

These different theologians from different traditions agree in
arguing that if God’s being is a communion of mutual love, then this
has profound consequences for a view of human persons in relation
to others. It offers a basis for a sustained critique of all patriarchal,
dominating, and exploitative human relations in society at large and,
above all, in the life of the church. They agree in proposing, too, that
if the Creator’s being is radically relational, then this suggests some-
thing about the nature of created reality. It suggests that reality is
ontologically relational. The very being of things in our universe is
relational being. 

The Diversity of Creatures as the Self-Expression
of the Trinity

We are still a very long way from knowing the number of differ-
ent species on Earth. We have identified about 1.8 million species of
animals. Scientific estimates of the total number of species vary
greatly, but it is thought to be at least six to ten million, with some
estimates much higher. Many of these creatures live in tropical rain
forests, and one to two percent of the forests are being lost each year.
Because of the loss of these forests, and the loss of other habitats,
many species are being forced into extinction. This can only be an
affront to a God who delights in creatures in all their diversity and
specificity. This divine delight embraces all the species of birds, from
the blue wren to the great albatross. It includes all the different kinds
of hopping creatures we find in Australia, all the species of kanga-
roos, wallabies, pademelons, potoroos, bettongs, and bilbies. It
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includes all the diverse, sometimes beautiful and sometimes strange,
creatures found in the ocean depths and the thousands of forms of
bacterial life found in a handful of soil from a garden. 

This abundance of life springs ultimately from the abundance of
the divine communion. It expresses the ecstatic nature of the divine
life. The divine Persons are ecstatic not only in their being-with-
each-other, but in choosing to be with a world of creatures. This idea
was beautifully developed by Bonaventure. I have already described
how he was fascinated by the fecundity of God. He saw this fecun-
dity expressed first of all in the divine life as the one he called the
Fountain Fullness (fontalis plenitudo) eternally brings forth the
Word and the Spirit. In the fecundity of the generation of the Word,
he saw already contained the possibility of the endless variety of
creatures. In God’s creative act, this endless fecundity of trinitarian
life explodes forth into the diversity of creatures. 

Bonaventure tells us that God creates the perceptible world “as a
means of self-revelation.” Each creature represents the divine Wis-
dom. Each is a work of art produced by Wisdom. Like a mirror, each
reflects the divine artist. In each there is an imprint (vestigium) of
the Trinity. Bonaventure also used the image of the book: the uni-
verse is “like a book reflecting, representing and describing its
Maker, the Trinity.”16 Another image he uses is taken from the
stained-glass windows of medieval churches. As the one stream of
light breaks up into different colors as it flows through a stained-
glass window, so the Creator is reflected in the different creatures we
see around us. Each and every creature reflects a different aspect of
the Creator.17 The exuberance of creation represents the infinite
fecundity of God.

Thomas Aquinas writes something similar: 

The distinction and multitude of things come from the inten-
tion of the first agent, who is God. For God brought many
things into being in order that his goodness might be commu-
nicated to creatures and represented in them; and because this
goodness could not be adequately represented by one creature
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alone, God produced many and diverse creatures, so that what
was wanting to one in the representation of divine goodness
might be supplied by another. For goodness which in God is
simple and uniform, in creatures is manifold and diverse.
Hence the whole universe together participates in the divine
goodness more perfectly, and represents it better than any
 single creature whatever.18

No one creature, not even the human, can image God by itself.
Only the diversity of life—huge soaring trees, the community of
ants, the flashing colors of the parrot, the beauty of a wildflower
along with the human—can give expression to the radical diversity
and otherness of the trinitarian God. The diverse species we find on
Earth can be seen as sacraments of God. They express and represent
the one who fills all things and holds all things in existence. Such a
view challenges the ruthless human destruction of species and their
habitats in the modern era. 

Diversity receives its most radical validation from a God who
encompasses difference in communion. As Belden Lane has said, we
are summoned to celebrate not only a world that thrives on dissimi-
larity and difference but also a God who thrives on diversity. This
view of God puts an ethical demand upon us: “the doctrine of the
Trinity demands an ethical practice that honors difference within
the lively exchange of a loving community.”19 Again, this calls us
beyond the human comfort zone to an appreciation of nature in all
of its reality, including not only what we find ourselves responding
to as beautiful but also what at first seems alien and mysterious. Even
what is alien can lead us into the radical mystery of love that sur-
rounds us and that finds expression in the diversity of creation. 

Relational Universe—Relational God

In the previous section, I suggested that the diversity of creatures
gives expression to the fecundity and abundance of the divine life.
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But an ecological view sees organisms and species not in isolation
but as part of an interrelated world. In this section I will propose
that the ecological relationships that characterize life on Earth are
part of a wider pattern of relationships in nature and that these rela-
tionships can be understood as grounded in the trinitarian relations
of mutual love. 

Relationships between entities characterize every stage of the
emergence of our universe. New patterns of organization give rise to
new entities. Science points to patterns of emergent relationships
everywhere. Everything in our universe is made of fundamental par-
ticles such as hydrogen, oxygen, and carbon. Collections of atoms
make up molecules. These make up the chromosomes that carry the
genetic code. They in turn are contained within the nucleus of a cell,
the basic building block of life. While some organisms are single-
celled, a human being is made up of about 50 trillion cells special-
ized to perform an enormous variety of tasks.

Emergence is a central characteristic of our universe. It appears in
the particles formed in the first second of the Big Bang, in the
hydrogen nuclei formed in the first few minutes, in the stars that
synthesize further elements, in the DNA molecule, in the first cells
that had a nucleus, in multicellular creatures, and in human brains.
At every stage in this process, something that is genuinely new
occurs. Atoms, stars, bacteria, eukaryotes, multi-cellular organisms,
mammals, and human brains are emergent phenomena. Each of
these depends on what goes before, but each represents something
new. Without the patient unfolding of things in time, nothing at all
could ever happen. The understanding of ourselves and other
species as emergent creatures who evolve over time within an evolv-
ing universe demands a different view of reality from anything that
was available to Plato, Aquinas, or Newton. 

Entities emerge in our universe in patterns of interrelationship.
Things are constituted by relationships. Arthur Peacocke has long
pointed out that the natural sciences give us a picture of the world as
a complex hierarchy, in which there is a series of levels of organiza-
tion of matter in which each member in the series is a whole consti-
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tuted of parts that precede it in the series.20 When science studies a
hydrogen atom, a galaxy, a cell, or the most complex thing we know,
the human brain, it finds patterns of emergent relationships. New
relationships between components and with the wider environment
produce a richness that is not possessed by the components apart
from these relationships. 

A carbon atom is part of a molecule, which forms part of a cell,
which belongs to an organ, which is part of my body. I am part of a
family, a human society, and a community of interrelated living crea-
tures on Earth. The Earth community depends on and is inter -
related with the sun, the Milky Way Galaxy, and the whole universe.
Entities are constituted from components yet not reducible to them.
Cosmologist William Stoeger insists that it is a universal feature of
the world revealed by the natural and social sciences that entities are
constituted by relationships.21 At every level, from fundamental par-
ticles to atoms, molecules, cells, and the brain itself, one level of real-
ity is nested upon another. At every level, something new emerges
with its own distinct properties.

The theological insight that God’s being is relational can provide
a basis for a vision of the fundamental reality of the universe as rela-
tional. While science tells us that each creature exists in a nested pat-
tern of constitutive relations, theology grounds this in the
trinitarian relationships of mutual love. Trinitarian theologians
argue that if the Creator’s being is radically relational, then this sug-
gests something about the nature of created reality itself. It suggests
a relational ontology. It suggests that the very being of things is rela-
tional. To use John Zizioulas’s phrase once again, “It is communion
that makes things ‘be’: nothing exists without it, not even God.”22

What is proposed in all of this is a worldview in which not only
human persons but also all other creatures, in their highly differen-
tiated ways, are seen as radically interrelational and interdependent.
And this world of interrelating entities can be thought of as emerg-
ing from within the dynamic relations of the trinitarian God. The
interrelatedness that ecologists find in the biosphere on Earth and
the interrelatedness that science discovers at all levels from quantum
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physics to cosmology are all sustained at every moment by a God
who is Persons-in-communion. Our interrelated universe, with all
its diverse creatures, emerges from the embrace of the divine com-
munion in love. This gives unthinkable depth to the importance of
ecological interrelationships. 
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82

6

The Final Transformation
of All Things

Christianity is a religion of promise and hope. It is directed
toward a future in God. The way in which this future is envis-

aged matters a great deal for an ecological theology. If Christianity
is understood to be about leaving this world for a heavenly world, if
we are only in this world for a short time before abandoning it for
another, more spiritual one, then this world is devalued. It is merely
a step along the way to something that is our ultimate goal. Some
Christians think this way, and as a result, even when they value non-
human creation as a gift of God, it has no final meaning. It is to be
left behind on the spiritual journey to a better world. 

This view of things is a dangerous one. It relativizes and demeans
what we do in this life. When Christian faith is understood in this
way, it is rightly subject to the Marxist critique that religion func-
tions as a soothing and dulling “opium.” It offers only “pie in the sky”
and acts as a disincentive to active involvement in the struggle for a
just world. In ecological terms, this view of Christian hope suggests
that it is not a matter of final importance that we are polluting the
land, the seas, and the atmosphere, destroying forests, causing cli-
mate change, and bringing extinction to uncounted species. 

Although this understanding of the Christian promise may be
widespread, it does not represent what is central to Christian faith.
This faith proclaims a God who embraces flesh in the incarnation
and who promises in the resurrection of Christ a bodily future in
God for human beings and, in some way, for all things. In this chap-
ter I explore what Christianity can say about the future of the uni-
verse and its creatures. I begin with two important Christian
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The Final Transformation of All Things 83

thinkers who insist that this material world we inhabit will be trans-
formed in Christ and will have a future in God: Pierre Teilhard de
Chardin and Karl Rahner. Then I take up an issue that they do not
address, the place of nonhuman forms of life in this future of all
things in God.

Christ the Omega: Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955)

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin was born in the Auvergne region of
France, and his life was shaped by his youthful passion for the rocks
and fossils of the region. From an early age he found meaning in
Ignatian spirituality, with its focus on the centrality of following
Jesus and its commitment to finding God in all things. After joining
the Jesuits and completing the normal courses of philosophy and
theology, Teilhard studied paleontology at the Museum of Natural
History in Paris. While his scientific work is important on its own
terms, Teilhard is remembered for his attempt to build a vision that
holds together the long reaches of evolutionary history and Christ-
ian faith in Jesus Christ.

This was dangerous territory in the Catholic Church of the early
twentieth century. Church authorities, caught up in the aftermath of
the “Modernist” crisis, had reservations about aspects of Teilhard’s
evolutionary thought, particularly its relation to the biblical
accounts of creation. The result was that Teilhard was not allowed
to publish his works during his lifetime and spent much of his pro-
fessional life working in China, well away from France, his intellec-
tual home. By the 1950s, when his books began to appear, the
renewal of biblical scholarship and the contributions made by Teil-
hard and other thinkers had created a new, if still cautious, openness
within the Catholic Church to evolution.1

During World War I, Teilhard volunteered to serve as a stretcher
bearer, and in the trenches he began to develop the unified vision
that he would spend his life articulating. This vision looks back over
the long history of evolution, seeing the material universe giving rise
to organic life, and organic life giving rise to human life. It looks for-
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ward, predicting a new stage of cosmic evolution, in which human
beings will come to a new unity of consciousness. Teilhard sees this
as a unity in love that, as a Christian, he understands as centered in
Christ. Building on texts in Romans, Colossians, Ephesians, and
John’s Gospel, Teilhard thinks of the risen Christ as the “cosmic
Christ.” He sees the risen Christ as the Omega of evolution, the goal
and fulfillment of the whole process. This Omega already exists and
operates at the heart of the universe. Christ the Omega radiates the
love that empowers the process of the unfolding of the universe.
Teilhard sees the risen Christ as the Prime Mover of evolution, the
one who actuates the energies of the universe. Christ the Omega
draws the universe to its future in God and already empowers the
whole process of evolutionary emergence from within.2

Teilhard’s most influential books are The Divine Milieu and The
Human Phenomenon. He completed work on The Divine Milieu in
China in 1927. The word “milieu” is used to express the presence
and action of God at every level of created reality. God is both the
center that transforms all things and the environment in which this
occurs. Teilhard argues that, through the incarnation and the resur-
rection, it is now the risen Christ who is present to all things. He
writes that because of the incarnation, God’s universal presence “has
transformed itself for us into the omnipresence of christification.”3 As
Ursula King says, the idea of the “divine milieu” captures “the uni-
versal influence of Christ through God’s incarnation in the world, in
its matter, life and energy.”4 The Divine Milieu is an extended reflec-
tion on the interior life. Teilhard structures the book around what
he calls human activities and passivities, showing that in both we are
taken up into God and divinized. God is present in both our cre-
ativity and in our suffering as the divine milieu, molding and trans-
forming us into the whole Christ. Everything we do, and everything
we endure with faith and love, including every diminishment and
death itself, has enduring meaning before God. 

In The Human Phenomenon, completed in 1940, Teilhard traces
the great movement of evolution from the atom to the molecule,
from the molecule to the cell, from the cell to the immense variety
of living things, and from the diversity of life to the human. He
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traces this as a movement of increasing complexity. As the universe
expands, it also grows in complexity. This increase in complexity is
accompanied by an increase in interiorization, in the capacity for
consciousness. Teilhard sees this trend toward increasing complex-
ity, for which he finds evidence in evolutionary history, as a univer-
sal law. He calls it the law of complexity-consciousness.5

Teilhard’s argument is that once this law has been established on
the basis of the empirical study of the history of evolution, it is
appropriate to project this movement forward into the future. He is
convinced that the future increase in complexity will occur at the
level of the interaction of human minds and in the development of
human culture. Because the Greek word nous refers to the mind,
Teilhard names the evolution that occurs in the social interactions
between human beings the noosphere. He suggests that we can dis-
tinguish three main spheres in the emergence of the universe: the
sphere of matter (the geosphere), the sphere of life (the biosphere),
and the sphere of mind (the noosphere). He sees the future of evo-
lution to be with the noosphere. Teilhard says that with the noos-
phere, the Earth “gets a new skin” and “finds its soul.”6

In this vision, the evolution of the world will culminate in a trans-
formation brought about by the power of love. Teilhard makes it
clear, particularly in the epilogue to his book, that he sees this in
terms of Christ. As Christopher Mooney has pointed out, there are
really three levels of argument in Teilhard’s work.7 At the level of
science, Teilhard argues that, based on the evolution of complexity
and consciousness, the human community can cross a new threshold
to a single collectivity of consciousness that he calls the Omega
Point. Second, at the level of philosophy, progress toward higher
forms of interpersonal communion demands a divine Center, an
Omega, radiating the love that empowers the process. Finally, at the
level of theology, Teilhard draws on Christian revelation and sees the
risen Christ as the true Omega of evolution. The becoming of the
universe, cosmogenesis, is really a being transformed into Christ, a
Christogenesis. Christ radiates the energy that leads the universe to
its culmination in God. 

Teilhard has been criticized by some scientists who do not agree
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with his notion of progress in evolution and by others who find his
thought an unacceptable mixture of science and religious faith. He
has been criticized by theologians who find fault with his optimism,
with what they see as an inadequate view of sin and with his failure
to deal with the dark side of evolution. From the perspective of the
twenty-first century, it is obvious that Teilhard did not foresee, and
his work does not reflect, the ecological crisis. 

Yet his radical commitment to this world, to matter, has an
important word to speak to an age struggling toward an ecological
view of reality. Teilhard’s vision has inspired many Christians, and
there are signs that it will be important in a new era.8 Theologians
like Karl Rahner have responded to the challenge of his work, seek-
ing to make more clear the theological connections between faith in
Jesus Christ and the future of the material universe.9

The Transformation of the Universe:
Karl Rahner (1904-1984)

Karl Rahner, like Teilhard, was a Jesuit priest. He was also a Ger-
man theologian, a student of Thomas Aquinas who read Aquinas
and the whole Christian tradition from a perspective influenced by
post-Enlightenment philosophy, science, and contemporary experi-
ence. As a theological expert, he became an important influence on
the work of the Second Vatican Council. After the council, his
deeply thoughtful contributions on an astonishing variety of topics
marked him as one of the great theologians of the twentieth century.
I am convinced that his contributions on the future of the material
universe form a solid basis on which to build an ecological theology
of the future.10

Resurrection as the Beginning of Transformation
of the Universe 

Rahner takes up issues raised by Teilhard from his own particular
perspective. While his work is certainly informed by science, Rahner
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insists that he writes not as a scientist but simply as a theologian. In
particular, his begins from the resurrection of Jesus, which he sees as
a transforming event in the history of the universe. He draws on the
Eastern Christian tradition, which has always understood the incar-
nation and with it Christ’s death and resurrection as transforming
reality forever. The focus is not on a forensic view of redemption, on
Christ making up for human sin in legal terms, but on God embrac-
ing humanity and the world so that they are taken into God and dei-
fied. 

Following this line of thought, Rahner sees the resurrection as a
change at the deepest level of things in the universe. He calls this an
ontological change, a change at the level of being. The resurrection
is not to be seen simply as something that concerns what happens to
the person of Jesus beyond death. It is an event in which part of this
world (the human, bodily reality of Jesus) is taken up into God.
Rahner speaks of the resurrection as the beginning of the diviniza-
tion of the world itself.11

He sees the death and resurrection of Jesus as two distinct sides of
the one event. In death, Jesus freely hands his whole bodily existence
into the mystery of a loving God. In the resurrection, God adopts
creaturely reality as God’s own reality.12 Jesus, in his humanity and
as part of a creaturely world, is forever taken into God. God’s self-
bestowal to the world in the incarnation reaches its culmination in
the resurrection, when God divinizes and transfigures the creaturely
reality of Jesus. 

This means that the resurrection of Jesus is an event for the whole
of creation. Rahner sees God as creating a universe of creatures in
order to give God’s self in love to creatures. The very meaning of cre-
ation is God’s self-bestowal in love to creatures and the resurrection
is central in this self-bestowal. The self-giving of the incarnation cul-
minates in the resurrection as the beginning of the transformation of
reality from within. What has occurred in Jesus, as part of the phys-
ical, biological, and human world, is ontologically “the embryonically
final beginning of the glorification and divinization of the whole of
reality.”13
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As an aside, it is important to note that Rahner’s strong claim that
the resurrection of Jesus has meaning for the universe needs to be
understood in a way that acknowledges the possibility that personal
beings may exist on other planets. Rahner explicitly allows that such
extraterrestrials may exist and that if they do, they may have their
own history of salvation. He holds that it “cannot be proved that a
multiple incarnation in different histories of salvation is absolutely
unthinkable.”14 This means that when Rahner claims that the resur-
rection has meaning for the whole universe, this is to be understood
in such a way that it does not rule out the possibility that such events
may also occur in the histories of extraterrestrial communities. 

Rahner’s central claim is that the resurrection that occurred in
Jesus is an objective change in the world of creatures. It is “the begin-
ning of the transformation of the world as an ontologically inter-
connected occurrence.”15 In the resurrection of Jesus, the final
destiny of the world is decided, and this future is already at work in
the universe. Rahner sees Jesus as “pledge and beginning of the per-
fect fulfillment of the world.” He is the “representative of the new
cosmos.” As the risen one, he is freed from “the limiting individual-
ity of the unglorified body” and is able to be present to creation pre-
cisely as the risen one and as the power of resurrection life. Rahner
suggests that his final glorious return will be “the disclosure of this
relation to world attained by Jesus in his resurrection.”16

Rahner sees the created humanity of Jesus, taken up into God in
the resurrection, as forever that which unites the created universe
and God. Jesus is always and everywhere the way to God: “This cre-
ated human nature is the indispensable and permanent gateway
through which everything created must pass if it is to find the per-
fection of its eternal validity before God.” Jesus is always “the gate
and the door, the Alpha and the Omega.”17

He is forever the openness of created reality to God. In this theo-
logical vision, God’s grace and our response to this are forever medi-
ated through the risen Christ. The human reality of Jesus continues
to be for eternity the enduring reality of the Word of God. All our
acts of worship are taken up into God through the Word made flesh.
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The created humanity of Jesus has eternal significance for the eter-
nal life of human beings in God and for the final transformation of
the whole of creation. 

The Future as Mystery as well as Promise 

While Rahner insists on the promise of a transformed creation,
he insists just as strongly that we do not know what this will be like.
God and God’s future are beyond our limited human comprehen-
sion and imagination. The God of the future radically transcends
the concepts and words that come from our experience of creaturely
reality. God is always incomprehensible mystery. God is the future
coming toward us precisely as what is beyond comprehension and
imagination. We cannot picture this future in any coherent way.
Because our future and that of the universe are a future in God, they
participate in the incomprehensibility of God. 

To think we could picture this final and definitive state “would be
still more absurd than to suppose that the caterpillar could imagine
what it would be like to be a butterfly.” What we know, on the basis
of the promise of God given in the resurrection, is that we will be
brought to our fulfillment by being taken into the unfathomable
loving mystery of God—and, Rahner says, “that is enough.”18 Rah-
ner points out that what really matters is the promise of God, which
can sustain us even in the darkness and unknowing of death. But, of
course, a number of questions come to mind at this point. More can
be said, and is said even by Rahner. However, I believe Rahner is
right to insist that it must be said tentatively, with respect for the
limits of what we know about our future in God. 

Taking up a phrase usually associated with Nicholas of Cusa
(1401-1464), Rahner speaks of a central task of Christian theology
as guarding the docta ignorantia futuri (the “learned unknowing” of
the future). With this expression, he insists that the critical role of
theology is to resist closure with regard to the future. Theology’s task
is to keep open the question of the future, to recognize what we do
not know.19 I believe that this humble stance, involving radical trust
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in God’s promise, on the one hand, and a clear recognition of what
we do not know, on the other, has a new importance at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century. Not only does it offer an alternative
to those who would dismiss all talk of a future in God as hopelessly
mythological; it also offers an important corrective in a context
where some influential groups of fundamentalist Christians misread
biblical texts such as Revelation and make extravagant claims to
detailed knowledge of the future.

Rahner insists on the importance of recognizing the figurative
nature of the biblical texts that speak about the future. The great
biblical images do not give us any kind of detailed description, but
point to what is beyond imagination—the future of the universe
and its creatures taken up into God. We know about this future on
the basis of what we already experience, the God we experience in
Jesus and in the Spirit.20 Our hope in the future is based on the expe-
rience we already have of God’s self-bestowing love. 

Rahner insists that the promise of God involves the whole embod-
ied person and the material universe. Those who die in God are not
to be thought of as taken away from the body or from creation. They
remain united with the reality and the events of the world. The sec-
ond coming of Christ is not something that will be enacted on the
stage of an unchanged world. Rather, the second coming will take
place at the moment of the transformation of the world into the real-
ity that Christ already possesses. Then, Rahner says, it will be seen
that “the world as a whole flows into his Resurrection and into the
transfiguration of his body.” Christ then, “will be revealed to all real-
ity and, within it, to every one of its parts in its own way, as the inner-
most secret of all the world and of all history.”21

The Future of This Universe 

In an article exploring the notion of “the new earth,” Rahner faces
up to the question put by Marxism: How seriously do Christians
take the world of justice, peace, and integrity that they are trying to
achieve?22 Do they consider that it will be part of God’s future, or is
it something that will simply be done away with? Rahner’s response
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is that the world we try to build has enduring significance. The com-
ing reign of God will be the deed of God, but it will occur in and
through creaturely history.

In Rahner’s theological vision, God’s action in the final transfor-
mation of the universe will occur, as elsewhere in God’s dealings
with creation, as the self-transcendence of creaturely history. Our
history will endure, but it will be radically transformed. The history
that we construct, with all our acts of creativity and love, is not lost
but “passes into the definitive consummation of God.”23 The human
effort to build a world of justice and ecological integrity has final
meaning. It will be taken up and transformed in Christ.

Rahner sees the universe as sustained from the beginning by the
creative impulse that enables the universe to transcend itself. This is
the impetus of God’s self-bestowal. The original creative impulse
already contained the future incarnation of the Word. God always
intended to embrace the material world in the incarnation and to
bring it to its fulfillment in Christ. Matter is not something to be
cast aside as a transitory stage in the journey of the spirit. The mate-
rial world will be transformed in God. It has been carried from the
beginning by God’s self-bestowing love. Rahner speaks of this self-
bestowal in love as “the most immanent element in every creature.”
Therefore he can say: “It is not mere pious lyricism when Dante
regards even the sun and the other planets as being moved by that
love which is God himself as he who bestows himself.”24 The inner-
most principle of the movement of the galaxies and their stars, the
innermost principle of the expanding and evolving universe, is God
present in self-bestowing love. 

In a meditation on the Ascension, Rahner points to the work of
the Spirit, the Holy Pneuma of God, as the resurrection power of
God at work in the ferment of creation: 

And already for this world as a whole, the process of fermenta-
tion has already commenced which will bring it to this
momentous conclusion. It is already filled with the forces of
the indescribable transformation. And this inner dynamism in
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it is called, as Paul boldly confirms for us in speaking of the res-
urrection of the flesh, the holy Pneuma of God. It is a free
grace. It is not the sort of entity which the world could lay
claim to as something proper to itself, something belonging to
it autonomously and as of right. But it is the true, the ultimate
perfection of the world in all its power, which brooded and
hovered over the primordial chaos, and which will preserve all
things and perfect all things which were and are. And this
power of all powers, this meaning which is the ultimate mean-
ing of all meanings, is now present at the very heart and centre
of all reality including material reality, and has already, in the
glorified Son, brought the beginning for the world tri-
umphantly to its final goal of perfection.25

Because the Holy Spirit at work in the material universe, because
of the Word made flesh, and because of the resurrection, Christians
cannot but be committed to matter. 

Rahner sees Christians as “the most sublime of materialists.” We
cannot think of our fulfillment without thinking of the fulfillment
of the material universe. We cannot conceive of the risen Christ
except as the Word of God existing forever in the state of material
incarnation. This means that “as materialists we are more crassly
materialist than those who call themselves so.” We recognize that
matter will last forever and be glorified forever, but we also know it
will undergo a radical transformation, “the depths of which we can
only sense with fear and trembling in that process which we experi-
ence as our death.”26 Because of the incarnation and the resurrec-
tion, Christian theology is firmly committed to the body, to matter,
and to the universe. We cannot think of a future for ourselves in
God without thinking of the future of all God’s creatures.

The Redemption of Individual Creatures in Christ

In my view, Rahner’s theology of the transformation of all things
in Christ succeeds in bringing the material universe to the center of
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Christian eschatology. But it raises further questions. One of them
concerns the way such a Christian vision of the future relates to the
predictions of scientific cosmology, which at present involve the
universe endlessly expanding and cooling in bleak dissipation. This
is an important issue in the current science–theology dialogue, but
not one I can address here.27 A second issue, which I will address
because it is central for ecological theology, concerns the future of
nonhuman living creatures in God. 

While I am proposing that the insights of Teilhard and Rahner
can be foundational for an ecological theology of the fulfillment of
creation, they are not yet genuinely ecological. While both theolo-
gians, in their different ways, are fascinated by matter and its rela-
tionship to God, and while both acknowledge the evolutionary
movement from matter to life to mind, neither focuses on other liv-
ing creatures in relation to God. They tend to bypass biological life
in their reflections on the future of the universe in God.  

They do not respond directly to the question of the future of
individual nonhuman organisms: Are these creatures in any way
redeemed by the love of God poured out in Christ? Do individual
creatures share eternally in the life of God? Jay McDaniel has posed
this question by reflecting on the successful evolutionary strategy of
some pelicans, which involves hatching an extra disposable chicken
as an insurance against the loss of the primary chick. These “backup”
chicks are often abandoned. McDaniel asks whether we may hope
that such abandoned chicks will find their fulfillment and redemp-
tion in some kind of “pelican heaven.”28

In attempting some response to this question, I think it is impor-
tant to begin by saying once again with Rahner that we have no
detailed information about the future of ourselves or any other crea-
tures in God. What we have from the Christian tradition is the res-
urrection: a promise that we are held in the faithful love of God,
which is stronger than death; a promise that we along with all things
will be transformed in Christ. We also have the important insight
from science that we human beings are deeply interconnected with
all the living things on Earth. In the light of these convictions, it is
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the task of theology to attempt to articulate a plausible construct of
final fulfillment. Such constructs are necessarily tentative and lim-
ited, dealing as they do with a future that involves the incompre-
hensible mystery of God. 

The tentative proposal offered here draws upon the trinitarian
theology of God as communion, on the ancient concept of the com-
munion of saints and on the liturgical theology of memory (anam-
nesis). It starts from the assumption that the promise of the gospel
involves a personal, bodily participation in resurrection life for
human beings. Even though this issue raises questions for many
 people today, I will not focus on the future of humans. My focus will
be directly on nonhuman creatures: How can we begin to think
about an individual sparrow, salmon, or wallaby in relation to the
future of creation in God? I will address this question in five steps,
the first four of which are affirmations, while the last is simply an
open question.

1. Every sparrow is known and loved by God. In the Gospels, Jesus
speaks of God as involved with every sparrow that falls to the
ground (Matt 10:29; Luke 12:6). While this saying is focused on
God’s provident care for human beings, it assumes that God’s provi-
dent care also involves every single sparrow. In chapter 2, I argued
that we can think of the Spirit of God as creatively present to every
creature, dwelling in each, surrounding it with love, holding it in a
community of creation and accompanying it in its life and in its
death. In the Spirit, God dwells in, knows, and loves each individual
creature. As the Wisdom of Solomon tells us, God creates out of
love. Creatures exist because God loves them. They are called forth
and held in existence only out of love (Wis 11:24-26). In our own
best moments we human beings can find ourselves capable of feeling
with individual nonhuman creatures. This can give us a glimpse into
the Creator’s feeling for things. We are surely right to think that our
human experience of compassion for nonhuman creatures is but the
palest reflection of the divine compassion. The God of radical com-
passion revealed in Jesus can be understood as a God who knows
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each creature’s experience, delights in each, suffers with each, and
embraces each in love. This is a God who cares about individuals,
not just the big picture. God is a God not just of the ecological
whole but also of the individual organism.  

2. Each sparrow is inscribed in the eternal life of God by the Holy
Spirit. Paul tells us that it is the Spirit of God who brings resurrec-
tion life to human beings: “If the Spirit who raised Jesus from the
dead dwells in you, he who raised Jesus from the dead will give life
to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you”
(Rom 8:11). He also thinks of this same Spirit as at work in creation
as it groans in labor pains and waits “with eager longing” for its ful-
fillment (Rom 8:19-23). Because the Holy Spirit is the immanent
one, the one who comes close to each creature in love, and the one
who mediates the power of resurrection life, I think it can be said
that it is through the Spirit that creatures are inscribed in the divine
life. Jesus tells his disciples to rejoice that their names are written in
heaven (Luke 10:20). The idea of a “Book of Life” is widespread in
the biblical tradition (Exod 32:32; Ps 56:8; 69:28; 139:16; Job
19:23; Mal 3:16-18; Phil 4:3; Rev 20:12-14; 21:27). Based on God’s
fidelity to what God creates, and on the eternal nature of the love
that God has for each creature, there is every reason to think that the
image of the Book of Life can be applied in a differentiated way to
all God’s creatures. As human beings are inscribed in their personal
way in the Book of Life, so, in their own distinctive ways, other crea-
tures are eternally inscribed in the life of God through the life-giv-
ing Spirit.29 The Spirit is not to be thought of as abandoning the
sparrow that falls to the ground, but as gathering it up, inscribing it
eternally in the life of the Trinity, bringing it into the realm of
redemptive life in Christ. 

3. Each sparrow participates in redemption in Christ. I am taking
“redemption” as pointing not only to forgiveness of sin, which is a
matter of great importance to human beings, but also to the final lib-
eration and fulfillment of nonhuman creatures. It is taken in the
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wide sense of the recapitulation (Eph 1:10) of all things in Christ
and the reconciliation (Col 1:20) of the whole of creation in Christ.
The Christian tradition has seen the risen Christ as the one in
whom the wounded will find healing and the poor and oppressed be
raised up and it expressed this conviction in the concept of the last
judgment. The idea of the last judgment has understandably fallen
from favor because it has been used to instill terror, but I believe it
needs to be rediscovered as the assurance that evil will be both
acknowledged and rejected and that good will not be lost but be
taken up into God. In the last judgment, the crucified one can be
thought of as bringing healing, by revealing and responding to the
wounds of the victim and the shame of the perpetrator.30 In partic-
ular, I am proposing that the last judgment needs to be rediscovered
as expressing hope for the healing of the whole of creation in Christ.
It is the risen Christ who says “Behold I make all things new” (Rev
21:5). But the question remains: How is this transformation of cre-
ation to be further understood? 

4. Each sparrow can be thought of as eternally held in the living
memory of the Trinity. The dynamic, shared life of God can be
thought of as involving the holding and treasuring of every creature
of every time in the living present of the Trinity. The Christian tra-
dition gives a central place to sacred memory (anamnesis). When
Christians gather for the Eucharist, they remember what God has
done in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. This kind of
eucharistic remembering is far from being simply a memory of the
past. It functions powerfully and realistically in the present. It both
promises and anticipates the divine communion. It brings those
gathered into living communion with Jesus Christ and makes them
participants in divine trinitarian communion. This experience may
provide a pale analogy for God’s redemptive and living memory of a
sparrow or a dinosaur. What is being suggested here is that God is
not only with each individual creature in its lifetime, inscribing it
eternally in the Spirit and bringing it to redemptive fulfillment in
Christ, but also celebrating it in the living memory and experience
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of the trinitarian life. In the communion of saints, human beings can
be thought of as coming to share the divine delight in and treasuring
of the existence and contribution of an individual dinosaur. The
communion of saints would then be thought of as opening up to the
communion of all creation. The capacity we already have to treasure
all that makes up the history of life offers a hint of the treasuring that
is possible in the life of the divine communion. In this proposal,
individual creatures are taken up into the living experience of trini-
tarian God. They abide permanently within the everlasting compas-
sionate love of the Three. They are celebrated, respected, and
honored in the communion of saints. John Haught speaks of the
whole of creation as being redeemed by being taken up into the
enduring divine experience of the world. He says that everything in
creation, “all the suffering and tragedy as well as the emergence of
new life and intense beauty,” is being saved by “being taken eternally
into God’s feeling for the world.”31 Individual creatures can be
understood as taken up in the living experience of God. They abide
permanently within the everlasting compassion of God. 

5. Is the individual sparrow that falls to the ground fulfilled in a
way that is appropriate to its nature by being taken up into the living
memory of the Trinity? Or is it finally fulfilled by some further form of
participation in resurrection life? I have argued above that every indi-
vidual animal and bird will be taken up into God, and I have sug-
gested that we can think of this occurring as each creature is loved
and held in the living memory of the Trinity. There is good reason
to think that the redemption of individual creatures occurs at least
in this way. I take this to be a minimalist view of the future of indi-
vidual sparrows. But is there more? It can certainly be affirmed that
the wisdom of God will respect the particular nature that is specific
to the creature. This suggests that what is appropriate fulfillment for
a human being may not be appropriate to a crab, a mosquito, or a
bacterium. Jürgen Moltmann has envisaged God’s eschatological
action as involving a literal waking and a gathering of every creature
of every time. He sees Christ as coming in glory to raise up creatures
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of all times simultaneously, in a single instant.32 This proposal is a
brave one, but it is highly speculative and hard to imagine. I am
more inclined to be reserved about the mental picture of redeemed
creation. It seems to me that we do not know whether, in the divine
wisdom, some kind of resurrection is the appropriate fulfillment of
an individual dinosaur. Elizabeth Johnson has rightly insisted on
how little we know about what lies beyond death. Our ultimate
hope is based not on information about the future but on “the char-
acter of God” revealed in the Christ-event.33 What we know about
this divine character is that it is radically faithful and eternally lov-
ing. What we do not know, I believe, is whether an individual spar-
row will find its appropriate fulfillment in the living memory of the
Trinity, which is surely far more powerful, healing, and liberating
than anything we can imagine, or whether God will find it appro-
priate to raise up the sparrow in some other way. 

What can be said with confidence, based on the character of God
revealed in the Christ-event, is that individual animals and birds will
be taken up into the eternal divine life. The God of resurrection life
is a God who brings individual creatures in their own distinctiveness
in some way into the eternal dynamic life of the divine communion. 

I have been proposing that each creature, each little sparrow, is
known and loved by God, is eternally inscribed in God by the Holy
Spirit, participates in redemption in Christ, and is eternally held and
treasured in the life of the Trinity. The diverse range of creatures that
springs from the abundance of this divine communion finds
redemption in being taken up eternally into this communion.
Because God relates to each creature on its own terms, final fulfill-
ment will fit the nature of each creature. There is every reason to
believe that individual creatures will find their proper redemption in
the divine communion in a way that we cannot fully articulate.
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7

Worship and Practice

How do ecological issues such as global climate change impact
on our celebrations of the Eucharist? How is eucharistic wor-

ship related to ecological action and life-styles? What is it to live an
ecological vocation before the God of Jesus Christ? What is the rela-
tionship between ecological practice and Christian spirituality? In
this last chapter I attempt a response to these questions, taking up,
first, some suggestions for an ecological theology of the Eucharist,
and then some reflections on spirituality and praxis. 

Toward an Ecological Theology of the Eucharist

The proposal advanced in this section is that, when Christians
gather for the Eucharist, they bring the Earth and all its creatures,
and in some way the whole universe, to the table. I will explore this
proposal by working through fives steps: Eucharist (1) as the lifting
up of all creation, (2) as the living memory of both creation and
redemption, (3) as sacrament of the cosmic Christ, (4) as participa-
tion with all God’s creatures in the communion of the Trinity, and
(5) as solidarity with the victims of climate change and other eco-
logical crises.

The Lifting Up of All Creation

John Zizioulas, a distinguished theologian and bishop of the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate of the Orthodox Church, has spelled out his
ecological theology in a series of lectures given at Kings College
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London.1 He argues that the ecological crisis cannot be met simply
by arguments based on reason. While these clearly have their place,
far more is required. Zizioulas insists that, if we hope to change pri-
orities and life-styles, we will need a different culture and a different
ethos. As a Christian theologian, Zizioulas is convinced that what is
needed above all is a liturgical ethos. While ecological conversion
can be inspired by many sources besides Christianity, I think
Zizioulas is right in seeing the Christian community as possessing a
unique foundation for a radically ecological ethos in its eucharistic
spirituality.  

Like many Orthodox theologians, he sees human beings as called
by God to be “priests of creation.” He distinguishes this priestly task
from notions of sacrificial priesthood that he associates with
medieval and Roman Catholic theology. He sees each baptized per-
son as called to be, like Christ, a fully personal being. This involves
being relational rather than self-enclosed, being able to go out of self
to the other, in what he calls ek-stasis. Persons are always ecstatic, in
the sense that they achieve personhood only in communion with
others. Humans are relational beings. Their vocation is to relate in a
fully personal way to God, to other humans, and to other creatures
of God. According to Zizioulas, humanity and the rest of creation
come to their completion in the life of God through each other. 

When humans come to the Eucharist, they bring the fruits of cre-
ation, and in some way the whole creation, to the eucharistic table.
In the Eucharist, creation is lifted up to God in offering and thanks-
giving. In the East, the central eucharistic prayer is known as the
Anaphora, a word that means the lifting-up. The gifts of creation are
lifted up to God, and the Spirit is invoked to transform the gifts of
creation and the assembled community into the body of Christ. The
exercise of this priesthood is not confined to the ordained but is the
God-given role of all the faithful. It is not restricted to liturgical cel-
ebrations but is meant to happen in the whole of life. It involves all
human interactions with the rest of creation. The “lifting up” of cre-
ation is meant to be played out around the planet continually by
every human being. Fundamentally this priestly task is nothing
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other than an authentic personal love for other creatures in all their
specificity, a fully human feeling for them and celebration of them in
God. Our stance toward the rest of creation, our personal engage-
ment with it as fully relational beings, is a central dimension of our
life before God and salvation in Christ. 

The ecological crisis requires the deepest resources of the human
community. With Zizioulas, I believe that in the Eucharist Chris-
tians have a profound source for an authentically ecological ethos
and culture.2 Christian eucharistic practice, when understood and
lived in all its depth, is capable of sustaining an ongoing conversion
to a personal and loving stance before the rest of creation. It does not
provide answers to the practical questions that confront us, but it
does offer a motivation and a genuinely ecological ethos.3

The Living Memory of Both Creation and Redemption

The concept of anamnesis is central to eucharistic theology. This
Greek word can be translated as “a memorial” or simply as “mem-
ory,” but I think it is best translated as “living memory.” In every
Eucharist, we remember the events of our salvation in Christ, in such
a way that they are made present to us powerfully here and now and
anticipate the future transformation of all things in Christ. This
kind of memory not only recalls the past but acts powerfully in the
present and opens out toward God’s future. In the Eucharist, the
Christian community naturally focuses on Christ’s liberating death
and resurrection, but what is often forgotten is that every Eucharist
is a thanksgiving memorial for God at work in creation as well as in
redemption.

Long ago Louis Bouyer pointed out that the early Christian
eucharistic prayers had their origins and models in Jewish prayer
forms used in synagogues and especially in homes, above all in the
Passover meal.4 These prayers begin with a blessing of the gifts of
creation. They are based on the memory of and thanksgiving for
God’s work, which involves both creation and salvation. Both Jew-
ish prayer forms and the early Christian eucharistic prayers involve
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an anamnesis of creation and redemption.5 Zizioulas makes the
same point, insisting that all the ancient eucharistic liturgies began
with thanksgiving for creation and then continued with thanksgiv-
ing for redemption in Christ, and all of them were centered on the
lifting up of the gifts of creation to the Creator.6

This is of fundamental importance in a time when human action
is radically altering the climate with disastrous effects for human
beings and for other creatures on Earth. When we come to the
Eucharist we bring the creatures of Earth with us. We remember the
God who loves each one of them. We grieve for the damage done to
them. We feel with them. We can begin to learn the kind of ethos that
Zizioulas speaks of, an ethos that leads to a different way of acting. 

This ancient theology is still found in current liturgical texts. In
every Eucharist, we begin by bringing creation to the table, bread and
wine, “fruit of the Earth and the work of human hands.”7 Our every-
day eucharistic prayers bring out the inner relationship between
God’s action in creation and redemption: “He is the Word through
whom you made the universe, the Saviour you sent to redeem us”
(Second Eucharistic Prayer). They make it clear that when we come
to the Eucharist we bring creation with us and praise God on behalf
of all of Earth’s creatures: “All creation rightly gives you praise”
(Third Eucharistic Prayer); “In the name of every creature under
heaven, we too praise your glory” (Fourth Eucharistic Prayer).

In every Eucharist, we remember the events of Christ’s life, death,
and resurrection and experience their power to bring healing and
salvation. We also remember God’s good creation, the fourteen-
 billion-year history of the universe, the 4.7-billion-year history of
Earth and the emergence of life on Earth in all its diversity and
beauty. We remember the vulnerable state of the community of life
on Earth today and bring this to God. All of this is caught up in the
mystery of Christ celebrated in each of our Eucharists. In the great
doxology at the end of the eucharistic prayer, we lift up the whole
creation through, with, and in Christ, “in the unity of the Holy
Spirit” to the eternal praise and glory of God.8
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Sacrament of the Cosmic Christ

The Christ we encounter in the Eucharist is the risen one, the one
in whom all things were created and in whom all are reconciled (Col
1:15-20). God’s eternal wisdom and plan for the fullness of time is
“to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth”
(Eph 1:10). Even when, in the Eucharist, the focus of the memorial
is on Christ’s death and resurrection, this is not a memory that takes
us away from creation. On the contrary, it involves us directly with
creation. It connects us to Earth and all its creatures. 

When we remember Christ’s death, we remember a creature of
our universe, part of the interconnected evolutionary history of our
planet, freely handing his whole bodily and personal existence into
the mystery of a loving God. When we remember the resurrection,
we remember part of our universe and part of our evolutionary his-
tory being taken up in the Spirit into God. This is the beginning of
the transformation of the whole creation in Christ. As Rahner says,
this resurrection of Jesus is not only the promise but the beginning of
the glorification and divinization of the whole of reality.9

The Eucharist is the symbol and the sacrament of the risen Christ
who is the beginning of the transfiguration of all creatures in God.
In eating and drinking at this table we participate in the risen Christ
(1 Cor 10:16-17). Bread and wine are the sacrament of the Christ
who is at work in creation. According to Christian faith, what is
symbolized is wonderfully made present. And what is made present
is Christ in the power of resurrection, as not only the promise but
also the beginning of the transformation of all things. Every
Eucharist is both sign and agent of the transforming work of the
risen Christ in the whole of creation.

I believe that this kind of sacramental theology is the context for
interpreting for today the prayer of Teilhard de Chardin in his Mass
on the World:
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All the things in the world to which this day will bring
increase; all those that will diminish; all those too that will die:
all of them, Lord, I try to gather into my arms, so as to hold
them out to you in offering. This is the material of my sacrifice;
the only material you desire. . . . Over every living thing which
is to spring up, to grow, to flower, to ripen during this day say
again the words: This is my Body. And over every death-force
which waits in readiness to corrode, to wither, to cut down,
speak again your commanding words which express the
supreme mystery of faith: This is my Blood.10

As Teilhard’s prayer unfolds, he sees the power of God at work in
Christ and present in the Eucharist as transforming the Earth from
within. Because the Word is made flesh, no part of the physical uni-
verse is untouched. All matter is the place of God. All is being
divinized. All is being transformed in Christ: “Through your own
incarnation, my God, all matter is henceforth incarnate.”11 Because
of this, Earth, the solar system, and the whole universe become the
place for encounter with the risen Christ: “Now, Lord, through the
consecration of the world the luminosity and fragrance which suf-
fuse the universe take on for me the lineaments of a body and a
face—in you.”

The Eucharist is an effective prayer for the transformation of the
universe in Christ. It points toward and anticipates the divinization
of the universe in Christ. The one we encounter sacramentally in the
Eucharist is the one in whom all things were created and in whom
all will be transfigured. Human action, which is an expression of
love and respect for the living creatures, the atmosphere, the seas,
and the land of our planet, can be seen as not only in continuity
with, but also in some way part of, the work of the eucharistic
Christ. Willfully contributing to the destruction of species, or to
pumping more and more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, must
be seen as a denial of Christ. It is a denial of the meaning of all that
we celebrate when we gather for the Eucharist.
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Participating with All God’s Creatures
in Trinitarian Communion

Every Eucharist is an eschatological event, an event of the Spirit
that anticipates the future when all things will be taken up into
divine communion. The Eucharist is profoundly trinitarian. Our
eucharistic communion, our communion with each other in Christ,
is always a sharing in and a tasting of the divine communion of the
Trinity, in which all things will be transfigured and find their eter-
nal meaning and their true home. This trinitarian communion
which we share is the source of all life on Earth; it is what enables a
community of life to emerge and evolve; and, in ways that are
beyond our imagination and comprehension, it is what will be the
fulfillment of all the creatures of our planet, and all the wonders of
our universe. As we participate in the Eucharist, we taste in antici-
pation the fulfillment of all things taken up into the divine life of the
Trinity. 

This means, as Tony Kelly has said, that the “most intense
moment of our communion with God is at the same time an intense
moment of our communion with the earth.”12 By being taken up
into God, we are caught up into God’s love for the creatures of our
planetary community. This begins to shape our ecological imagina-
tion: “The Eucharist educates the imagination, the mind, and the
heart to apprehend the universe as one of communion and connect-
edness in Christ.” In this eucharistic imagination, a distinctive eco-
logical vision and commitment can take shape.13 With this kind of
imagination at work in us, we can see the other creatures of Earth as
our kin, as radically interconnected with us in one Earth community
of life before God. We can begin to see critically—to see more
clearly what is happening to the Earth. We are led to participate in
God’s feeling for the life-forms of our planet. An authentic eucharis-
tic imagination leads to an ecological ethos, culture, and praxis. 
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Solidarity with Victims 

The Eucharist always involves the memory of the cross. The theo -
logian Johann Baptist Metz speaks of this as a “dangerous” mem-
ory.14 The cross of Jesus is an abiding challenge to all complacency
before the suffering of others. It brings those who suffer to the very
center of Christian faith. It challenges self-serving and ideological
justifications of the misery of the poor and the victims of war,
oppression, and natural disasters. The resurrection offers a dynamic
vision of hope for the suffering of the world, but it does not dull the
memory of the suffering ones. They are always present, forever
imaged in the wounds of the risen Christ. 

This dangerous and critical memory provides an alternative way
of seeing and acting. It leads to solidarity, to alternative life-styles,
and to personal and political action. The World Council of
Churches, in its reflections on solidarity with victims of climate
change, points to the many communities of people, especially in the
Southern Hemisphere, who are particularly vulnerable to climate
change: “Though their per capita contribution to the causes of cli-
mate change is negligible, they will suffer from the consequences to
a much larger degree.”15 Climate change and other aspects of our
ecological crisis aggravate the social and economic inequity between
rich and poor in our global community. To contribute to this
destruction of lives, of homes, of livelihoods, and of communities “is
not only a sin against the weak and unprotected but also against the
earth—God’s gift of life.”16

The Eucharist, as a living memory of all those who suffer, calls
the Christian community to a new solidarity that involves all the
human victims as well as the animals and plants that are destroyed
or threatened. Solidarity involves personal and political commit-
ment to both of the two strategies that have been identified as
responses to climate change—mitigation and adaptation. Adapta-
tion will mean reordering society, budgeting in readiness for eco-
logical disasters, training personnel, and allocating resources. In a
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particular way it will involve, as a matter of justice, hospitality to
environmental refugees. 

When we Australian Christians gather for eucharistic celebra-
tions, we gather in solidarity with Christians who assemble for
Eucharist in Kiribas, in Tuvalu, and in Bangladesh. We gather in sol-
idarity with those who share other forms of religious faith in the
Pacific, in Southeast Asia, in Africa, and in all parts of our global
community. We remember those already displaced from their homes
and their heritage. We cannot but be painfully aware of the threat to
many millions of other people. We are challenged to be mindful of
Australia’s contribution to greenhouse gases, of our wealth created
by coal, of our use of motor vehicles. We pray in solidarity with the
global community that the Eucharist that brings us into peace and
communion with God may “advance the peace and salvation of all
the world” (Third Eucharistic Prayer). We commit ourselves again
to discipleship, to an ecological ethos, lifestyle, politics, and praxis,
as people of Easter hope. 

Peter Scott has said that in the Eucharist, “the eucharistic com-
munity is bound in sociality to the wider ecological society, and
interprets and clarifies it.” He describes the Eucharist as an event of
divine hospitality and points out that this hospitality “has no eccle-
siastical restrictions, and encompasses the non-human.”17 He sees
the Eucharist as a powerful political resource that Christianity offers
to an ecological age. In every Eucharist, we gather in one place with
all our ordinariness and limitations. We take up the fruits of the
earth and the work of human hands. We encounter Jesus, in all the
healing, liberating love poured out in his life and death and know
again his presence as the risen one transforming all things from
within. In the power of the Spirit, we participate in and taste the
eschatological communion of the Trinity. In the Spirit, the assembly
is made one in Christ, in a communion in God that has no borders
but reaches out to embrace all of God’s creatures. Every Eucharist
calls us to ecological conversion and action. 
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Spirituality and Practice 

Conversion is central to Christian life. It is never something that
is done. It always appears before us again as an invitation and a grace
offered in the new circumstances that we face. As Brennan Hill says,
“Christian spirituality is a journey on the earth that constantly calls
for conversion and maturing.”18 This book has been an extended
argument that the following of Jesus in the twenty-first century will
involve ongoing ecological conversion. The scope and intensity of
the ecological crisis challenge us in a radical way. No other genera-
tion has had to face up to human-induced global climate change,
and the knowledge that their action or inaction will determine the
future of life on the planet. As Sean McDonagh points out, no other
generation has had to accept responsibility for the survival of the
biodiversity of the planet:

The task quite simply is to take decisive action to stave off the
extinction of species which could sterilize the planet. If this
generation does not act, no future generation will be able to
undo the damage that this generation has caused to the planet.
It is an extraordinary and awesome moment that the behaviour
of a single generation of humans can have such a profound and
irreversible impact, not just on human history, but on the life
of the planet as well.19

The ecological conversion to which we are called involves a new
way of seeing, thinking, and acting. Whether one’s meaning system
be that of Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, Indigenous Aus-
tralian religious traditions, or some form of humanism, the state of
the planet is a challenge to a profound conversion that involves
mind and heart, life-style and politics. I suspect that each of the
great religious traditions has within itself resources for this work of
ongoing conversion, and I believe that it demands a response from
all of our traditions and collaboration among all of them. My hope
is that this book might function as a partial sketch of how this work
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of ecological conversion can find inspiration from within the tradi-
tion of Christian faith, as part of this wider conversation. 

The Way of Wisdom

Those who understand their lives as a following of Jesus see him
not only as the one who lived in Galilee two thousand years ago,
proclaiming the compassion of God and the coming reign of God in
words and deeds, but also as the Wisdom of God, the eternal Word
made flesh, the crucified and risen one who is the beginning of the
transformation of the whole creation. I am proposing that disciple-
ship of Jesus means following the way of wisdom and that this
involves loving respect for all of God’s creatures. I will not attempt
an ecological ethics from the perspective of Wisdom, something
taken up by Celia Deane-Drummond in a number of works,20 but
simply sketch a theological approach to ecological praxis. 

Paul not only sees Jesus crucified as the true wisdom of God
(1 Cor 1:24, 30) but also sees human beings as participating in true
wisdom, because in Christ they find the revelation of God’s hidden
purpose in creation (1 Cor 2:7-10). We humans can possess wisdom,
but it comes as a gift, the gift of the Spirit who “searches everything,
even the depths of God” (1 Cor 2:10). In Ephesians we read: “with
all wisdom and insight God has made known to us the mystery of
his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, to
gather up all things in himself, things in heaven and on earth” (Eph
1:8-10). Wisdom is “the plan of the mystery hidden for all ages in
God who created all things” (Eph 3:9-10). We participate in this
divine wisdom by an enlightening of the “eyes of the heart” that
allows us to know the hope to which we are called (Eph 1:18). The
basis of this hope is the risen Christ at work in the universe beyond
all cosmic powers (Eph 1:22-23).21

The way of wisdom involves both enlightenment and action. It is
an enlightenment that bears fruit in action. Enlightenment springs
from the hope we possess that all will be taken up and transfigured
in the risen Christ. It is a seeing and valuing of all things in relation
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to Christ and faithful action in the light of this. To follow Jesus-Wis-
dom is to see every sparrow as held and loved by God. It is also to see
every sparrow and every great soaring tree as created in the Wisdom
of God that is made flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. To live in wisdom, in
the full Christian sense, means seeing the whole of creation as com-
ing forth from the dynamic abundance of the Trinity, as evolving
within the dynamism of the life of the Three, and as destined to find
fulfillment in this shared life. 

Bonaventure tells us that every creature is “nothing less than a
kind of representation of the wisdom of God.” He sees each creature
as a work of art produced by the divine artist and as reflecting this
artist: “Every creature is of its nature a likeness and resemblance to
eternal wisdom.”22 The human practice of true wisdom, then,
involves seeing each creature in its relationship to its eternal origin
and destiny. This way of seeing specific creatures in God is what
Bonaventure calls “contuition.” It is important to note that this is
not a bypassing of the specificity and particularity of the individual
creature but an embracing of each in its uniqueness and in its unique
relationship to the living God. 

The way of wisdom can be understood as the way of loving
knowledge, of “knowledge through love.”23 It is the fruit of the
Spirit of love at work in us. To act wisely is not only to act in accord
with all the available empirical evidence, but also to act in a way that
is at one with the gift of the Spirit breathing through creation and
breathing love in us. Loving knowledge is the kind of knowing we
have of a beloved friend. It is not a love that claims to comprehend
or to control the other, but a love that recognizes the other, even in
the intimacy of deep friendship, as an abiding mystery. This kind of
loving knowledge is the essential foundation for ecological practice.
It is a stance before reality that challenges the absolute claims made
by the economics of the free market, on the one hand, and by certain
forms of science and technology, on the other. There are, of course,
times when we need to struggle to comprehend what confronts us,
whether it be in mathematics, biology, economics, politics, or theol-
ogy. But the knowledge that seeks and claims comprehension and
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control can be a dangerous knowledge. It needs to be situated in a
fundamental stance before reality that recognizes the limits of what
we can claim to know, that accepts the mystery of the other in
humility. 

There is a wisdom saying of Jesus that speaks of the importance of
a sound eye: “The eye is the lamp of the body. So if the eye is healthy,
your whole body will be full of light; but if your eye is unhealthy,
your whole body will be full of darkness” (Matt 6:22). A sound eye,
seeing things rightly, is of the essence of the way of wisdom. Sallie
McFague contrasts the “arrogant eye” with the “loving eye.” The
arrogant eye is characteristic of the typical Western attitude to the
natural world. It objectifies, manipulates, uses, and exploits. The
loving eye does not come automatically to us. It requires training
and discipline to see things with a loving eye. McFague points out
that the loving eye requires detachment in order to see the differ-
ence, distinctiveness, and uniqueness of the other. Too often we
imagine that we know who or what the other is, instead of taking the
trouble to find out. McFague writes: 

This is the eye trained in detachment in order that its attach-
ment will be objective, based on the reality of the other and
not on its own wishes or fantasies. This is the eye bound to the
other as is an apprentice to a skilled worker, listening to the
other as does a foreigner in a new country. This is the eye that
pays attention to the other so that the connections between
knower and known, like the bond of friendship, will be on the
real subject in its real world.24

What is required is that we learn to love others, human and non-
human, with a love that involves both distance and intimacy. This
involves cultivating a loving eye that respects difference. This is the
way of wisdom, a way of seeing each creature in relation to God, as a
unique manifestation of divine Wisdom, as embraced by God in the
incarnation and destined to share in the redemption of all things in
Christ.
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Praxis in the Spirit

The way of wisdom involves praxis—the combination of active
engagement and ongoing reflection that is at the heart of all libera-
tion theology. Conversion to the Earth, to solidarity with the crea-
tures that make up our planetary community, must involve action. It
is not only a radical reorientation of thought, and it is not only the
discovery of a new capacity for feeling for nonhuman creation. It is
both of these issuing forth in personal, political, and ecclesial action.

To follow Jesus means being led by the Spirit as he was Spirit-led
at every stage of his journey. This involves a truly personal discern-
ment, but it is never an individualistic one. The Spirit of God is
always the Spirit of communion, communion with our human sis-
ters and brothers and communion with the whole of creation. It is
not difficult to see the Spirit at work in great movements of our
times—the ecological movement, the movement seeking justice and
peace above all for the poor of the Earth, and the feminist move-
ment seeking the full equality of women. In spite of all the human
failures and sin that play a role in these movements, they are places
where the Spirit of God is powerfully at work, calling us to our own
part in these movements of liberation and hope. 

To be led by the Spirit at the beginning of the twenty-first century
is to be involved with what Thomas Berry describes the “Great
Work.” This Great Work is to carry out the transition from “a period
of human devastation of the Earth” to a period when humans will
“be present to the planet in a mutually beneficial manner.”25 To
make this transition will mean expanding our moral community.
David Toolan says that “we need to expand our moral concern to
include plants, animals, air and water and soils.” We need to recog-
nize that we are one species among others, but, at the same time, we
must accept responsibility for the future of the planet: “leaving
nature alone is simply not a viable option.”26 Morality must now
mean accepting responsibility for climate change, for the state of the
fisheries, and for the future of the Earth’s rain forests. 
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Toolan locates this ethical challenge in the deeper place of the
human being’s role in the emerging universe and in the evolutionary
history of life on Earth. It is as if the stardust in our DNA, the
microbes that swim in our cells, the bacteria that gave us a breathable
atmosphere all now wait upon human beings to finish the great cos-
mic symphony. It is only with us, with Homo sapiens, that the atoms
born in stars can become mindful of the meaning of things, so that
they can begin to decipher “the mystery hidden from the foundation
of the world.”27 Toolan says that human beings are called to give soul
to the universe:

We are great mothering nature’s soul-space, her heart and vocal
chords—and her willingness, if we consent to it, to be spirited,
to be the vessel of the Holy One whose concern reaches out to
embrace all that is created. When we fail in this soul-work, fail
in extending our own reach of concern, nature fails/falls with
us. But when it happens, when we say yes to the Spirit who
hovers over our inner chaos, the mountains clap their hands,
the hills leap like gazelles. They and the quarks have a big stake
in us.28

Human creatures are the ones who can consciously give praise,
who can lift up creation to God in love. As Sean McDonagh, one of
the prophets of ecological praxis, says, “our unique human vocation
is to celebrate the beauty and fruitfulness of all life on Earth.”29

Christian ecological action is grounded in celebration. It is
grounded in the Eucharist. But it issues forth in personal and polit-
ical action. Paul Santmire reclaims the tradition of the martyrs for
ecological theology, pointing out that to be a martyr means to be a
witness. He sees the church of today, empowered and driven by the
Spirit, as challenged to rise to the occasion of these times—as mar-
tyrs in other eras rose to the occasions that were thrust upon them.
The challenge is to allow the love of God in Christ Jesus “so to pour
into our hearts by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit that it overflows
abundantly, not only to persons, especially to those in great need,
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but also to the other creatures of nature.” We need a new form of the
martyr church:

How then will this martyr church in the ecological and cosmic
age love nature? Passionately and persistently and pervasively.
We Christians will be a voice for the voiceless, for the sake of
all creatures of nature who have no voice in human affairs. We
will listen to the plaintive cries of the great whales and hear the
groaning of the rain forests, and we will be their advocates in
the village squares and in the courts of power, by the grace of
God. All the more will we hear the bitter wailing of the little
children who live on the trash mountains of this world and
who wear clothes that have been washed in streams overflow-
ing with heinous poisons and who sometimes drink these very
waters.30

The witness of the Christian community will be carried out in
workplaces, in neighborhoods, and in homes, and sometimes in
political and activist groups. It can and must be lived in the very way
we go about our daily lives, in every trade and profession and in
every home. Very often the praxis of individual Christians will be
done in collaboration with others far removed from the life of the
church. But, as I think Santmire is suggesting, there is also a place for
ecclesial action where the church itself witnesses in the public arena
through its structures of leadership.

Two recent simple examples of this come to mind. On World
Ocean Day, June 8, 2004, the seven Catholic Bishops of the state of
Queensland in Australia issued a pastoral letter on the threatened
and damaged Great Barrier Reef. They celebrated the reef, with its
coral trout, huge groupers, sea snakes, large green turtles, humpback
whales, sea grasses, sea fern, sponges, and anemones as a beautiful
gift of God that arouses wonder, gratitude, and praise. They assessed
the serious dangers facing the reef and called their people to take
responsibility for its survival and its health.31 Then, on the feast of
St. Francis of Assisi, October 4, 2004, eleven bishops of the Murray-
Darling Basin endorsed a statement of Catholic Earthcare Australia
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that supports political action on salinity and increased river flow
and calls for commitment to conserving and reusing water.32 What
is important about these examples (and a number of others from
around the world) is that (1) the response is local, involving local
church leaders taking a position on ecological issues that arise in
their own bioregion, and (2) in adopting political options, such as
increased environmental river flow, the bishops are not only defend-
ing the good of human beings but also explicitly extending their
moral commitment and advocacy to include the animals, plants, and
fish of the Murray-Darling and the Great Barrier Reef. 

Listening to the Spirit may well lead Christian believers to get
involved in political action through activist and lobbying groups. In
my view, it will certainly involve a critical challenge to the dominant
economic and political model based on market forces and endless
consumption. It will mean accepting that the resources of the Earth
are finite, that current Western consumption patterns cannot be sus-
tained by the wider human community, or into future generations,
and that they bring death and destruction to other species in our
planetary community of life. It will mean personal and political
options in support of renewable sources of energy, alternative forms
of transport, the conservation and reuse of water, the designing of
energy-efficient buildings, the protection of habitats, the limitation
of urban sprawl, and the attempt to bring life and beauty to our
cities. It many instances, it will mean living more consciously and
more fully in a local area, in a particular bioregion, and in a local
human community with its local businesses and its local life. 

A Mysticism of Ecological Praxis

To be converted to a sense of kinship with and responsibility for
the creatures of Earth, and for the land, atmosphere, seas, and rivers
that support them, can be a joyful and liberating experience. Getting
involved with the struggle for a more just and ecologically sustain-
able world can be fulfilling and meaningful, an experience of com-
munion with other human beings and with the natural world. It may
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involve the experience of success, a habitat saved, a conservation
park established, an international protocol on carbon emissions
accepted, but it will certainly also involve suffering and the experi-
ence of failure. This can lead to a sense of hopelessness, because of
the sheer power of the economic and political forces that are com-
mitted to maximum short-term profits with no regard for ecological
or social consequences. 

Christian hope is based on God, on God’s self-bestowal in Christ,
and the promise that all is taken up in Christ and will be transfig-
ured in him. Our own commitments, our own actions, our successes,
and our failures will become the raw material for this final transfor-
mation. Saving species, saving habitats matters before God. Our
struggles have final and eternal meaning. Individual creatures have
final meaning before God.

This meaning, this promise matters greatly in the midst of our
commitments and actions. But more is needed if hope is to be kept
alive. We need to be anchored in the promise of God as a matter of
experience. We need to be mystics. Karl Rahner has said a number of
times that the Christian of the future will be a mystic or he or she
will cease to be anything at all.33 Of course, what Rahner has in
mind is not mysticism understood as some form of visionary or
trance-like experience. Nor is he thinking primarily of the experi-
ence of quiet, contemplative prayer before God—although this is
certainly part of the picture. What he has in mind is what he calls
the “the mysticism of everyday life.”34 He believes that, by God’s
grace, there is an experience of God that occurs in every life, and at
the heart of life, whether this be noticed and named or not. It may
occur in the deep unquenchable longing of the heart, in the quest for
answers that opens up more and more questions, in the experience
of truly radical commitment to a cause, in the utter pain of loss and
grief where something enables us to endure and go on, in small acts
of love that spring from a radical commitment of oneself. In such
experiences there is an openness to mystery, to the transcendent,
that Christians call the experience of grace. In the light of Christian
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revelation we can see this as the place of the Holy Spirit in our lives,
we can open our beings to the one who is silently present at the cen-
ter of our experience. This is the mysticism of daily life.

What I think we need for the twenty-first century is what might
be called a mysticism of ecological praxis. The liberation theolo-
gians of the twentieth century and their European counterparts
came to recognize that Christians committed to the cause of politi-
cal liberation need to be both political and mystical. It is only the
mystical that can enable us to hope against hope, to act with
integrity, and to love in the political and the personal spheres in
times of adversity and failure, up to and including death. Edward
Schillebeeckx sums up this when he says that authentic faith, or the
mystical, seems in modern times “to be nurtured above all in and
through the praxis of liberation.” In this experience there grows the
awareness that God is revealed as “the deepest mystery, the heart and
the soul of any truly human liberation.”35 He points out that the
political form of love of God and neighbor knows the same need for
repentance and conversion, the same asceticism, the same sufferings
and dark nights, as is the case in contemplative mysticism.36 He says:
“Without prayer or mysticism politics soon becomes cruel and bar-
baric. Without political love, prayer or mysticism soon becomes sen-
timental or uncommitted interiority.”37

The challenge to find the living God in solidarity with the poor
of the Earth remains an enormous challenge for Christian faith in
this coming century. The argument of this book is that commitment
to the poor and commitment to the well-being of life on this planet
must go together as two interrelated dimensions of the one Christ-
ian vocation. Ecological conversion is not opposed to, but inti-
mately involved with, conversion to the side of the poor. And
ecological conversion, like conversion to the side of the poor, will
need to involve both the political and the mystical, and the discov-
ery of the mystical precisely in the political. 

What then would a mysticism of ecological praxis look like? I
suggest that it might embrace some of these kinds of experiences: 
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• The experience of being caught up in the utter beauty of the nat-
ural world, when this leads to a wonder and a joy that seem
boundless.

• The experience of being part of a fourteen-billion-year history of
the universe, and part of a 3.8-billion-year history of the evolution
of life on Earth, and of knowing all this as directed to God’s self-
bestowal in love. 

• The experience of being overwhelmed by natural forces, by the
size and age of the universe, of knowing the natural world as
other, of feeling it as alien, and in this being taken far beyond
human comfort zones into mystery.

• The experience of being called to solidarity with the creatures of
Earth, of being called to an ecological conversion, of coming to
know other creatures as kin, and of knowing this as the gracious
gift of the Spirit of God.

• The experience of being overwhelmed by the size of the ecologi-
cal problem, of being defeated by powerful economic forces, of
seeing rain forests further destroyed, more species go extinct,
more carbon pumped into the atmosphere, of feeling near despair,
but still hoping against hope, of knowing this as a participation in
the way of this cross, as an invitation to commit ourselves to go
on, entrusting ourselves and our damaged Earth into the hands of
God.

• The experience of conversion from the model of individualism
and consumption to the simplicity of what Sallie McFague calls
“life abundant” and knowing in this the truth of God: where what
matters are the basic necessities of food, clothes, shelter, medical
care, educational opportunities, loving relationships, meaningful
work, an enriching imaginative and spiritual life, time with
friends, and time spent with the natural world around us.38

• The experience of commitment to the creatures of our Earth com-
munity that takes us beyond our tendencies to self-righteousness
and self-satisfaction, that has the character of a life-long, in fact,
an eternal commitment, which we can recognize as sheer grace.
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8

Ecology at the Heart
of Christian Faith

This has been a journey through some central aspects of Chris -
tian faith. In each chapter I have attempted to show how an

important part of the Christian tradition can be rethought as a con-
temporary ecological theology. My hope is that this kind of theol-
ogy can make a contribution to the ecological conversion to which
Christians, along with the rest of humanity, are called. By way of
conclusion, I will bring together some of the key ideas of the book in
a series of summary statements. 

Human Beings within the Community of Creation:
“Made in the Image of God”

• Humans, with all the other living creatures of Earth, are formed
from the hydrogen of the Big Bang, and from elements such as
carbon that are forged in the nuclear furnaces of stars and evolve
from the first bacterial forms of life that emerged on our planet
3.8 billion years ago. 

• Within the community of creation, human beings are made in the
image of God in the sense that they are part of creation that has
come to personhood, they are  invited into interpersonal relation-
ship with God in grace, and they are called to graceful relations
with their fellow creatures.

• Humans are called to see themselves as “kin” with other creatures
in a community of God’s creation. They are also called to use their
human creativity, intelligence, and wisdom to “cultivate and take
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care of ” God’s creation (Gen 2:15). The conversion implied in the
kinship model is the crucial prerequisite for cultivating and caring
for creation.

The Creator Spirit: “Giver of Life”

• The story of the Holy Spirit’s work in the world begins not with
Pentecost but with the origins of the known universe. It can be
seen as a story with four great episodes: the Creator Spirit
(1) breathes life into all aspects of the emergence of a life-bearing
universe, (2) enfolds human beings in grace, (3) brings about the
Christ-event, and (4) is poured out upon the community of disci-
ples, constituting them as church.

• The Creator Spirit is the immanent presence of God to all crea-
tures, breathing life into the whole evolving process of ongoing
creation. This Spirit is the power of God at work in the self-tran-
scendence of creation and the emergence of the new.

• The Spirit is the loving companion to every creature and the mid-
wife to the birth of the new. The Spirit is with all creatures in their
finitude, death, and incompletion, holding each suffering creature
in redemptive love and drawing each into an unforeseeable escha-
tological future in the divine life. 

Ecological Commitment and the Following of Jesus

• In the living memory of the Christian community, Jesus is a Wis-
dom teacher whose parables are taken from nature, who finds
God in the wilderness, and who teaches that God clothes every
wildflower and cares for every sparrow that falls to the ground. 

• In the light of his resurrection, Jesus is celebrated by the first
Christian as the Wisdom/Word of God, the one in whom all
things are created and all things are reconciled. 
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• The contemporary concept of deep incarnation suggests that in
the Word made flesh, God has embraced the interconnected
world of fleshly creatures, the whole web of life on Earth. The
incarnation is God-with-us in the “very tissue” of biological life. 

• From the perspective of evolutionary history, Jesus can be seen as
the self-transcendence of the evolving universe into God. From
the side of God, Jesus can be seen as God’s self-communication
to creation. Jesus is the event of salvation, because he is both
God’s self-bestowal to creation and the radical yes of creation to
God. 

The Diversity of Life and the Trinity

• In a trinitarian theology of creation, everything that exists springs
from the divine communion and will find its fulfillment in this
communion. 

• The word “perichoresis” describes the mutual presence of divine
persons, their ecstatic being-with-the-other in diversity and free-
dom. In this kind of communion, diversity and unity are not
opposed but flourish in relation to each other. 

• Only the diversity of life—huge soaring trunks of trees, the com-
munity of ants, the flashing colors of parrots, the beauty of wild-
flowers, along with the mind and heart of the human—can give
expression to the radical diversity and otherness of the trinitarian
God. The diversity of creation, and the diversity of life on Earth,
can be seen as sacramental, as expressing and representing the
abundance and dynamism of the divine communion.  

• The trinitarian insight that God’s very being is relational provides
a basis for a vision of the fundamental reality of the universe as
relational. The interrelatedness that ecologists find in the bio -
sphere on Earth, and the interrelatedness that science discovers at
all levels from quantum physics to cosmology, springs from a God
whose being is to be in relationship. 
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The Transformation of All Things in Christ

• The resurrection changes created reality forever. In Jesus’ death,
he freely hands his bodily existence into the mystery of a loving
God. In the resurrection, God adopts Jesus’ creaturely reality as
God’s own reality. The resurrection constitutes an objective
change in the world of creatures. It is the promise, and the begin-
ning, of the transformation of all things in Christ.  

• We do not have a mental picture of this transformation. The God
of the future is a God of radical, incomprehensible mystery. Our
future and that of the rest of creation are hidden in God. What we
know is the promise of God given in the resurrection of Jesus, a
promise that involves the embodied human person and the cre-
ated universe. 

• Based on the God revealed in Christ, individual creatures can be
thought of as participating in redemption in Christ by being
taken up into the eternal divine life in a way that is appropriate to
their nature. This may occur in their being taken up, loved, and
celebrated eternally in the living memory of the Trinity and the
communion of saints. It may occur in other ways that we cannot
yet imagine or envisage.   

Worship and Practice

• When Christians gather for Eucharist they bring creation with
them. Every Eucharist can be understood as the lifting up of crea -
tion to God, the living memory of both creation and redemption,
the sacrament of the cosmic Christ, participation with all God’s
creatures in the communion of the Trinity, and solidarity with
victims. 

• Following Jesus means following the way of wisdom. It involves
seeing all things as loved by God and destined to be taken up and
transformed in Christ. It is a call to ecological conversion that
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involves a new way of seeing, thinking, and acting. It is a way of
loving knowledge, of the “loving eye.” It is to be led by the Spirit
into ecological praxis, which is a way of seeing that leads to action
that leads back to further reflection. 

• What is needed is a mysticism of ecological praxis. Politics and
mysticism go together. Christians committed to ecological praxis
need to be mystics, finding God not only in the experience of the
boundless beauty of the natural world but also in the painful dark
night of loss, failure, and defeat and in the enduring, life-long
commitment to the Earth and its creatures.
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