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Abstract

This Doctor of Ministry thesis seeks to address the misapplication of Christian Scripture and
its contribution to the climate crisis in which we find ourselves. Ellen Davis calls the
Christian duty to delineate a responsible vision of what participation in the renewal of
creation might mean the most essential theological task of this generation. This is but one
small offering.

The solution this thesis proposes is the recovery of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
as the story of everything, a metanarrative which holds together God and all God has made.
This ecological (relational) reading of Scripture finds all of Holy Scripture and reality to
follow a threefold wisdom pattern of Creation/Uncreation/New Creation. Recovery of this
lens allows us to name the time we are living in and imagine what faithful ecological
participation in the larger story might look like.

The methodology used in this paper is narrative theology. Such a theology is advocated by
Kavin Rowe and can also be seen in Richard Hays’ reading of New Testament texts as
echoes of earlier narratives. NT Wright also suggests the metanarrative of the Resurrection
of Christ in framing all ethical action and mission of the Church. Agrarian theological
readings of Scripture, such as those offered by Ellen Davis, Wendell Berry, and Norman
Wirzba, have also formed my understanding and hearing of Holy Scripture. I also have
been shaped by the writing of Orthodox theologian Alexander Schmemann, who explores
the liturgy of the Church in worship as the great cosmic story; Christ and the Church are
offered “for the life of the world.”

It is this world which is the theme and concern of this thesis, and which much contemporary
Christian theology has left behind. It is time to recover the story of a God who so loved the
wortld to bring heaven down to dwell with us.
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For my parents
in the Texas Panhandle
and the story they gave me.



“The ordinary accumulates into glory.”
Rowan Williams

“Of what are we witnesses? What have we seen and touched with onr hands?”
Alexander Schmemann

“The earth is the Lord's, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein.”
Psalm 24:1, KJV

“Taste and see that the Lord is good.”
Psalm 34:8
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1.INTRODUCTION Learning our Story....

“T love to tell the story;

"twill be my theme in glory

to tell the old, old story

of Jesus and bis love.” —Annabelle Catherine Hankey

“To preserve onr places and to be at home in them, it is necessary to fill them with imagination. To imagine as
well as see what is in them. Not to fill them with the junk of fantasy and unconsciousness, for that is no more
than the industrial economy wonld do, but to see them first clearly with the eyes, and then to see them with the
imagination in their sanctity, as belonging to the Creation.” —Wendell Berry

“Of what life do we speak, and what life do we preach, proclaim, and announce when, as Christians, we confess
that Christ died for the life of the world?” — —Alexander Schmemann

1.1 A troubling story of everything

I’m out of breath at the top of the football stadium bleachers. It’s 1993. I'm trying to make
home in a thirteen-year-old body that is changing on me each morning. Me and my fellow
female rejects are being punished in first period Gitls’ Athletics for being “too slow” (alive,
unpopular, and thirteen) by running bleachers at the high school football stadium. I’'m wearing
the standard-issued polyester maroon gym shorts with elastic waist and the “property of
Hereford Jr High” athletics, #3 t-shirt. I never imagined I was “the kind of gir]” who would
end up in Athletics, but in smalltown Texas, trying out for a sports team is the separating corral
for social acceptance. Making it through this cattle chute meant an invitation to sit at the queen
bee table in the cafeteria, permission to cut in the snack bar line, and the possibility of hanging
out at the elusive Silver Screen Video parking lot on the weekends.

We were the ones who were left behind.

As my calves burn from the climb to the top of this cement temple, I prostrate myself for air
that is filled with the smell of cow manure. The high school football stadium bleachers are the
highest point of ascension in Hereford, Texas—save a few lonely grain elevators. It is the place
we all commonly worship on Friday nights. We might not agree on much else, but we find our
common ground on the 50-yard line.

From our vantage point, my friend Monica speaks.

“Wow, this is how high the blood is going to be!”



“What?” 1 manage to get out between winded gasps, grabbing the stitch in my side. I suddenly
had an image of Missy Warrick throwing up fruit cocktail all over this very high school track
after the PE teacher made us all run laps after lunch in elementary school. Don’t be Missy.

“When the Rapture comes,” Monica interrupts. “Ihe horses” blood is going to be as high as the top of this
stadinm. Everything is going to burn, all the trees, all the homes, all the people!”

“Where'd you get that? Some horror movie?”
“Oh no!” she gleetully responds, “The Bible says...”

Monica has been to two years of Wednesday night youth group at the Baptist Church, learning
from our 19-year-old youth director who is trying to grow a goatee. This qualifies her as our

resident theologian.

I consider all I can see of my small world... the elementary school where children are running
on the playground, cattle in nearby feedyards. My grandmother’s oak tree a block away. There
is a man walking his dog, thinking it is a normal Tuesday. How silly of him.

I realize that it is not just the running that is making me sick.
“That’s terrible,” 1 say more to myself than to her.

“Ob, we don’t have to worry,” Monica consoles me as she pulls contraband Skittles from her gym
short pocket. “We won't be here. If you are a Christian, you have nothing to worry about. God will take us
away to heaven before he destroys it all.”

In some ways, what follows is a response to this nauseating episode when I was 13. There, at
the high school football stadium, I was told by my friend Monica a “story of everything.” It
told who God is, who people are, and the worth of things like oak trees, cattle, natural springs,
grasslands, blue jays, and soil. It disclosed the value of these things because it predicted, even
celebrated, their impending doom. It told of a world God would throw away and incinerate as
casually as we did our used McDonald’s cups under the stands.

This story was not made up by Monica, neither should we blame her too much. My young
friend was only telling me a story that was told to her as the story of everything. In this
narrative, the Earth is ours to use, made for us. We, by God’s design, are masters of this world,
commanded to, as Genesis 1:28’s radah is often translated, “subdue and conquer.” God
himself in the end will engage in this type of conquering by destroying the Earth. To worry
about things like where all the plastic is going, the trillions of gallons of water we’re using on
landscaping, melting ice caps, elephants, and if our children can survive in a world that is 121
degrees equates to not trusting God. “Don’t worry, it'’s made for us to use” and “we’ll not be here

anyway” is the comforting refrain.



The climax of this story is, of course, the Rapture. At a point that we don’t know, but we
gleefully expect to not be too long a wait, Jesus will come and whisk away those who are

Christian to a heaven far away while the rest are left behind for torment and burning.'
Hey, some make the team, and some don’t.

In this story, the final destination for Christians is not here, but elsewhere. Those who “have
accepted Jesus” are “just passing through” and one day “will fly away.” Our eternal destiny is
heaven. Life is a time of torment, testing, and endurance. The flesh is corrupt, the spirit is
what really counts. Basically, we can’t wait to die and are willing to help God out with the
destruction of the Earth in the meantime.

It is a bad story.

It is bad in its destructiveness, and how it continues to give permission, even blessing, for
violence to all that is made. It is bad in its lack of ecology, which I simply define as relationship
between creatures, place, and their Creator. It severs and splinters connection, dissecting us
from one another and what sustains us, which is the root concept of sin. It is bad in what it
says about the present moment, and life itself, and the passive, indifferent, and even hostile,
Christianity it has produced. It is also bad because it is, well—bad news for the created life,
which makes it a distortion of Good News. I have come to call this story by it’s true name: an
anti-Christ story.

When I say anti-Christ, I simply mean something that it is the antithesis, the opposite, of Christ
as revealed in the story of Jesus of Nazareth. The story of the Gospels reveals a God who

2 <<

“came down,” “who took on flesh,” who pronounced good news of a kingdom of heaven
among us, who brought order out of chaos, healing to sickness, extended forgiveness, gave
thanks, suffered and died, and was raised bodily from the dead by the Creator God in the

central event of all Christian Scripture, the Resurrection.

This is the Christian story, the story of the Crucified and Resurrected Jesus. The Story of the
Creator God who, even in the forces of un-creation and death, brings about a new creation.
It is so much the story that Christians began to see in this story a “story for everything” a
pattern for all that God had done and will do and all of reality. The particulars in the life of
Jesus were the cosmic story.

This is the better story we must recover. But first, we must ask an important question: Why

stories anyway?

! That the entire Scriptural basis of the Rapture is only found in one verse of Scripture, 1 Thessalonians 4, and
is actually a gross misreading of Paul describing Christ’s final return to Earth to make things right seems to be
missed in the exhilaration of an escape plan. For an extensive take-down of the concept of Rapture and a better
reading of 1 Thessalonians 4, see Chapter 8, When He Appears in Wright’s Surprised by Hope. N.'T. Wright,
Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the Church (New York: HarperOne, 2008).
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1.2 Why stories? The methodology of narrative theology

Stories are the way we make meaning of the world. We cannot understand who we are, who
those around us are, what it means to live and die, and how we are to live in the meantime,
without narrative. Narrative is what connects what would appear seemingly random events
together. If we lose our story, life is chaos. If we don’t have a story to fill in the blanks and
provide connection, life becomes isolated, meaningless episodes. And if we are not provided
a story, we will create one. Let me tell you a story to help with this.

When I was 8 years old, my dad took me to the annual summer festival, the Town and Country
Jubilee, at the city park in Hereford. There was music, food booths, snow cones, a craft fair,
cotton candy, confetti eggs, and balloon darts. It was always a fun day in the community, and
I'looked forward to its celebration every summer.

On this Jubilee afternoon, Dad and I were leisurely walking through the festivities, taking
everything in. An exuberant woman dressed as a clown was singing “I Love Jesus Christ” (a
Christianized take on Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock and Roll”) from a makeshift flatbed truck stage.
We enjoyed our homemade Butterfinger (dad) and strawberry (me) ice cream we had picked
up at the 4-H booth as we strolled along the worn August grass.

Suddenly, two police officers came up to my dad,
“Sir, you are under arrest. Please place your hands bebind your back.”

They grabbed his arms and took his ice cream. At the time, the fact that they took away his

ice cream bothered me more than anything. He loved his ice cream.
I felt hot panic flood my eyes.
I screamed, “Daddy! No, don’t take him away!”

A crowd was watching. My mind was racing...why was this happening? What had he done?
What was the secret I didn’t know? Would I see him again? What would happen to me? Did
Mom know?

My dad shook his hands loose, “Get your hands off of me, I'm not doing this today.”

What was happening now? Was he resisting arrest? Would that get him in more trouble? The
police officers suddenly let go of him, backed away, and sheepishly grinned at one another.
One of them handed him back his Styrofoam cup of ice cream.

“Ok, Jim. Guess not today.”
My red-faced dad looked down in his cup of Butterfinger swirl.

“That ruined my ice cream.”



“Daddy, what happened? Why are you being arrested?”

It was then that my dad told me the story. The whole arrest was part of a fundraiser that a
local charity was conducting. To raise money, they were “arresting” certain community
members during the summer festival. They got real policemen—in uniform no less—to help.
They would take the fake felons “to jail”—a fenced in area at the side of the park, until some
other community member donated to charity to “pay their bail.” The only problem with this
was that I did not know that story. Hearing the story would have given me a sense of security
in knowing what was happening instead of the many narratives I needed to entertain to make
any sense out of life. My mind was frantically trying to connect the pieces and read the situation
and create a story when one was not provided. Without stories, life events are random,
disconnected, and can be terrorizing. We are living in such an episodic, frantic, confusing

world now because of not having a communal narrative.
What is true in microcosm is true for the whole. We are a world who has lost our story.

Jerome Berryman is an Episcopalian priest and the creator of Godly Play, a method of engaging
children in the language and stories of Christian Scripture based on the pedagogy of Maria
Montessori and Sofia Cavalletti. Berryman worked as a Chaplain to children and provided
family systems therapy as part of an interdisciplinary team to children who were suicidal during
his many years at the Houston Child Guidance Center. The team researched commonalities
in the families where children were trying to kill themselves. There was one consistency in the
data: families with a suicidal child did not tell stories. Berryman expands, “Their
communication was reduced to commands, demands, exclamations, brief explanations, and
questions requiring short factual answers. The family members were like neighboring islands
without any bridges. There was no natrative to connect them.”

When we do not have a narrative—or when we have been given a bad narrative—we are lost,
confused, despondent, and despairing. Franciscan priest Richard Rohr describes our world as
“starving for meaning” and calls the lack of a shared sense of meaning the crisis of our
lifetimes.” In short, we cannot engage in any meaning-making reflection ot ethical action
without stories. We need a “given” story that both includes and transcends our individual
living. We need a story cosmic in nature, that reveals who we are, who and what everything else s,
and how we are called to live in our lifespan.

Thankfully, we have one.
1.3 Reclaiming the Christian story of everything

C. Kavin Rowe, George Washington Ivey Distinguished Professor of New Testament at Duke
Divinity school describes Christianity as “the story of everything.” In his highly accessible

2 Jerome W. Berryman, Stories of God at Home: A Godly Play Approach (New York: Church Publishing, 2018), 22.
3 Richard Roht, The Wisdom Pattern: Order, Disorder, Reorder, Revised Edition ed. (Cincinnati: Franciscan Media,
2020).



book on Christian narrative theology and anthropology, Christianity’s Surprise, A Sure and Certain
Hope, Rowe shares, when you tell a story about God you are telling a story about everything.
The story of everything answers questions about origin and end, and thus, as it turns out, of
purpose in the present and hope for the future.*

What does this have to do with ecological crisis? Well, if Christianity is “the story of
everything”—every person, animal, tree, place and the maker of all things seen and unseen—

turns out everything as well.

Ellen Davis is the Amos Ragan Kearns Distinguished Professor of Bible and Practical
Theology at Duke Divinity School and a forerunner in the field of ecotheology. Her book,
Scripture, Culture and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading of the Bible helps return us to our genesis
story of creatures made by a Creator and provides both a critique of our current industrialized
agricultural model and food production as well as a way to imagine a faithful return to life-
sustaining patterns. Davis calls offering “a responsible vision for the renewal of creation the
most important theological task of this generation.” I both agree with her and know my life
must be about telling a better story. It is why I am a pastor and why I offer this writing. For
this work to be theological, it must root the current ecological crisis in the Christian Narrative.
In other words, the theological task must be ecological in connecting the present reality of the
world to the Creator God, the Incarnation of Christ Jesus, and the future hope of the
Resurrection. The metanarrative is the task. The God revealed in Scripture as Father, Son and
Holy Spirit is the main character. The Christian faith is cosmic because the Creator made the
world and Christ was sent for the life of the world and the Spirit is sustaining life in this world.
But that does not equate to a loose universalism. As we shall soon see, it plays out in granular,
local, humble ways and demands a radical repentance—changing of allegiances, from one story

to another.

The story of everything is that God raised the Crucified Christ. Our creeds carefully affirm a
bodily resurrection and the return of Christ as Judge to this earth. The final vision of
Revelation is of heaven coming down to earth. To say it succinctly, all Christian Scripture is a
story of God coming to dwell here.

This brings us to what is often a startling statement to the contemporary church, but no less,
a much more biblical assertion than the anemic, disembodied, human-centric current emphasis
on heaven elsewhere. It’s always been Jere God is concerned with. What I mean by “here” is
from Genesis 1 to Revelation 21, the story of Christian Scripture is of God who creates this
world Jhere and called it good, gave the Christ in flesh to dwell with us Jere, raised the body of
Jesus as a first fruit of what is to come for the world, and sends the Spirit to keep the world in
grace until that final resurrection is consummated Jere. God’s purposes—from beginning to
end—is the life of the world Jere. Those purposes are best described by the simple preposition

* C. Kavin Rowe, Christianity's Surprise: A Sure and Certain Hope (Nashville: Abingdon, 2020), 12.
5> Ellen F. Davis, Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture : An Agrarian Reading of the Bible (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), 7.



the Nicene Creed uses repeatedly: for.° “For us and for our salvation he came down from
heaven, was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became truly human. For
our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried.”
Schmemann’s elegantly recaps the Christian sacramental story that God’s giving is “for the life
of the world.” There is only one appropriate word for this self-giving on behalf of another:
Love. “Love was his meaning” reflects Julian of Norwich.” The love of God is seen in God’s
deep commitment to creating, redeeming and sustaining the world. Christian Scripture has
always been—and must continue to be—told as a love story between God and what God

creates.

What is called for is no less than a transformation of our relationship with the world which
requires a fundamentally different way of seeing in love. It requires an essentially better story,
one that is more Scriptural, more embodied, more Christ-like.

Most blessedly, we’ve been given that story. As every storyteller will tell you, a story must have
three parts: a beginning, middle and end. Stories make reality ecological by providing
connection and movement. That is where we find meaning. What is needed is a recovery of
the three-fold Christian story, of the broader arc and pattern of all Holy Scripture. At its
essence, in its clearest and supreme form, this pattern is seen in the story of the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. Rowe offers, ““we learn from the Christian narrative how to name
the time we are living in...Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection in the key to the pattern of the
story of everything.”® This is often referred to as the Paschal Mystery, the way of seeing and
interpreting all of life from the “point of standing” of the Christ event.

LIFE DEATH RESURRECTION

The threefold pattern is elsewhere:

GOODNESS FALL REDEMPTION
GARDEN BANISHMENT PARADISE
CREATION UNCREATION NEW CREATION
CONSTRUCTION DECONSTRUCTION RECONSTRUCTION
NAIVETE COMPLEXITY SECOND NAIVETE
ORIENTATION DISORIENTATION REORIENTATION

¢ Rowan Williams speaks to such when he roots God being completely trustworthy in God having no self-
interest or anything to gain in creating; God has no “need” for us so God’s motives can be trusted. Williams
points us to the Nicene Creed, and the language of “for.” Rowan Williams, Tokens of Trust, an Introduction to
Christian Belief (Westminster: John Knox Press, 2010).

7 Revelations of Divine Love as quoted by Rowan Williams, Williams, 10.

8 Rowe, 24.



This threefold story is the pattern of all of life. As Rohr notes, we see this perennial tradition
in the changing of the seasons and the rhythms of created life. We live it in the cycle of time
of the Church year marking our time within the birth, death, and resurrection of Christ. It
describes reality. It is trinitarian. It avoids dualism. It begins with the goodness of created life,
acknowledges the realness of the second stage of sin, death, and suffering, without letting us
fall into despair or meaninglessness because this stage is not the end of the story. God is
forever doing a new thing, giving reason to hope.

This is a story and a hope we need more than ever. We need to see this story not only in
reading our Holy Scriptures, but in how we “read” the story of our lives. It helps us imagine
new possibility even in the midst of suffering and death. It helps us locate our place in the
story and trust that something new can break through. It reflects the energy of movement and
possibility in our story. It gives a sense of meaning, commonality, and belonging in a time
when we often feel fragmented, isolated, and meaninglessness. It provides safety and
imagination in what Rohr describes as a seemingly “scary and disenchanted world.”

1.4 Recovering an ecological reading of Scripture and reality

It is time to recover our better Christian narrative. I write this thesis to recover an ecological
reading of Christian Scripture. By ecological, I mean communal and relational between God
and all God has made. I also mean ecological as an offering of a vision of order for the
flourishing of all creaturely life. Orthodox priest and theologian Alexander Schmemann
beautifully expresses the ecology that faith offers in the title as well as the content as his book:
Christ is offered For the life of the world. 1t is only a story that is both deeply contextual, particular,
contemplative, and solitary as well as cosmic, inclusive, active and communal that can save us.
As part of the body of professing Christians, I believe this story is the hope of the world and
all its creatures, not just human life. The Christian narrative offers all this. This is the world’s
salvation story.

1.4.1 Overview: Structure and Chapters

I have structured this thesis in three parts that refer to the three stages of the wisdom pattern.
I am calling these three main parts CREATION UNCREATION and NEW CREATION
reflecting the ecological lens of the book. I have chosen to engage what I believe to be the
three great stories of our faith: The Creation (Chapter 2) and Fall (Chapter 3), Exodus event
from Egypt (Chapter 4), and the life death and resurrection of Jesus (Chapter 5) from an
ecological reading of the threefold pattern. Each of these stories contains and repeats this
pattern. I support this with examinations of the Psalms and Prophets (Chapter 2), as well as
bringing in Pauline reflection on the cosmic Christ, Resurrection, and life in the Spirit to round
out my hermeneutic (Chapters 5 and 6). Woven throughout my chapters are personal stories
and my own imaginings of a more faithful way of seeing and living. An incarnational faith
should put flesh on theological concepts and root them in lived experience in particular place.
This is an attempt to do so.



My final chapter (Chapter 6) seeks to affirm our future vision, the sure and certain hope of the
Resurrection and redemption of the world God loves while offering imaginations of what
faithful living in the meantime might look like. This is the “already and not yet” tension of a
life caught up in the story of Christ.

The Lakota phrase “Mitakuye Oyasin” means “all are related.” Within this phrase, we can hear
the relational core our Holy Scriptures, of God and all that God has made. The hope is that
in returning to a relational lens and larger narrative patterns in reading Holy Scripture, we
might rediscover and continue to engage a story that fuels our imaginations for faithful
response to the disorder we find ourselves in and gives us hope for new creation along the

way.



2. CHAPTER ONE

“In the Beginning” Birthing with God.

“Genesis One announces the deepest mystery: God wills and will have a faithful relation with earth. Genesis
One invites the listening community to celebrate that reality. The binding is irreversible. God has decided it.

The connection cannot be nullified.” —Walter Brueggemann

“They didn’t have you where I come from

Never knew the best was yet to come

Life began when 1 saw your face,

And 1 hear your laughter like a serenade,

How long do yon want to be loved? s forever enough?

‘Cause I'm never never giving yon up.” —Lullaby, The Chicks

It began at two in the morning.

At least, that is when I think labor began, but being my first child, I had no clue what labor
even felt like. I was a member of the uninitiated. That day I had officiated a graveside, painted
the bathroom green, completed a jigsaw puzzle, and opened the door to several friends bearing
ice cream. When you are a week overdue in August in Texas, all people know to do for a

pregnant lady is bring her ice cream and let her paint the bathroom.

The mark that this might in fact be the real deal was the thythm of it. Creation always has a
rhythm. Remembering foggily the directions in childbirth class to time the contractions, I
realized I owned no watch with a second hand. I focused on the blinking green numbers on
the microwave we used for popcorn and instant oatmeal instead. The twisting of my abdomen
kept a steady beat: 2:04 a.m.....2:08 am.....2:12 a.m..... every four minutes by the clock.

“The time came for her to give birth.” (Lk 2:0)

I decided to take a shower, an indulgent one. I pumiced and buffed, lathered, and combed
conditioner through every strand of hair. I took time to consider the new alien features of my
body: thick hair, long nails, a missing bellybutton. I wanted to bask in the last moments of
control and freedom I had been warned I would never experience again. “I'his will change
everything” ... “You just can’t be prepared.” ... “You will never slep again.” Hearing other parents
talk might be the best form of birth control. So, if these next few hours were “it” before the
world as I knew it ended, I might at least enjoy the last rite of a long shower.

But there was more to it. I wanted to be fully in this body which I had shared with another for
nine months. I hadn’t seen my feet since Easter. My body was eclipsed by another. There was
a sacredness to this, and a grief in pending delivery. This would be the first of many goodbyes.
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There is an original blessedness to pregnancy: To feel the calm that your child is safe and
secure. To know where she is. To feel her every movement. To not have to share her with a
world that can be mean. I used the good fluffy guest towels and massaged lotion all over my
body. It was an anointing. It would not always be like this.

Fresh out of the shower, I went outside. It stays perpetually hot and muggy in Central Texas,
even at 3 a.m. But it was quiet. No clouds. And stars.

“The Lord brought Abram outside and said ‘Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count
them. As many as there are stars in the sky, so shall your descendants be.”” (Gn 15:5)

I don’t know about all that, but that day I would become a mother. That day I would see my
child’s face.

I woke Andy. We loaded the brown Oldsmobile Intrigue with the pre-packed bag and bumpy
(newborn lexicon: nursing pillow). We had practiced several trial runs to the hospital, not

wanting to miss the exit. Time seemed of the essence. Little did we know the eons of time in
birthing life.

There were dead crickets everywhere in Waco that August resembling an Egyptian plague.
They littered the newly built Hillcrest Women’s and Children’s parking lot and crunched
beneath our feet. I shuffled excitedly through the whir of the sliding glass doors, assaulted by
the frigid air and fluorescent lighting. There were pictures of smiling babies with marble eyes
everywhere. Mine would be cuter.

I waddled up to a middle-aged woman with red permed hair and blue eyeliner manning the
night desk of Labor & Delivery. She tapped her hot pink acrylic nails on Tom Cruise’s face
on her US Weekly, chewing her gum indifferently. With a smile and delight I announced, ‘T a
in labor, and 1 am here to have my baby.”

She looked over her readers, leaned her head forward, taking me in from head to toe. “Sure
you are,” she replied returning to her magazine. “Have a seat.”

Time gets screwy when you are in labor. You wait and wait for things to progress.
It would be nine hours before I would see my baby’s face.

Looking back, maybe this child came to be the first moment I imagined what she might look
like. .. would she get my husband’s red hair, my blue eyes? Would she love the written word like the jonrnalists
in my family? Would she have the Pittman almond-shaped eyes? Conld she avoid the dreaded Steiert nose?
There were many contemplations of who she would be and how she would carry the genes of
our ancestors onward. But none of the imagining could prepare for the reality of seeing her

11



strawberry blonde hair, her long fingernails and downy skin, of her craning her neck toward
the light her wide eyes taking in the world.

“T see your face.”

It was the one moment in life that lived up to all the hype.

In the beginning, we struggle to see. You cannot be human without beginning the journey
blind. According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, an infant’s eyesight is said to be
“poor” with little ability to focus beyond six-to-ten inches. Even so, faces are how babies learn
to see and their favorite visual stimulation. We literally learn to see by seeing someone look at

ILlS.1

The first object we learn is our mother’s face. We don’t yet know the difference between her
body and our own. Our parent will be our first mirror, allowing us to see who we are—whether
we are valued and whether our needs will be met.

If this initial seeing goes well—that is to say, if we are seen as beloved and named as good—
chances are good that the foundation of our life will be trust, both trust in the world and other
and trust in our own worthiness and value. It all comes from an exterior gaze.”

This is the story of faith. In the beginning we are seen. Seen and named by others. The story
we find ourselves in is a story where we, along with creatures and places, are first seen by our Parent
God as beloved and named as good.

! There are many outstanding resources on the wonder of early childhood visual development, including:
aoa.org (American Optometric Association) and healthychildren.org (American Academy of Pediatrics).

2 There is much developmental psychology insisting on the critical importance of the first few years of life in
building a steady foundation. Erik Erikson speaks of trust vs. mistrust of being the foundational question of
infancy. Am I safe? Will my needs be met? See Dorothy Corkille Briggs, Your Child's Self-Esteem: The Key to His
Life (Garden City, N.Y.: Garden City, N.Y., Doubleday, 1970., 1970). Fred Rogers, also an ordained
Presbyterian Minister, experienced a call from God to work through the medium of television to care for
children. His reasoning? Too many children were being put in front of the tv screen young, and if he could
replicate the up-close gaze and gentle voice of a mother feeding her child through the medium of television, he
could build a solid foundation of worth for a lifetime. Though adults might easily chide Roger’s tone of
speaking, close camera angles, and frequent song, every word, tone, and angle were highly intentional and
rooted in developmental theory of the importance of the child being seen and nurtured as the solid foundation
of life. See Tetry Gross” 1985 interview: https://freshairarchive.otg/guests/fred-rogers.
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2.1 Genesis One: A Birth Story pattern

“When God began to create heaven and earth, and the earth then was water and waste and darkness over the
deep and God’s breath hovering over the waters, God said, “Let there be light.” And there was light. And
God saw the light, that it was good, and God divided the light from the darkness. And God called the light
Day, and the darkness He called Night. And it was evening and it was morning, first day.”

—Gn 1:1-4a, translation Robert Alter

Genesis 1 reveals a pattern: God creates, and enters into, a rhythm of contemplation, action,
examining, naming, and rest. This is the established pattern for creatures in the divine image,

a cadence of life that is given for creaturely living, flourishing, and imagining.’
Let us look at each of these:
2.1.1 Contemplation

In the beginning, the Spitit of God (rachaph) sweeps over darkness, nothingness, and chaos.
The Hebrew word rachaph, often translated hovering or brooding, also means “to grow soft,
relax.” As Hebrew Bible scholar Robert Alter reveals, rachaph is the same verb in Deut. 32:11
for an eagle hovering over her young and has a connotation of nurture and parturition.* It is a
state of “constant fluttering, trembling, quivering.””> God is in labor ready to give birth.

What if we were to call this softening preparation—this attentive labor, by another word:
contemplation?® Contemplation is, as Rowan Williams guides us, to be “utterly attentive,” to

3 Ellen Davis in particular highlights the way “the text speaks to and for the imagination.” Davis, 43.

4 Robert Alter, Genesis New York: New York : W.W. Norton, ¢1996., 1996), 3.

> According to the Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the OT, rachaph in Genesis 1:2 in the Piel stem. The verb is
found in only two other places in the Old Testament, and only one other place-Deuteronomy 32:11—in the
Piel stem. Deuteronomy 32:11, “As an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young; as it spreads its wings, takes them
up, and bears them aloft on ifs pinions” speaks to God creating the nation of Israel. Old Testament theologian
Dennis Tucker speaks to the connection between the Genesis and Deuteronomy text: “In both texts, God is
hovering over that which is becoming, over that which God is bringing into being. In Deuteronomys, it is the
image of the mother eagle hovering over its young (32:11a) and then “bearing them aloft” (32:11b) followed by
guiding them (32:12). The mother eagle hovers over/broods over that which is hers and she brings them to life.
In Genesis 1:2, God hovers over that which belongs to him but has yet to come into being fully.” Dennis
Tucker, Thoughts on Translation of RaChaph in Gn 1:2, December 7, 2023, 2023.

6T first was exposed to the idea of seeing Genesis 1 as God’s established order of action flowing from
contemplation in a podcast discussion on sabbatical between Andy Crouch and Ruth Haley Barton. Andy
Crouch speaks of a human rhythm of contemplation, action, Examen, and rest being patterned after God’s
own established way of being in Genesis One. Ruth Haley Barton, "Strengthening the Soul of Your
Leadership," January 31, 2023, 2023, in Are You Willing to Quit Your Job: Sabbatical for the Rest of Us, Sabbatical
Season 18, ttps:/ /ruthhaleybarton.podbean.com/e/season-18-episode-4-ate-you-willing-to-quit-yout-job-
sabbatical-for-the-rest-of-us/. The idea is not original to Crouch, howevet. In her book, Culture, and Agriculture:
An Agrarian Reading of the Bible, Ellen Davis relies on a contemplative lens in the reading of the Priestly Account
as we strive to “see with God.” She emphasizes how we are given a unique and incredible vantage point in
Genesis 1 in going in the eyes of God to see. Davis, 46. When contemplation is translated as “being within the
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have “a will and an imagination turned Godward.”” Contemplation is awareness of the source

of Being.
Thomas Merton reflects:

Contemplation is the highest expression of man’s intellectual and spiritual life...It is
spiritual wonder. It is spontaneous awe at the sacredness of life, of being. It is a vivid
realization of the fact that life and being in us proceed from an invisible, transcendent
and infinitely abundant source. Contemplation is, above all, awareness of the reality of

that source.?

Simone Weil describes contemplation as “the orientation of all the attention of which the soul
is capable toward God.”” Weil emphasizes that the end—the fruit—of this contemplation is a
life of love of God and other creatures. Julian of Norwich summed up her ecstatic visions
with the statement “love was his meaning.”"

Love is not sentimental, and neither is contemplation. Contemplation will result in getting our
hands dirty, hearing the cry of the needy, seeing suffering, and speaking truth even at personal

cost. Contemplation births creative action.
2.1.2 Creative Action

The fruit of contemplation is active and proper loving engagement in the world. To be true
loving contemplation, it must produce what Paul describes as “fruit” of the Spirit. Itis, as the
1976 hard rock band Boston sings “more than a feeling.” Love is, as the great theologian-in-
a-black-hat Clint Black sings, “something that we do.”

One can see this in the writings but more so the life of the greatest teacher of contemplation of
the 20" Century, Thomas Merton. Merton considered all reality to flow from the seed of
contemplation. Merton’s diverse and engaged involvement in what might first be considered
far-flung issues: civil rights, nuclear disarmament, ancient cultures, monastic life, peace, war—
were simply truly seeing God in creaturely life. Contemplation guides us towards our “right

Temple (of thoughts and perspective), the First Creation Account amazingly invites us into God’s own Temple,
or way of seeing. We, like the Spirit of God, are invited to hover over Creation in contemplation with and like
God.

7 Rowan Williams reflecting on the life of Thomas Merton. Rowan Williams, A S#lent Action: Engagements with
Thomas Merton (Louisville, Kentucky: FONS VITAE, 2011).

8 Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation Norfolk, Conn.: [Norfolk, Conn.] : New Directions, 1972, ¢1961.,
1961).

9 Simone Weil, Waiting for God.

10 Revelations of Divine Love as quoted by Rowan Williams, Williams, 10.
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place in the Creation.”"" As Merton describes, one who contemplates “does not merely think,
(s)he also loves.”" In true contemplation, the mind falls into the heatt.

Love in contemplation is utter attention. It is to give our full undivided presence. A fitting
image for the presence of God among the Creation, often called forth in Scripture, is clouds
settling on a high mountain, or a Temple filled with smoke, or the back-and-forth fluttering
of a mother eagle over the nest in Gen 1:2 and Deut 32:11. It is a settling and falling of our

attention over anothet.

Contemplation is the necessary seed of right action. As we examine Merton, contemplation
allowed him to see in the middle of an ordinary day on the corner of Fourth and Walnut in
Louisville that people were “walking around shining like the sun.” This moment, captured in
Merton’s Confessions of a Guilty Bystander, was a turning point of greater social action in the
world. It allowed him to take bold political stances, such as his support of the non-violent civil
rights movement which he called “certainly the greatest example of Christian faith in action in
the social history of the United States" and to speak boldly of the danger of nuclear weapons
to the Creation."” Faithful creaturely action bloomed from the seed of seeing reality and the
exquisite beauty of creaturely life through contemplation.

To say it differently, from contemplation arises true vocation, the work we are given to do.
Merton writes:

Contemplation is the response to a call: a call from Him Who has no voice, and yet
Who speaks in everything that is, and Who, most of all, speaks in the depths of our
own being: for we ourselves are words of His. But we are words that are meant to
respond to Him, to answer to Him, to echo Him, and even in some way to contain
Him and signify Him. Contemplation is this echo. It is a deep resonance in the inmost
center of our spirit in which our very life loses its separate voice and re-sounds with
the majesty and the mercy of the Hidden and Living One. He answers Himself in us
and this answer is divine life, divine creativity, making all things new. We ourselves
become His echo and His answer. It is as if in creating us God asked a question, and
in awakening us to contemplation He answered the question, so that the contemplative
is at the same time, question and answer. And all is summed up in one awareness-not

a proposition, but an experience: "I Am.”

Contemplation is to both hear a call from God and to be the answer. Contemplation puts us

in the flow of God’s on-going creative action.

1 As quoted by the New York Chapter of the International Thomas Merton Society. Thomas Merton, "The
Contemplative," Thomas Merton NYC, accessed October 15, 2023, 2023,

https:/ /www.thomasmertonnyc.otg/about-merton/explore/2016/7/5/the-contemplative.

12 Merton, "The Contemplative.”

13 Merton, "The Contemplative.”
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Proper action arises from this settling and hovering, this contemplation within Creation. The
state of contemplation is generative. In Genesis 1, God’s contemplation births the creation of
light, the separation of darkness from light, evening and morning, waters above from waters
below, land, sea, grass, seed and fruit yielding plants and trees, sun, moon and stars, creatures
of sea and sky, creatures to fill the land, and human creatures in the divine image. God creates

order, meaning, and sustaining relationship.
2.1.3 Examen and Naming
After giving birth to the Creation, God examines the Creation.

Which is to say, God sees. God takes time and space for full attention. God our Creator, our Parent,
beholds us in the moment of birth. Then God pronounces good. Davis suggests, “The
goodness of the world is presented not as simple fact, nor even as an authoritative
pronouncement, but as a divine perception.”'* This is how God sees. And what God

announces while beholding the face of creation is:
“It is beautiful.”

Davis is guiding us to see that we are not merely told what God did or said but invited to see
the cosmos through God’s eyes. Christians are those called to “see as God sees”, which means

pronouncing goodness.
Davis continues:

Genesis 1 is giving form to a certain way of seeing the world, and accurate perception
provides an entrée to active participation in the order of creation. Deep contemplation

issues in a renewal of mind and therefore necessarily in new patterns of action."
How we see determines what we do.

What we are given to see is Genesis 1 is the language of poetry which slows us down and
brings us into the realm of contemplating goodness and beauty. Much more than a record of
“how it began”, the text invites us into the realm of awe and wonder at the sacred. It takes us
to the moment of birth where the child is named. To name creation correctly is to say, “It is

sacred, it is beautiful, it is good.”"

14 Davis, 46.

15 Davis, 43.

16 God propetly names every creation and in so doing, bestows meaning and value. Out of this dignity and
worth, God calls forth action of the creation: Human creatures, in the image of God, are called and invited to
this sacred work of examining and naming (see Gn 2:18). The most intimate of acts is to name a creature. “To
name a thing is to manifest the meaning and value God gave it, to know it as coming from God and to know
its place and function within the cosmos created by God.” Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World:
Sacraments and Orthodoxy, St. Vladimir's Classics Series (Yonkers, New York: Saint Vladimit's Seminary Press,
2018), 21. Wirzba continues:
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Wendell Berry agrees:

The Bible leaves no doubt at all about the sanctity of the act of world-making, or of
the world that was made, or of creaturely or bodily life in this world. We are holy
creatures living among other holy creatures in a world that is holy. Some people know
this, and some do not. Nobody, of course, knows it all the time. But what keeps it
from being far better known than it is?"’

Berry brings several matters into focus here. The Bible reveals a God who created the world
and called it good. But this is not just a matter of “for the Bible tells me so.” There is something
within the human creature made in the image of God that knows this through wonder. Not
“all the time” as Berry qualifies. There are many days where sunrises, sunsets, stars, birds,
clouds, lightning and indeed humans around us are mere background scenery or even
annoyances for our one-woman plays. But there are moments when we lose ourselves in the
wonder of another. This is the same language we use for “falling in love.” In contemplative
teaching, it is when the head falls into the heart. It is a moment Merton describes as self-
forgetfulness. There is something that is lost, that falls away as we become fully attentive.
Words like wonder, awe, and beauty are indications we are in the realm of contemplative

examination. We are seeing the goodness of Creation, creaturely life, and thus the Creator.

Genesis calls us again and again to this contemplative gaze. We are to see the world in this
way: Birthed from the Creator and intimately connected to place and other creatures. From

this revealed way of seeing, human creatures can then engage in proper action.
2.2 “Mastery among™

And what is the work of humanity in the image of God? Our work is to be fruitful and
multiply along with seeds, fish, and animals. 1f we sever our ties as part of and trade this relationality
for “lords over,” we miss seeing—and acting—correctly. It is a violation of the design and
commands if, as Davis notes, # is only humans increasing in number.” If the multiplication and
lordship of humanity undoes (or makes impossible) the prior blessing of creatures or the earth,
we have violated God’s blessing."” The work of care humanity is called to, often translated
“dominate” is better translated “to shepherd” creation.” This translation denotes an intimate

To name some particular thing or place is not only to know something about it but also to position
oneself with respect to it in specific ways...if the aim is for you to be loved and cared for, and for
others to live in sympathetic and nurturing ways with you, then the specificity of who you are matters
all the more. Norman Witzba, This Sacred Life: Humanity's Place in a Wounded World (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2021), 30-32.

As a child, I was taught that the most beautiful sound to a person is you saying their name. Naming is an act of

love.

7 Wendell Berry, Essays 1993-2017 (New York, N.Y.: New York, N.Y. : The Library of America, [2019], 2019),

32. https://find.libraty.duke.edu/catalog/ DUKE009126906.

18 With thanks to Ellen Davis’ wise noting of this. Davis, 54.

19 As discussed between Ellen Davis and her former student, Krista Tippett.

20 Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, vol. 2 (Leiden:

Brill, 2001), 1190. as referenced in Davis, 55.
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loving relationship between creatures. This is not the toiling work that is the consequence of
sin (more to that in Chapter 2) but part of God’s blessing on the relationship between creatures
of the earth. Too often this divine call is twisted and maligned in translation to “dominate
and subdue”.” It is a misinterpretation that does violence. Davis argues that a better
translation is “to have skilled mastery among the creatures.”

And God blessed them and said to them:

“Be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and conquer it [v.ekib.s ub a]
and exercise mastery among [r.ed n b-] the fish of the sea and among the
birds of the sky

and among every animal that creeps on the earth.” (1:28)

This changes the concept of mastery to something more akin to art.”” And the nature of artistry
is technical knowledge and submission to a medium on the journey of mastery for love of the
creating.

The baby I spoke of in the opening of the chapter continues her genesis. We gave her the
name, “Olivia”, which means “peace.” And indeed, her life has created peace in this world. In
the image of God, the created becomes a creator. A beautiful part of this growth has been her
developing into a musician.

When Olivia entered the 6™ grade, we dutifully attended a meeting with the high school band
director to “try out instruments.” The trick of this process is to see if a kid feels a natural
connection to a musical instrument and has some degree of knack. Like her mother, the poor
child could not tap her hands and feet in a separate rhythm, eliminating the possibility of
anyone from our gene pool being cool enough for percussion. Her grandfather and father,
both trumpet players, were trying to exhibit self-restraint as the band director dipped different
brass mouthpieces in alcohol. But she didn’t like buzzing into mouthpieces and had a pained
look on her face.

But something different happened when a light, silver tube was placed in her hands. Her body
both relaxed and stood at attention. The band director’s eyes widened as a sound came out of
the end. A smile came across her face. Olivia would play the flute.

2l Edwin Good highlights a problematic point in the text: “Only the humans are also told to ‘fill the earth and
subdue it’ and dominate the other living beings. Now, that raises some problems. Subdue is an extremely
strong verb, meaning to make others subservient, to subjugate them, even, in a couple of places elsewhere in
the Hebrew Bible, to violate or rape them. It sometimes seems as if in the modern day some of us humans
have set out to follow this command to the letter.” Edwin Good, and Edwin Good, Genesis 1-11 : Tales of the
Earliest World Redwood City, UNITED STATES: Stanford University Press, 2011), 18.

22 Ellen Davis, "Wendell Berry and Ellen Davis

the Art of Being Creatures," interview by Krista Tippett, On Being, 2010, National Public Radio.
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Olivia is—in every sense—a student of the flute. She desires mastery of it. Mastery, as defined
by Sarah Lewis, is a constant pursuit.” Mastery requires a submission to the instrument. The
journey must include knowing the technical aspects: The flute contains airways that can be
closed with keys to change the pitch of the note. By varying the air pressure, a flautist can also
alter the pitch by causing the air in the flute to resonate at a harmonic rather than the
fundamental frequency without opening or closing any of the holes. Faster breath means a
higher note. A flute can cover three octaves and is pitched in the key of C; fluctuations in
temperature will change this pitch. Olivia had to master—discipline—her own body to
produce the best music on her instrument. She has learned breath patterns such as
diaphragmatic breathing, circular breathing, and the physiological sigh. She has—through
curiosity and failure—discovered the tensing of her abdomen that produces a vibrato sound.

There is care for both the instrument’s body as well as her own for mastery. As Olivia prepares
to play the flute for a recital, she breathes deeply to help her manage her own anxiety and find
calm, to give the best performance on the flute. She has also learned what the instrument
needs to play at its best. (Silver cleaner is a no-no, alcohol is o.k., but a soft cloth is the best.
Sugar in her saliva from bubble gum or candy can jam up the keys, so best to not have these
ot at least brush your teeth before playing). The small things matter.

She also has needed to work at other musical components: Counting and rhythm,
understanding expression and phrasing, dynamics and considering lyrics, posture and
meditation. All of these are essential that she and the flute might create something beautiful
together.

Olivia has learned that a daily discipline of practice is the road of mastery. Mastery is a journey

and not a particular end.

And she has named her flute: Silvia. Recently, Silvia got dropped on the floor while carrying a
backpack and toast in the morning rush, resulting in an injury to the A flat key. Olivia had to
play on the school’s “Frankenflute” (a combination of several abandoned junior high flutes’
body parts). During Sylvia’s convalescence, Olivia played a different flute likely more
expensive than hers. But Olivia did not care for a different instrument, even one deemed “a
higher quality” than hers. Olivia protested every day, constantly asking “where is 7y flute?”
There was a partnership that had formed over hours in the band hall, bleachers, auditorium,

and bedroom practicing. We grow in intimacy and love of that to which we are connected.

23 One of the best books I have read in the last few years on creativity and the stark difference between
pursuing success and the journey of mastery. “Mastery requires endurance. Mastery, a word we don’t use often,
is not the equivalent of what we might consider its cognate—perfectionism—an inhuman aim motivated by a
concern with how others view us. Mastery is also not the same as success—an event-based victory based on a
peak point, a punctuated moment in time. Mastery is not merely a commitment to a goal, but to a curved-line,
constant pursuit.” Sarah Elizabeth Lewis, The Rise : Creativity, the Gift of Failure, and the Search for Mastery (New
York: New York : Simon & Schuster, 2014., 2014).
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All of this comes in play in the beauty and artistry of her performing. She is on the journey of
mastery of the flute because of her loving submission to the instrument. As she recently took
a bow after a beautiful performance of Ezude #9, 1 looked at my husband....

“Can you believe we made her?”

Might this be an insight for us into humanity’s call to mastery among creatures? There is
submission™ that is required, in understanding technical details, to a knowledge that can only
come with time. There is intimacy, a daily rhythm of practice and partnership that leads to
“mastery among.” As Diana Butler Bass reflects in her book Grounded, Intimacy is at the heart

of Creation, intimacy between God and the world, Creator and creatures. *

% but

This loving intimacy between God and Creation is not a one-time occurrence in the past,
the on-going relational nature of God that sustains all life. It is, a creatio continna.’’ 'To bring it
home to our ordinary lives, it is not the moment of birth alone where we contemplate with
wonder the life of a child, or alone when we affirm her goodness. And a relationship with that

child is created and sustained through time and lived experience.

The opposite is also true, the child looks to the parent to grow into the fullness of herself. The
created will continue to look toward the Creator to learn to be a creature. To know how to be
a proper creature, we look to God. To know what the Creator is like, we contemplate the
creation. Thomas Aquinas explains that creation is not a theory as to how things started; it’s
a way of seeing “everything in relation to God.”*® Confessing that God is Creator means

confessing God’s committed relationship to the flourishing of all creatures.
2.3 Relationship as ecology

Relationship is at the heart of confessing that God is Creator. Walter Brueggemann argues
that the single sentence, “Creator creates creation”is decisive for everything.” This is the relational
grammar of a (proper) Christian theological world view.

24 God in Christ is our example of mastery, that to be the Master of the cosmos, he humbly submitted to the
cosmos. In the words of Philippians 2, being in equality to God, he took the form of a servant and self-
emptied. We will explore deeper the revelation of the proper creature as revealed in Christ in Chapter 3.

% Diana Butler Bass, Grounded: Finding God in the World; a Spiritnal Revolution (New York: Harper One, 2015),
152-55.

26 Deists believed that God is like a clockmaker, essentially winding up time at a fixed point in the past and then
removing Godself for human history to tick. This is far from the Christian vision of our relational, Trinitarian
God’s work of Creation including the Redemption and Sustaining of all created life.

27 Old Testament scholar Dennis Tucker highlights the Old Testament witness to God continuing to create.
We see this especially in Isaiah 40-55 where creation images are invoked again and again.

28 Rowan Williams summating Aquinas, Williams, 37.

2 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis : A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Atlanta: Atlanta : John Knox
Press, c1982., 1982), 17.
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Berry adds to this:

Creation is not in any sense independent of the Creator, the result of a primal creative
act long over and done with, but is the continuous, constant participation of all
creatures in the being of God. Creation is thus God’s presence in creatures.”

Davis also highlights the relational nature of the material world: “Already in the first chapter
of the Priestly work, one can discern that the form of human life is fundamentally ecological;
understanding ‘ecology,” with Aldo Leopold, as ‘the science of relationships.””!

Richard Rohr points out that the medieval theological language for ecology was “the great
chain of being.”” It was a way of teaching and preserving all things that participate in the
Divine Being. This is the heart of why ecology must be a theological matter. Creation proceeds
from the Creator. Relational is not an adjective to describe God as much as who God is and
what God does. God’s identity as Creator and work of world-building are not merely actions
in the past but ongoing relationship in the present.

As Williams describes, creation is going on now:

For God to create is for God to commit his action, his life, to sustaining a reality that
is different from him, and doing so without interruption. It means that each one of

us is already in a relationship with God before we’ve ever thought about it.”

Williams’ conclusion is staggering: Relationship with the Creator is not a matter of human will,

but as given as the relationship we have with the father and mother who gave us life.

Key to seeing this relational nature—and the key to a proper ecology—is abandoning a
human-centered view of the world. Before humanity is even around on the scene, day and
night and seasons and birds and fish and mammals all have a relationship with God. The first
blessing of the Bible is not for humanity, but for other creatures.” Likewise, place is also
blessed first. Plains and pastures, lakes and mountains, desert and vista, tundra glaciers and
ocean are not background scenery to the real human drama playing out on the stage—they are
the story. Place matters. Land and water—and order between them—are God’s first creation.
We must begin here, always with place. And, as Wirzba leads us, have a granular understanding
of our places. As Wirzba continues, “until we come into the presence of where we are, we will

lack sustained reflection on who we are.” In other words, we must get over ourselves.

30 Berry, 31.

31 Davis, 56.

32 Richard Rohr, "A New Cosmology: Nature as the First Bible," 2009.
33 Williams, 34-35.

3 Brueggemann, 31.

35 Wirzba, 6.
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Rohr, expanding on the teaching of Bonaventure, says:

Creation was not just a warm-up act for the human story. The natural world is its own
good (and sufficient) story, if we can only learn to see with humility and love [emphasis
mine]. That takes contemplative practice, stopping our busy and superficial minds love
enough to see the beauty, allow the truth and protect the inherent goodness of what is, whether
it profits or pleases us or not.”

Creation might be incomplete without humans, but that is far from synonymous with
humanity having the only value in creation or the only relationship with God. There is more
continuity between humans and the rest of creation than distinctiveness. We are part of the
creation, made to be in relationship and blessed as we// as birds, sea creatures and mammals.
Recognizing the inherent value of the creation without humanity translates into salvation for
other creatures. They are not mere instruments—means of human ends. They have a
relationship with God. (cf. Colossians 1:15-20)

As Davis emphasizes, this is the context in which humans are placed, within this web of
relationship, creatures among other creatures. This is our order. Violation of this context of

blessedness will result in chaos and disorder for the cosmos.”’
2.4 Sabbath

The way God gives to remember this sacredness is Sabbath rest. The Creator rests to complete
creation and calls all creaturely life to Sabbath. Davis reminds us that the most frequently cited
commandment in the Bible is the command to Sabbath and that “like the temple, Sabbath is
designed for one purpose only, to bring humans into intimate contact with God.”” The simple
reason: relationship. Davis supports our guiding metaphor: “Like a parent who delights in a

child, God chooses our company for no good reason at all.””

Sabbath is the regular practice of remembering relationship with God. This remembering that
we are sustained by our Creator God naturally and rightly leads human creatures to remember
connection with other creatures. As Jesus would say, love of God and love of neighbor are
tightly wound. There is a reason breaking of the Sabbath was punishable by death: abandoning
Sabbath meant death and destruction for the cosmos, as we are reaping today. The rhythm of
contemplation established by Creator God must include rest for a/l Creation. As Rohr says, “All
contemplation reflects a seventh day choice and experience relying on grace instead of

effort.”* The command of God for proper flourishing of creatutes is the Sabbath, and a proper

36 Richard Roht, The Universal Christ : How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, Hope for, and Believe
(New York: New York : Convergent, [ 2021], 2021), 57-59. https://find library.duke.edu/.

37 Creation theologian Terence Fretheim frames the Exodus story as the Creator God responding to Egypt’s
attempt to undo the Created Order. This will be the focus of Chapter 4. Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus
(Louisville, Kentucky: Louisville, Kentucky : Westminster John Knox Press, [2010], 2010).

38 Davis, 12.

39 Davis, 13.

40 Rohrt, The Universal Christ : How a Forgotten Reality Can Change Everything We See, Hope for, and Believe, 57-59.
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ecology must include Sabbath rest. (Sabbath introduces a particular kind of relationship that halts
the restlessness that might otherwise rule)

This call on humanity to engage in active ecological engagement through practical steps will
be further explored in our final chapter. There, we will dare to imagine specific ways of
honoring this divine call to mastery, shepherding, and rest. God has blessed and called
humanity to important work. But let us focus here on the primary foundational task:

Our work in the divine image is habitual and intentional attention to God’s presence in the Creation. The
means of doing this is the biblical command to Sabbath keeping. Such attention to Creation
will lead us to praise of the Creator. There is no finer example of this than Saint Francis of
Assisi. As Franciscan priest Richard Rohr clarifies about Francis, “He praises the creatures
because of the Creator. He praises God #hrough the wotld. It’s easy to imagine him looking at the
stars and wondering, ‘If these are the creatures, what must their Creator be like?””*! Francis’
contemplation of “All creatures of our God and King”, from “brother sun, sister moon,
flowers and fruits that in thee grow” led him (and us) to join creation in singing “O Praise ye,
Alleluial” Genesis reveals that to be made in the image of God is to be called to sing of the
goodness of the creation “because of the Creator.” It will be a consistent calling for humanity
throughout the biblical witness.

2.5 Remembering the Birth Story: Other Scriptural Witnesses

Praise God from who all blessings flow,
Praise him all creatures bere below. . ... —first lines of Doxology

The Creation story is not a one-time event, but a creatio continua. The Scriptures echo the
priestly Creation account, revealing a God always bringing about something new and fresh
while sustaining all He creates. But the Scriptures also point beyond themselves; they lead us
to creation stories that are going on now. The book of Psalms, the prayer/song book of the
Hebrew people, almost begs us, “Put me down and go outside! Pay attention and join in the

song!”

This chapter seeks to highlight a refrain heard throughout Scripture: the goodness of God as
seen in the beauty and orderliness of the created wotld. These are not isolated Scriptures; they
echo and are meant to be read alongside our Creation stories in Genesis. They are also not
isolated in their description of and connection with a lived creaturely experience. Though
codified thousands of years ago, they witness to Scripture being “alive and active”; they
incarnate what we mean when we confess that Scripture is “God-breathed.” We too ponder
the sun, moon and stars, consider the lilies of the field, and lift our eyes up to the mountains.

# Adapted from Richard Rohr, “Christianity and the Creation: A Franciscan Speaks to Franciscans,” in
Embracing Earth: Catholic Approaches to Ecology, ed. Albert J. LaChance and John E. Carroll (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis
Books, 1994), 132-133, 134-135.

23



Creaturely life still looks beyond itself to be fed and teaches humanity that breath is a gift
given, not earned.

Hearing these refrains throughout Scripture reveals a God who is creating still and calls us to
join Creation’s never-ending doxology.

2.5.1 The Psalms

The Psalms echo Genesis 1’s call to see and declare God’s goodness and presence in the
Creation. The Psalmist summons us to a (contemplating) over Creation, giving our full
attention to seeing and naming good as God does. The Psalms sing the goodness of Creation
because of the Creator.

Noted Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann holds that the closest parallel to Genesis
One is the book of Psalms.” Here in the Psalms we see the giving and responding of
relationship.” The Psalms account for creaturely responsiveness to the “speaking” of the
Creator in creating. In other words, we hear the human side to the conversation God initiated
in Genesis. Human creatures respond to our Creator through poetry, song, rejoicing and
lament.

Psalm Eight is a beautiful echo of the first Creation account. Brueggemann categorizes Psalm
Eight as a Psalm of Orientation that is a primary expression of creation faith.* Contemplating
the orderliness and goodness of God’s world reveals who God is. Brueggemann expresses the
heart of the revelatory nature of creation found in Psalms of Orientation when he insists
“Creation is an affirmation that God’s faithfulness and goodness are experienced as generosity,
continuity, and regularity.” Or, as the Church affirms in our great Creation hymn, Great is
Thy Faithfulness, we know “thou changest not, thy compassions they fail not” because of
“summer and winter, springtime and harvest, sun moon and stars in their courses above, join
with all nature in manifold witness to thy great faithfulness, mercy and love.”

Here at the beginning of Psalm 8, the majesty and sovereignty of God’s name are made clear
in all the earth [emphasis mine]:

O Lord, our Sovereign,
how majestic is your name in all the earth!

The Psalm begins and ends with the majesty of God that is revealed in the created order and
the royal shepherding of humanity:

4 Brueggemann, 28.
# Brueggemann, 28.
# Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing
House, 1984), 25-20.
4 Brueggemann, 20.
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1 You have set your glory above the heavens.
2 Out of the months of babes and infants
you have founded a bulwark becanse of your foes,
to stlence the enemy and the avenger.

Such examination of creation leads to humility in human reflection:

3 When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have established;

4 what are humans that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?

Is it any wonder that the word humility derives from the root humus, living closely to the soil?

Yet God has given humanity who are made from the dust of the earth important work. This
work is royal, in the sense that it is done in representation of the Creator God:

5 Yet you have made them a little lower than God
and crowned them with glory and honor.

6 You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under their feet,

The power and authority we have as shepherds are derived from the God in whose image we
are made. In other words, we are to exercise power in the pattern of God, seen must fully and
completely in the self-emptying of Jesus Christ. We’ll talk more about Christ being the
prototype of a proper creaturely life in Chapter 5.

Psalm Eight returns where we began, declaring the majesty of God’s name in all the earth.
Contemplating creation and doxology flow in an endless circle.

Let’s consider a Psalm with a similar structure and theological focus as Psalm Eight. Here is
the opening stanza of Psalm 95:

1O come, let us sing to the Lord;

let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!
2 Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving

let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise!
3 For the Lord is a great God

and a great King above all gods.
4 In his hand are the depths of the earth;

the heights of the mountains are his also.
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5 The sea is his, for he made it,
and the dry land, which bis hands have formed.

6 O come, let us worship and bow down;
let us kneel before the Lord, our Maker! (Pm 95:1-0)

Like Psalm Eight, Psalm 95 begins and ends with praise. God is known as the “rock of
salvation,” one who cannot be moved. The reason for this claim? Valleys and mountains, sea
and dry land. Considering the One who holds the depths and heights of creation literally puts
one on her knees.

Psalm 104 describes God’s intimate mastery over all creation. Brueggemann reveals a beautiful
feature of this Psalm. He says it could almost read as a table prayer, yet it is not merely how
God feeds humans. |emphasis mine]. Brueggemann bring to light the theological nature of eating
when declaring that the Psalm shows us a world that is “daily dependent on God’s sustenance,
God’s face, God’s presence, God’s breath.”* To say it a little differently, it is a much bigger

table with more than human guests.
And all creations rely on God:

Bless the Lord, O my soul.
O Lord my God, you are very great.

10 You matke springs gush forth in the valleys;
they flow between the hills,
11 giving drink to every wild animal;

13 From your lofty abode you water the mountains;
the earth is satisfied with the fruit of your work.

14 You cause the grass to grow for the cattle
and plants for people to cultivate,

to bring forth food from the earth

15 and wine to gladden the human heart,

oil to make the face shine
and bread to strengthen the human heart.

16 T'he trees of the field are watered abundantly,
the cedars of Lebanon that he planted.

21 The young lions roar for their prey,
seeking their food from God.

22 These all look to you

4 Brueggemann, 32.
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to give them their food in due season;
Bless the Lord, O my soul.
Praise the Lord! (Pm 104)

As we have repeatedly seen, the first and final movement of considering the creation is always
praise of the Creator. This gives a cyclical, eternal sense of doxology.

As the Psalmist testifies, this praise does not come merely from humans, but all the cosmos.
Take Psalm 19:

The heavens are telling the glory of God,
and the firmament proclaims bis handiwork.
Day to day pours forth speech,
and night to night declares knowledge.
There is no speech, nor are there words;
their voice is not heardy
_yet their voice goes ont through all the earth
and their words to the end of the world.  (Pm. 19:1-4)
The voice of all the universe can also be heard in Psalm 96:

O sing to the Lord a new song;
sing to the Lord, all the earth.
Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice;
let the sea roar and all that fills it;
12 let the field exult and everything in it.
Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy
13 before the Lord, for he is coming,
for he is coming to judge the earth. (Pm 96:1,11-13)

This “new song” points toward “cosmic rejoicing” when God comes as Judge.”” God’s return
as judge is good news for a groaning creation, for God will make things right for that which
He made.

Psalm 148 is also a Psalm of new orientation, a public hymn of praise, calling all creation to
the praise of their Creator:

Praise the Lord!
Praise the Lord from the heavens;
praise hint in the heights!

47 Brueggemann classifies Psalm 96 as a Psalm of new orientation brought about by the kingship of Yahweh.
This royal rule will “bring about a reliable, equitable order to creation.” Brueggemann, 145.
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2 Praise him, all his angels;
praise him, all his host!

3 Praise him, sun and moon;
praise him, all you shining stars!
4 Praise him, you highest heavens
and you waters above the heavens!

7 Praise the Lord from the earth,
you sea monsters and all deeps,
8 fire and hail, snow and frost,
stormy wind fulfilling bis command!
Mountains and all bhills,
fruit trees and all cedars!
10 Wild animals and all cattle,
creeping things and flying birds!  (Pm 148)

And finally, in beautiful simplicity and summation, Psalm 150 expresses that universal
doxology is the end and goal:

“Let everything that has breath praise the Lord.”

2.5.1.1 Seeing goodness when all is not right with the world.

But what about all that is chaotic and wrong in the world? Not all creatures can testify to a
wortld of otientation based on lived expetience.” In other words, we cannot say “it is good”
to everything. We must have a way to speak of disorientation in creation. There is certainly a
robust section of Psalms that testifies to disorientation, where we are taught how to lament in
response to all that is chaotic and wrong. But disorientation does not negate praise of
orientation. This is why, following Brueggemann, it is so important to emphasize the
eschatological nature of our Psalms of Orientation. In other words, God is not finished yet.
This is the wisdom pattern Rohr describes, the three stages of the cosmic narrative
(life/death/tresurrection, creation/fall/redemption, order/disorder/reorder). In the Psalms,
Brueggemann speaks of this pattern as orientation/disotientation/reorientation. In this
pattern, we see movement and possibility, because of the character of God. These Psalms are not
merely singing a prayer of what already is, but declaring confident hope of what will one day
be in the new orientation when God redeems the cosmos.

8 Brueggemann rightly watns us to read Psalms of orientation with “a suspicious possibility” knowing that
those who have a sense of orderliness are probably “well-off, from the economically secure and the politically
significant.” That does not mean that these Psalms cannot be called on by all (especially as Brueggemann notes,
in a future redemptive sense). It does mean that we must as Brueggemann instructs, “always ask whose interest
is reflected and served by such psalms and by their use.” Brueggemann, 26-28.
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2.5.1.2 Providence: A God who will “see to it”

This future dimension of our faith leads us toward a needed exploration of the theological
concept of provision. The word that is often translated as “provide” in the Old Testament is
the Hebrew word 7z'ah. Karl Barth translates this word “to see.” We see this word in Genesis
22 when Isaac inquires of Abraham where the lamb is for the sacrifice and Abraham responds,
“The Lord will provide” (Gn 22:8). Brueggeman argues that Barth’s translation of this text is
“the ground of (Barth’s) entire understanding of providence, the doctrine of God’s full
provision of what is needed for his creatures.”® Another way of saying this is “The Lord will
see to it.” God sees before humans can see. The Latin word for rz'ah is pro-video. This is the
root of such words as provide, provision, providence. All points toward God “seeing to”
something before humans can see it. Which is to say, we have faith in what we cannot see yet
but trust that God already sees.

This brings us back to the concept of stewardship of pain, suffering, and the disoriented world.
We can sing of a world of order and orientation, of all things being well because we trust that
God is seeing to that. We trust the third stage which Brueggemann calls reorientation. God will
make all things new. In the words of Frederick Buechner, Christian faith trusts that “the worst
thing is not the last thing.”” We rejoice in the providence of God, literally how God will see
things right in the end. God’s seeing is God’s committed action.

This future hope, and the peace and calm it produces in the human soul, are rooted in the
character of God. Our seeing has a future dimension. It requires faith and imagination. And
our images are guided by the revelation of the Resurrected Christ. We will discuss more about
the Christian vision and new creation in light of the Resurrection in Chapter 4. But for now,
we affirm that we are comforted by the provision of God, #rusting God is seeing to what we cannot
yet see.

2.5.2 Other Scriptural voices: A recurring call to see God’s providence in
Creation.

Both the Old and New Testaments repeatedly call us to lift our eyes to Creation to remember
this provision.

We hear this calling in Second Isaiah:
Lift up your eyes on high and see:

Who created these?

He who brings out their host and numbers them,

4 Barth’s Church Dogmaties 111, as analyzed by Brueggemann, 191.
0 Frederick Buechner, The Final Beast New York: HarperCollins, 1965).
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calling them all by name;
because he is great in strength,
mighty in power,
not one is missing. (Is 40:206)

Paul’s letter to the Church in Rome reveals that contemplating creation makes knowledge of
God’s power and majesty obvious, so that we are without excuse withholding our praise:

“Ever since the creation of the world God’s eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have
been seen and understood through the things God has made. So they are without excuse, for though they knew
God, they did not honor hin as God or give thanks to him...” (Rom 1:20-21)

The ultimate image of the redeemed future cosmos in the book of Revelation concludes that
God is worthy of glory, honor and powet, because God created all things [emphasis mine]:

“You are worthy, our Lord and God,
to receive glory and honor and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they existed and were created.”  (Rev 4:11)

This contemplation that leads to praise is not merely a formula to follow, but a natural
doxology that springs up from paying attention to the daily wonder of life.

In his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus directs us to contemplate the lilies of the field and the
birds of the air to know the provision of the Creator. Jesus frequently draws human attention

“down to earth” to miraculous things and processes like salt, seeds, yeast, and peatls.
Berry shares:

Whoever really has considered the lilies of the field or the birds of the air and pondered
the improbability of their existence in this warm world within the cold and empty
stellar distances