Introduction

Can you remember back to some of your experiences with nature as a child? Commonly, children see nature as a place of wonder and refuge, and anything that would despoil it as simply "bad." A child is often like a vibrant, freshly-germinated seedling, eagerly absorbing the sun--which could be compared to the light of God's revelation through Creation. Later on, up to our necks among competing plants, something changes. A great tension tends to arise between what is good for nature, and the good of humanity. So it is also for groups, communities and nations grappling with the complexities of modern environmental concerns. People commonly respond by avoiding the issue completely, or by dealing with it on an overly simple level. The clear vision in a child's eye dims.

The Greek word for light used in the New Testament, ph_s, is both the literal light from the sun or a lamp (e.g. Luke 8:16) or light used in a figurative sense (e.g. 1 John 1:5). However, the distinction between these is often blurred (e.g. John 12:35-36) because light is equated with the Revealer (John 1:4-5). Ultimately, as described in Isaiah (60:1ff.) and Revelation 22:5, the Lord himself will provide light eternally (Bromiley 1985). The theological pathway of light brings to mind the photosynthetic pathway that sustains life on earth by passing photons of light from the sun, capturing the energy of the light, and re-radiating this energy through its use by all of the other forms of life on the planet. The following sections attempt to unite these photon processes and God's ph_s to illuminate the issue of environmental stewardship. My hope is that the principles on the care of Creation outlined here will fertilize our hearts and minds, so that we could know more fully what it means to be children of God, living in His light (1 John), and being light to the plant life of this world.

First Light

Although a seed may seem like a lifeless, inanimate object, it is very sensitive to its environment. Plants which have a light requirement for germination may lie dormant for many years, but at the first exposure to light they immediately germinate. For this reason, ploughing the soil at night may prevent weeds from growing. The reserve of buried seeds waiting to be awakened is known as the seed bank. Many Christians see environmental stewardship by Christians similarly as a vast, untapped seed bank, which if exposed to the appropriate light would really flourish. However, in many ways the ground is hard. Thus, before developing the principles of Creation care, I want to address three potentially ground-breaking questions:

1. What are some of the reasons why environmental stewardship is not widespread or all-pervasive in the Christian community? 

2. Can one create a proper balance meeting the needs of people and needs of the rest of God's Creation? 

3. Are there key values that should motivate Christians to be stewards of the environment? 

Discussion of Question 1

DeWitt (1994b) has identified 10 stumbling blocks to Christians taking environmental stewardship seriously:

1. This world is not my home, I'm just passing through. 

2. Caring for Creation gets us too close to the New Age movement. 

3. Respecting creation gets us too close to pantheism. 

4. There are too many worldly people out there doing environmental things. 

5. We need to avoid anything that looks like political correctness. 

6. Caring for Creation will lead to world government. 

7. Before you know it, we will have to support abortion. 

8. I don't want to be an extremist or alarmist. 

9. Dominion means what it says--oppressive domination. 

10. Other creatures and the environment must not be put ahead of people because people are more important.

Clear manifestation of these stumbling blocks is seen in the recent environmental backlash within the evangelical sub-culture (Wright 1995). Such criticism of the environmental movement is a good opportunity for discernment, and certainly there are some basic philosophical differences between the thinking of some environmentalists (sensu stumbling block number 2) and Christianity (Wilkinson 1987). However, it is important to distinguish between Biblical difficulties, and those that arise simply from cultural or political biases. Wright (1995) notes that many criticisms stem from differing interpretations of the scientific data on environmental degredation, although E. Calvin Beisner (cited in Wright 1995) presents theological arguments to support continued human population increase and that humans are "subordinate owners" of the earth (Psalm 115:16) and not merely stewards (echoing stumbling blocks 9 and 10).

Perhaps one of the most serious stumbling blocks that probably stops many Christians in their tracks is the dominant belief that the Bible indicates that in the last days the earth will be destroyed (Truesdale 1994). This belief is closely related to the first stumbling block listed by DeWitt. However, there are arguments to the contrary (Truesdale 1994, Wilkinson 1991, Van Leeuwen 1991, Zerbe 1991, Hall 1986, Dyrness 1983). Dyrness (1983) argued that the consummation of the kingdom will grow out of the present creation that God has never declared "bad," and that the destruction will relate to sin and Satan, not Creation in its entirety. Although Romans 8:21 refers to Creation's "bondage to decay," the same verse celebrates its eventual liberation into "the glorious freedom of the children of God." According to Granberg-Michaelson (1987): "Christians have always found it easy to believe that God will save them, but they find it more difficult to believe that God's intention is to save and restore the whole creation. Yet this is the constant declaration of the Word of God." This stands in contrast to views associated with dispensational premillennialism held by well-known theologians such as D. L. Moody, C. I. Scofield, Lewis Sperry Chafer, John F. Walvoord and J. Dwight Pentecost (Truesdale 1994). Views such as these, which predict total destruction of the earth to usher in the millenium, tend to discourage efforts to improve the state of the environment. There is not sufficient space to explore the theological issues in detail here, but it is important for Christians to recognize that the church is at a decisive crossroads, where we must chose between embracing the life (including the plant life) of this world or rejecting it (Truesdale 1994), with the latter choice possibly implying a turning away from something essential to the gospel (Hall 1986). 

If one can accept that there is at least a possibility of redemption of the world without its total destruction, there may still be some weight given to the stumbling blocks listed by DeWitt. Further stirring of the soil would involve issues of priorities of people versus the environment, which is the focus of the second ground-breaking question.

Discussion of Question 2 

A strong dichotomy between "the environment" and "people" has developed in the psyche of the industrialized world. In the last few centuries, industrial advancements have succeeded in insulating people from many of the dangers and fluctuations of the environment. Today, we still like to have house plants within our climate controlled buildings, or visit the natural environment via our TV screens, but on the whole we shy away from face to face encounters with raw nature, especially if we are not totally in control of the situation. Rapid technological development continues to enforce the perceived separation between people and their environment, while ecologists warn that the natural resources that feed technology are just as indispensable as they always have been. Many Christians have tended towards a utilitarian philosophy that the resources of Creation are strictly for our benefit, and scripture does clearly indicate that God does bless us with the fruits of Creation (Genesis 1:29-30). However, are they strictly for our benefit?

Even aside from its utility, Creation is for God's glory (e.g. Revelation 4:11). Knowing that God loves Creation, and our call to emulate this love should awaken us to the need to regard Creation beyond simply a set of resources for our use. The integral relationship between ourselves and Creation also must be understood; even though there are some key distinctives (e.g. being atop the natural order--Psalm 8:3-9, Schaeffer Chapter 4, Campolo Chapter 13; people being made in the image of God--Genesis 1:27), knowing we are part of Creation should help adjudicate the balance between the needs of people and the rest of Creation. To strike a proper balance, it is important to have the right center of balance or fulcrum. In this case, there are several possibilities. The one that generally holds sway is "anthropocentrism," where the human needs are the central consideration. Some radical environmentalists are calling for the opposite fulcrum: "envirocentrism" whereas a third possibility is "theocentrism." The first two possibilities introduce an obvious bias towards one of the two ends of the people-environment dichotomy, while the third offers a more neutral, more overarching fulcrum. 

A central truth to consider is simply that "the earth is the Lord's" (Psalm 24:1 and other passages). If somehow we can appropriate God's perspective on the environment, then there may be a solution to even the thorniest of problems. God knows when the sparrow falls, and likewise he knows when a person is struggling to make ends meet. We were designed as stewards of this bountiful world (Wilkinson 1991), and to do our job properly we must seek our Master's will when a conflict in resource use arises. According to Van Geest (1995 p. 7), "The special role assigned to humanity in the Creation is defined by the fact that we bear God's image (Genesis 1:26). We reflect God's presence on the earth."

To arrive at a theocentric fulcrum requires a fundamental shift in theology, not only away from the utilitarian view of the environment described above, but also towards a more all encompassing view of salvation. According to Bradley (1992, p. 84), "We badly need in the West to recover a sense of Jesus as the one in whom all things hold together, to rediscover the cosmic dimension of Christ that has been lost in centuries of anthropocentric thinking about purely human salvation."

Moving towards a more theocentric view, and rediscovering the cosmic dimension of Christ, might also tend to blur the dichotomy between the environment and people. Adam first lived out his relationship with God in the midst of a garden, and then later working the ground to produce crops. The directive to tend the garden in Genesis 2:15 has never been rescinded. Just as we need to continue tending the earth, we need to remember that Creation is a continuous process, as Jesus' statement in John 15:17 reflects: "My Father is working still, and I am working." Bradley (1992 p. 46) points out that the strong emphasis of the Western church on Creation as a single historic event tends to devalue the continuous aspect of Creation. Thus, from this perspective, the Creator has not simply unloaded some resources into our Christmas stockings, but rather is concerned about both people, the environment and the balance between the two on a continuing basis. Do we mistakenly think of God as an "absentee landlord" (or someone residing on the North Pole?) that cannot be contacted or have any role in earthly affairs? If we are deeply concerned about something, don't we usually pray? Solomon prayed for wisdom; Elijah prayed for rain. We could pray for wisdom to solve an environmental dispute, for the body of Christ to be better stewards (DeWitt 1994a p.71), in repentance for misdeeds to Creation, in thankfulness for God's grace throughout Creation . . . imagine what a difference consistent prayers like these could make! (Campolo 1992).

Therefore, if a truly theocentric focus can be appropriated, there must be an attainable balance between people and the environment. However, solutions may involve coordination rather than balancing of priorities. As many ecologists argue, both the environment and people are so closely interconnected that solutions to problems facing the environment or people must be interconnected. More concrete principles on coordinating priorities will be discussed later, but first let us bring to light our motivations.

Discussion of Question 3

Just removing stumbling blocks is not reason enough to change one's heart or act. Key, positive values of Christian environmental stewardship are indispensable. Three important steps in the process of developing values are awareness, appreciation and stewardship (Dewitt 1994a,b):

1. Awareness - relates back to childhood-type experiences of nature; how can we value something if we only experience it from the 1-dimensional view of a TV set, a newspaper or a view of a National Park from the window of a car? To develop value requires some effort to interact; e.g. seeing, naming, identifying and locating different parts of Creation (DeWitt 1994b). 

2. Appreciation - we may find it easy to appreciate certain parts of Creation (e.g. our pet cat, butterflies or African violets) while despising others (e.g. mosquitos, stinging nettles or dust mites), but the goal should be to appreciate what is the Lord's as He does (remember in Genesis 1, how God saw each aspect of Creation as good, and that even after the fall God's works are described as 'majestic', e.g. Psalm 8). 

3. Stewardship - the first two steps do not necessitate action on behalf of a damaged environment, but they do encourage active stewardship of Creation. Just because stewardship of the environment is work, in the same way that looking after a landowner's property would be, does not mean it is drudgery. According to DeWitt (1994a, p 79): "Christian environmental stewardship, our loving care and keeping of Creation, is a central, joyful part of the human task." 

The three areas listed above could be said to relate to our heads, hearts and hands. We become aware in our intellect, and use our head when tackling stewardship problems. However, only if we really appreciate what we are trying to save are our hearts in it. Our hearts and heads would not be fulfilled, however, if there was not something; that is, stewardship, to accomplish with our hands. I believe there is great blessing in store for the person who is able to integrate his or her head, heart and hands into his or her lifestyle as a steward of God's Creation.

Just as the unfolding of a plant from a seed is a process, the development of a Christian ethic of environmental stewardship is only likely to happen as a culmination of awareness, appreciation and stewardship. So it is in many areas of life; a reading of 1 Corinthians 13 should convince one that to love anything dearly, including God's Creation, requires strong acts of the will. For example, when I wrote this I found myself deliberately immersing myself in the inspiration of a real field or forest, rather than dwelling only on those described in books, or those found in my own memory. Schaeffer (1970, p. 77) summarizes why Christians are free to have an "emotional reaction" toward a tree: "I have this in common with a tree: we were made by God and not just cast up by chance. Suddenly, then, we have real beauty. Life begins to breathe. The world begins to breathe as it never breathed before."

Campolo (1992, Chap. 14) describes environmentalism in terms of the fruit of the spirit (Galatians 5:22-23): love God's Creation, have joy in his creation, pursue peace with creation, have patience with the natural processes, be kind and good toward creation, be faithful in stewardship, be gentle with Creation, and adopt lifestyles of self-control. All of these perspectives are very similar to guidelines for interpersonal ethics, so it is important to ensure environmental ethics are not merely extensions of the former. The discussion of stewardship principles that follows in the next section addresses this issue, but first one last and very important point on values.

As Christians we are often encouraged to uphold "kingdom values" and indeed "the kingdom of God" was central to Jesus' message. Could it be that this message had to do with more than simply the souls of those who were to inherit the kingdom? In a book entitled The Environment and the Christian: What Does the New Testament Say About the Environment? (DeWitt 1991) a strong case is made for the kingdom to be inclusive of all of Creation (particularly in a chapter entitled "The kingdom of God and stewardship of Creation" by Gordon Zerbe). Some have argued that the New Testament does not advocate environmental stewardship because it does not frequently refer to environmental issues explicitly. However, if the kingdom includes a redeemed Creation, the New Testament as a whole presents a strong ethic of stewardship. Thus, a kingdom environmental ethic builds on a rich foundation of principles found in the Old Testament (Manahan 1991, Van Leeuwen 1991), that form the basis of many of the principles discussed in the section that follows.

Seven Illuminating Principles

The seven principles listed below were developed by Calvin DeWitt (1994a,b), and form the foundation for a comprehensive Christian environmental ethic that could be instrumental in healing a great variety of environmental problems.

1. As the Lord keeps and sustains us, so must we keep and sustain our Lord's Creation.

DeWitt (1994b) explains that the instruction to keep the garden in Genesis 2:15 employs the Hebrew word "shamar" which implies a "loving, caring, sustaining keeping" and is the same word used in the Aaronic blessing in Numbers 6:24, "The Lord bless you and keep you." Genesis 2:15 also instructs us to till, dress or work the garden, a translation of the Hebrew 'abad which means to serve (DeWitt 1994a). Just as Creation serves us, we are to serve it, and thus ideally develop a system of "conservancy" or "conservation." 

2. We must be disciples of Jesus Christ, the Creator, Sustainer, and Reconciler of all things.

The instruction to be disciples of Jesus Christ in the second principle reinforces an active, evolving role for environmental stewards, in view of Christ's role as Creator (John 1:1), sustainer (Colossians 1:17) and reconciler (Colossians 1:20) of all things. 

3. We must provide for Creation's sabbath rests.

Although stewards of the environment need to be active some of the time, a complete set of principles must also account for the natural rhythm of work and rest. The Bible gives guidelines on sabbath rests for both humans (e.g. Exodus 20:8-11) and the land (e.g. Exodus 23:10-11).

4. We should enjoy, but must not destroy, Creation's fruitfulness.

In modelling our stewardly role after that of our Lord, we need to maintain Creation's fruitfulness as God does (e.g. Psalm 104), while at the same time the fruitfulness of Creation is something with which we are blessed (DeWitt 1994b).

5. We must seek first the kingdom of God.

This principle requires an understanding of the kingdom to encompass both a kingdom of redeemed people and a kingdom where Creation is also redeemed (Zerbe 1991). Jesus often preached about the kingdom of God and spoke of the importance of our carrying the light of this message to others (e.g. Matthew 24:14). Perhaps in seeking the kingdom of God, we can develop a much better appreciation for the meaning of a theocentric perspective, as we behold something that is much larger than us and our somewhat finite ambitions as individuals.

6. We must seek true contentment.

Part of seeking the kingdom must be seeking peace, "shalom" or true contentment. Many of the environmental problems can be related to an insatiable appetite for economic prosperity, which contrasts with Biblical teaching on true contentment. After discouraging people from getting caught up in worldly wealth, which is often the antithesis of preserving the environment, Jesus said "Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes?" (Matthew 6:25)

7. We must practice what we believe.

Once the Biblical principles of environmental stewardship have been understood, to be disciples of Jesus Christ one has to follow the admonition of James to "not merely listen to the word, and so deceive youselves. Do what it says." (James 1:22) Calvin DeWitt himself reports that he was following a Biblical ethic of stewardship long before he had worked out the theology in detail.

Principles Illuminating Care of Plant Life

DeWitt's seven principles apply to plant life, as well as to all other forms of life. To make DeWitt's principles more directly transferrable to the types of issues encountered when discussing the stewardship of plants, I have rephrased the seven principles to explicitly deal with the plant kingdom.

1. As the Lord keeps and sustains us, so we must keep and sustain the Lord's plant life.

The Lord sustains us in many ways, but just focusing on the sustenance we receive through plant life, through the Lord, yields a litany of blessings. In Genesis 1:29 we read "Then God said, 'I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food.'" The amount of living biomass produced by the world's vegetation every year is staggering, whether used for food, or for the production of the oxygen we require for our metabolism. Each year we grow 15 billion tonnes of agricultural crops. This is a relatively small fraction of the total annual production of biomass on earth of 133 billion tonnes. Then, there is the accumulated biomass to consider, 3/4 of which are forests which constitute 950 billion tonnes of the stuff of life. Production of this immense mass of vegetation also reflects the formation of the world's major habitats, almost entirely dictated by plant life, which constitutes an estimated 99% of the world's biomass.

Given this overwelmingly generous gift of plant life, we should be constrained by our gratefulness to treat the gift generously. What makes the keeping of the garden yet more of a reasonable sacrifice, is that God has embued plants with a great measure of fruitfulness and renewal. Thus, keeping and sustaining the Lord's plant life should be a joyful task, and in favorable circumstances we should reap many times what we sow (whether in agriculture, or other contexts such as management of natural habitats). However, we should be warned that the Bible does not concur with the dualism between the physical and spiritual to which our scientific-minded society adheres. Crop loss or the degradation of vegetative communities may seem to be the result of the sin of mismanagement only, but other spiritual problems may also contribute.

According to Dyrness (1987) "Human responsibility toward the earth must begin with the recognition that God, not human effort, gives fertility to the earth" as seen in Genesis 24:35, 26:12, 39:5b and Psalm 104:14. He also discusses the difficulty in making an independent study of methods of care of the earth in the Old Testament, with the implication that "the created order has more than a natural function; it also has an expressive or symbolic purpose that relates it to the purposes of God" and thus "When we turn from God, we can expect ecological disaster and social oppression" (Dyrness 1987). The plagues experienced in Egypt (Exodus 7-11) provide a vivid example. Likewise, another Old Testament scholar notes that the ecological health of a community should always be seen connected to its spiritual health (Kaiser 1978).

If we believe in this connection between God's sustaining of our physical lives and our moral status, and believe that it is right to keep plants in the Biblical sense of "loving, caring, sustaining, keeping," then a circular relationship is established by which Creation and God are served and we are blessed. In many agricultural communities, crops are prayed over and farmers earnestly try to care for the land, beyond what is necessary to produce the highest possible yield in the current year. Such an approach to farming includes a solemn respect for plant life and the environment that it represents what is lacking amongst many people today, the majority of whom are urban dwellers (although some agroecosystems are dangerously far from ideal ecosystem design). To complete the circle, however, the incentive for such a spiritual approach to farming must be a continuous relationship with the Creator and sustainer, and not either the avoidance of hard times or ultimate economic success. There must be light working in both the crop and the humans depending on the crop.

2. As disciples of Jesus Christ, who reconciles all things, we must work for reconciliation between plants and people.

De Witt (1994a) emphasized following Christ as the second Adam, the one who reconciles as opposed to the first Adam who "failed in his task of caring service and diligent keeping." As referred to earlier, Christ himself is being reconciled to "all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven" (Colossians 1:20). Reconciliation between man and God denotes a transformation of the relationship whereby we are reconciled to God through Christ's death (Bromiley 1985) and likewise other types of reconciliation must involve a changed state.

A crucial ingredient in revival is the reconciliation of broken relationships. Biblical reconciliation requires more than a simple realization that there was a problem, and more than a working out of the difficulties between two parties. Biblical reconciliation requires confession of sin by the offending party or parties, and only this confession can lead to a truly revived condition.

Although there is some debate over the degree to which vertebrates and other animals are sentient beings, there is only a murmur of support regarding feelings or awareness in plants, which do not, afterall, possess nervous systems. Is reconciliation possible, as defined here? Should environmental justice be carefully measured out according what to taxonomic level an organism is assigned? Certainly, killing a plant is different than killing an animal, and there is in fact a taxonomic hierarchy in Creation, as referred to earlier. However, it does not seem wise to treat reconciliation with plants lightly. When one views an ecosystem that clearly has been devastated, the verdant plants are seriously missed. If we are capable of mourning the loss of a habitat, then certainly we can confess our sins against the plant life that is lost, and allow that to be part of God's plan of redemption for the world. The question is: have we really seen much of this? Certainly, many non-Christian environmentalists have literally wept for such loss, but how much more could God work through the confession of many Christians that the way they have directly or indirectly treated plant life has been wrong, and against God's design for the fruitfulness of Creation. The fact that plants are incapable of responding in a sentient fashion should not matter, especially given the supreme example of God reconciling himself to us by Christ's death, without requiring our input.

Aside from the many current controversies in forestry, there is a great silent ghost of a forest in North America that is no longer sustained by the light of the sun. We do not see this lost forest as a clearcut, because it stood where now there are sprawling cities and agricultural areas. Has anyone confessed these many sins of humanity? Granted, we may well have licence to change the landscape to meet our needs, within the scope of our dominion over Creation. But still, we need to ask whether the extent of the "loss of life and limb" was justified. There is also the moral question of whether there was any respect displayed for the forests as God's creations, either by those that cut down the forests, or those that were/are aware of the destruction. Although it is inconceivable that such large tracts of forests could ever be replaced in North America, or in other parts of the world where the losses may be even more extreme, righting the wrong is not the crucial point of reconciliation. The confession of sin is what heals. We need to feel a tangible sense of remorse for the loss of the trees, if we hope to reach that redemptive point where we can truly turn from our sinful pattern and renew our relationship with living trees. A little darkness comes before light. 

3. We must provide for sabbath rests for plant life.

As Christ taught, the sabbath was made for man, and not man for the sabbath. Similarly, the sabbath for the land referred to in Exodus 23 and elsewhere is designed by God because the land needs a periodic rest in order to be fruitful and to be sustained according to Principle 1. DeWitt (1994a) emphasizes that because the sabbath is not a legalistic requirement, it may take different forms other than a rest for the land every seven years, as referred to Exodus 23. The study of agronomy is rife with examples of how the sabbath principle is important in a scientific sense. Leaving the land fallow periodically, as the Bible instructs restores the soil structure and nutrients; similar effects are produced through crop rotation. Similarly, the study of ecological succession illustrates the rhythm of Creation over time whereby there is very rarely one single ecosystem state that should exist in perpetuity; rather, all ecological systems are in varying degrees of flux. Management that tries to create excessive stasis, such as prevention of forest fires or promotion of long-term monocultures is generally doomed to ultimate failure because the land needs a rest in order to produce vegetation fruitfully.

Plants and the land are so intimately related that the sabbath for the land is practically synonomous with a sabbath for plant life. Could there also be a sabbath principle for individual plants? There are a number of possibilities, but one issue at the heart of mankind's use of plants is the maximization of yield. Like profit or economic growth in the economic sphere, maximization of yield is generally unquestioned as a central goal in plant culture. DeWitt (1994a p. 42) said that the sabbath year "is given to protect the land from relentless exploitation, to help the land rejuvenate, to help it pull itself together again." Attempts to increase crop yield involve many aspects, including improved cold hardiness, thus expanding growing seasons, and increased nutrient uptake, thus taxing the soil more. These and other yield improvements may not necessarily be harmful to environmental sustainability, but caution must be exercised in focussing solely on yield improvements, and ignoring side effects that may diminish the capability of the land to enjoy a sabbath rest if it is used to grow high yielding plants. For example, experiments are underway to promote plankton blooms on the ocean through the use of iron as a fertilizer. This appears to be beneficial to fisheries production, but as well as studying the increased yields we need to study the side effects on the open ocean which normally carries a very low biomass of phytoplankton, and therefore "rests."

Another point comes to mind concerning the rhythms of life. Light and dark divide the day from the night (Genesis 1:3), and there is a wonderful corollary we experience when we awaken after sleep to a bright new morning. Similarly, plants employ the rhythm of night and day to govern various physiologically processes from germination to flowering to senescence. We stewards need to be careful when seeking to replace this rhythm of light, and other rhythms designed for plant life, with regimes of our own making that are designed to serve our greed rather than the health of Creation.

4. We should enjoy, but not destroy, the fruitfulness of plant life.

As touched on already, we are the beneficiaries of an abundance of plant life bestowed on us by the Creator. The Bible is full of images of plant productivity, which the Israelites enjoyed, especially when they walked closely with the Lord. For the promised land to flow with milk and honey, plant life would have to grow plentifully to support livestock and pollinators. The wisdom literature in the Bible (Proverbs, the Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Job and some Psalms) is likewise replete with botanical images, and not surprisingly has been a major source of recent inspiration for the development of environmental stewardship ethics (Granberg-Michaelson 1987, Johnston 1987).

In Proverbs wisdom is referred to as a tree, something that branches out in a variety of directions but is constantly growing outward with purpose, provided that the resources that the tree needs are available. Murphy (1990) uses this image as an overarching theme for an exploration of the wisdom literature, based upon Proverbs 3:18 where wisdom is equated to "a tree of life to those who embrace her." In Psalm 1:3, a tree is equated to a righteous man who steadfastly follows the law: "He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers." Biblical wisdom is best seen in an active sense, as a growth process, rather than something that can simply be appropriated intellectually (Von Rad 1972). That is, wisdom entails an ongoing application of knowledge. Psalm 128 uses botanical images to describe this growth process:

Blessed are all who fear the LORD, 

who walk in his ways. 

You will eat the fruit of your labor; 

blessings and prosperity will be 

yours. 

Your wife will be like a fruitful vine 

within your house; 

your sons will be like olive shoots 

around your table. 

Thus is the man blessed 

who fears the LORD 

(Psalm 128:1-4) 

This gives us a vivid picture of how the Almighty can cause the germination of the fear of the Lord to grow and spread, as wisdom takes hold of a righteous man's life.

It is this kind of wisdom that is required for us to enjoy but not destroy the fruitfulness of plant life. The ancient art of gardening is full of the wisdom required to bring out the best in plant life, through providing plants with the proper resources, planting at the right time, careful pruning and weeding. To destroy the fruitfulness of plant life one does not have to go so far as killing the plant; plants have been creatively designed to be very plastic in their response to growing conditions. To be gardeners worthy of our calling we have to know just what to do to create good trees that bear good fruit (Matthew 7:18).

In view of the role of plants in determining the nature of habitats, it is important that a plant stewardship perspective address fruitfulness in a genetic sense, in addition to the more obvious physiological standpoint. In former times endangered animal species received more attention than endangered plants, but with the current scale of habitat destruction, the threat to plant biodiversity is causing considerable alarm. God created numerous plant species to cover the earth, and if you count algae with the plants, to fill the seas as well. However, in some island areas such as Hawaii, wholesale replacement of native plant species by introduced species is taking place (Smith 1989). In other areas, from the tropical rainforests to Siberia, clearing of forests is creating situations whereby the remaining islands of indigenous vegetation are too small to be genetically viable. The value of plant species as biochemical factories for drugs to treat cancer and other ailments is being cited as an important reason to preserve plant biodiversity. Plants possessing derivatives with proven cancer fighting abilities such as the Pacific yew tree in British Columbia (Daly 1992, De Geus 1995) and the rosy periwinkle of Madagascar (Campolo 1992) are disappearing, whilst yet undiscovered species in the jungles of Brazil and elsewhere are also perishing. Exploitation of the cancer treating properties of the Pacific yew requires great wisdom. Since 1990 when clinical trials using taxol have succeeded in treating advanced ovarian and breast cancers the U.S. National Cancer Institute has treated more than 21,000 cases of ovarian cancer each year, which amounts to 330,000 kg of dry bark, which translates roughly to the bark of 36,000 trees (De Geus 1995).

Ironically, the yew has been called the "tree of life" (Daly 1992). We will need to embrace the tree of life that represents wisdom tenaciously if we hope to shed light on the plant biodiversity crisis. However, our enjoyment needs to go beyond appreciating plants merely for their medicinal value, their food value or their value in supporting ecosystems. We need to enjoy the fact that if for nothing else, plant species exist to give glory to their Creator. In Romans 1:20 we read about how Creation reveals the qualities of the Creator. Perhaps within the canopy of a rainforest which inevitably will be destroyed in the near future there exists many species of plants which have something to say to us about God. This is a very sad possibility, when most Christians would agree that this world needs to see more light of God's revelation.

5. We must seek the kind of kingdom where plant life is allowed to flourish.

Seeking God's kingdom first represents an ideal that is very difficult to obtain in this life. Likewise, the discussion of the 4 previous principles with respect to plant life has revealed some major challenges to a "business as usual" kind of existence. One might be tempted to dismiss most of these principles as too difficult to even attempt to follow. Yet, in the place where Jesus challenges us to seek first the kingdom, he uses botany to make his point: 

"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? So do not worry, saying 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear'. For the pagans run after these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. Therefore do not worry about tomorrow for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own." 

(Matthew 6:25-34)

Despite our inclinations to seek a job first (DeWitt 1994a) or a secure financial future or whatever it is that keeps us focussed on our present existence, Christ calls on us to make sacrifices necessary to further the kingdom, which may well include keeping the earth and its plant life (Zerbe 1991).

According to DeWitt (1994a p. 44), "Personal happiness, joy and fulfilment are not what we seek first of all in life. Instead we seek the kingdom of God and strive toward making God's creation freshly refined and renewed. When we work toward this end, we discover that happiness and joy are by-products of our stewardship; fulfilment comes as a result of seeking the kingdom." As I read this general statement, I picture a dozen of my students weathering rainy weather to plant trees voluntarily (with a small incentive consisting of a few bonus marks). There is great joy ready to be released when we renew the plant life of this earth by planting trees, or by somehow making it possible for vegetation to flourish where it once did not. Is this joy merely a human instinct, that helps us to survive by giving us incentive to produce more food from the greenery? As Christians, we would have to disagree, and say that the joy does come from serving God's kingdom. We need to create more such joy, and opportunity for more plants and their chloroplasts to take in the light. 

6. We must seek true contentment, rather than an insatiable appetite for plant resources.

Take a moment to ponder the question of what causes environmental problems. If you are like most of us, we are always tempted to put the blame on someone else. An easy target is the large corporation. They seem to devour natural resources without any sense of guilt (do they have a soul?) and often possess considerable power and influence, even over national governments. However, ultimately what fuels corporations, and resource use in general, is the insatiable demand for consumer products by "ordinary people." For example, recently there have been many reforms in logging practices in the Pacific northwest, in response to an impassioned effort by many on behalf of forest preservation. However, changes in the attitudes of forest companies, and of the public towards the forests have not been matched by a reduced demand for forest products. One leg of the three-legged stool is still too long. The demand for forest products within the Pacific northwest is actually increasing, and simply keeping pace with the explosive growth in the population and the econonomy. Thus, it is getting harder and harder for either the forest companies or the environmental lobby to chop off the other leg of the stool. How can we turn from seeking material gain, and thus at least pose a threat to plant resources, and turn to a life of true contentment, and reduced consumption? A personal question may help: which environment do you prefer, the shopping mall or the forest? 

As quoted with reference to the principle of seeking first the kingdom, Jesus asks us to consider the lilies of the field. Since we are already in the forest (except for those who chose the mall), I would like us to consider the plants of the forest. Not the trees themselves; they are the ones that drive our insatiable appetite for building supplies, newspapers and other products. Part of the "new forestry" that is evolving is a consideration of the value of plant biodiversity, beyond the economically harvestable species. When one considers the value of a fern, or a species of moss, or fungi, or lichen, it is not always obvious what value these have in human terms. A student asked me once, "Does moss have a purpose, or does it just exist?" We could learn from the moss, just as Jesus implores us to learn from the lilies of the field, that "just existing" is valuable, especially when it is an existence infused with peace.

The forests of the Pacific northwest are a beautiful showpiece for moisture-loving ferns, mosses, fungi and lichens that flourish not only on the forest floor, but also up and down the trunks of the trees and within the canopy. It has recently come to light that there are numerous species of fungi and other organisms inhabiting the canopy of West coast rainforests that have yet to be discovered. However, for us to extract very much direct economic value from these epiphytic plants seems difficult at present. The real genius of the photosynthetic epiphytic forms is that they are able to capture the sunlight missed by the trees they are attached to, thus increasing the overall productivity of the wet Pacific northwest forest. When we as stressed-out humans wander through such lush forests draped with mosses, ferns and lichens, the Lord likewise provides an opportunity for us to experience the light of the world through the calm of His Creation.

7. We must practice what we believe and plant seeds of hope.

In one sense, stewardship of plant life is all too easy. Gardening is the number one hobby in North America, and a simple act of planting a tree can yield measurable benefits in terms of control of erosion, sequestering of greenhouse gases and aesthetics, to name a few. However, other issues are far more complex, such as the cutting down of the tropical rainforests, sometimes referred to as the "lungs of the planet," yet viewed by many as a vital economic resource. If we are convicted that the need to serve and keep the Lord's plant life is required of disciples of Jesus Christ, then we should not be surprised if the road is difficult. Just as the Christian belief that Jesus died for redemption of human souls is radical, so is the belief that Jesus died to redeem the whole world, including the animals and the plants (Campolo 1992). 

Loving the environment because God loves it is a radical blip on the largely blank radar screen of religious responses to the environmental crisis. We who wish to plant seeds of hope within the troubled soil should actually shine amidst difficult situations. As Jesus says: "You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praises your Father in heaven" (Matthew 7:13-16). There is rich history and geography of "missionary earthkeeping" from monastic traditions in the middle ages to various present arenas around the world where missionaries proclaim the gospel verbally and through planting trees and other plant keeping activities (DeWitt and Prance 1992). 

Whether the issue is easy or difficult, if we are to be involved as Christians, we need to know the substance of the seven principles listed here if we are to involve our heads, hearts and hands in the provision of light to our beautiful green inheritance from our Lord.

Sunset

As one explores the relationship between people and plants, and their common relationship with their Creator, the dividing lines become blurred. I believe this is because God has built into Creation the spiritual truths that are so important for us to see (Romans 1:20). The last light I would like to shed on the issue of Christian stewardship of plant life is a reinforcement of the meaning behind the metaphors we read in the Bible and that we see when we read the book of God's creation. The incarnation represents the manifestation of God himself in bodily form as Jesus Christ, just as we see God's invisible qualities manifested in the countless species of plants that receive the light of the sun for photosynthesis, and reflect the light of the world to our eyes.

According to Jegen (1987), "Christianity calls us to return to our senses and to see all created things as sharing in the splendor of the Incarnation." Jegen also quoted a poem by an Irish poet, Joseph Mary Plunkett, that illuminates this sentiment, and provides us with a vivid incentive for preserving plant life:

I See His Blood upon the Rose 

I see His blood upon the rose 

And in the stars the glory of His eyes; 

His body gleams amid eternal snows, 

His tears fall from the skies. 

I see His face in every flower;

The thunder and the singing of the birds 

Are but His voice--and carven by His power 

Rocks are His written words. 

All pathways by His feet are worn,

His strong heart stirs the everbeating sea, 

His crown of thorns is twined with every thorn, 

His cross is every tree.
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Appendix

Some issues to be addressed within courses at Trinity Western University.

Issues in Biology 212/312 (Vascular Plants)

Global warming 

Soil erosion 

Feeding the earth 

Biotechnology 

Clearcutting 

Loss of biodiversity

Issues in Biology 214/314 (Non-vascular Plants)

Threats to the ocean plankton 

Carbon sinks and global warming 

Lichens on the edge 

Money and mushrooms (a local concern) 

Killing fun with fungicides 

The story on diatoms

Issues in Biology 318 (Hawaiian Plant Ecology)

Native vs. introduced plants 

Introductions of alien animals 

Tropical biodiversity and ethnobotany 

Impacts of Hawaiian agriculture
