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Introduction

Why is it important to probe the Gospel narratives with an eye to the question whether 
Jesus’ mission of lifting the Curse involved the world of nature? We would answer that the 
human pillaging of the natural environment has reached a level that threatens Earth’s very unique
capacity to generate and sustain life any longer, and the failure of most Western churches to 
include care for nature and theological support of increased depredations by Christian 
Dispensationalists bear major responsibility for this global threat. 

But how can the Church be held responsible when in the Gospel narratives Jesus is 
occupied with healing of human bodies and spirits and society’s divisions and he turns his 
attention to nature only when it threatens human life in the form of wind and raging waves at 
sea?i Humans are not threatening nature in the Gospels as we do today. Besides for most of 
Christian history the focus of the Church is on whether or not a person’s disembodied soul goes 
to heaven after death. In the New Testament there are few detailed directions for how one lives 
out life before one dies. We do find such directions in the collection of Scriptures Christians call 
the Old Testament; the message of the New Testament is that we should live by faith, not works. 
At least that is how Protestant Christians understand it.  

New times bring new circumstances that raise new questions for people who look to a 
work like the Bible to better understand the world and how to live their lives. Because the Bible 
plays such an important role in the lives of so many Christians, the environmental crisis we face 
today presses us to ask whether Jesus’ mission involved the world of nature to a greater degree 
than Christians have been aware. When we listen to or read anything, we are apt to hear what we 
are desiring or expecting to hear. Our expectations filter out much of what the speaker wishes to 
communicate. We don’t wish to read into the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ mission what is not 
there. So we shall try to be guided by the principles of good listening developed by scholars over
many years. We shall draw on the work of scholars who have been putting this new and urgent 
question to the Bible over the past several decades.ii What follows is what we have gleaned from 
Mark’s Gospel with their guidance. Our study of Jesus and Nature is in two parts.   

In Part One we focus on stories in Mark in which Jesus’ concern to heal the natural environment 
is at the surface level of the story. Part Two will attend to stories in which nature is not obvious 
but is deeply implicated. Because this is a work in progress, we hope in the future to include a 
third part that will focus on the vision Jesus shares with a few of his disciple just before his 
death, in which he foresees a catastrophic destruction of nature that will come about just before 
he returns as the Son of Man promised in the Book of Daniel to replace the destructive empires 
of the world with the gathering of all the world’s diverse peoples into a world governed by the 
ruler he shows himself to be in Mark’s Gospel.

The hope is that these studies will contribute to the efforts of modern critical scholarship 
to cut through powerful Church traditions that have obscured the role of nature in Jesus’ mission 



to the world and restore to the Church a clear understanding of its responsibility joining all those 
who are devoted to addressing today’s environmental crisis as integral to its mission of bringing 
salvation to the world. Whether you are a Christian or not, it is vital to recognize that quietism on
the part of a large portion of the Christian Church’s and aggressive misogeny (ge or “earth 
hatred,” deeply entangled with its misogyny) on the part of a smaller but politically aggressive 
portion of the American Christian Church are major culprits in the provocation and 
intensification of today’s threat to earth’s entire ecosystem and biosphere. Whether you are a 
Christian or not, you do well to understand how the Jesus we meet in Mark’s narrative of Jesus’ 
mission calls those who would follow him to concern themselves with healing this world and 
with addressing all the interrelated broken relationships in the world that are in desperate need of
healing. Both Christians and people of other faiths who care about the Earth’s capacity to 
continue to generate and sustain life can educate today’s Christians in the broad focus of Jesus’ 
mission and help recall the Church to the mission to which the one they called Teacher and Lord 
has called them.

Part One

Jesus’ healing of the broken relationship between humans and the world of nature is most
clearly in view in the image of Jesus in a restored harmonious relationship with the wild beasts 
in the story of his temptation in the wilderness (Mark 1:12-13).iii In his comments on that story, 
Richard Bauckham makes the acute observation that before Jesus sets out on his ministry among 
human beings, he must secure his role as Messiah among the denizens of the non-human world 
of Satan, angels, and the wild beasts who occupy an ambiguous position between the two. In the 
wake of the curse in Genesis 3:14-15, wild beasts become a threat to humans. But in fulfilment 
of the vision in Isaiah 11:1-8 of a return to Eden inaugurated by the shoot from the stump of 
Jesse upon whom the Spirit of the Lord has come to rest, the harmony that reigned between 
humans and the wild beasts in Genesis 2:18-20 has been restored.iv  

But this is not the last we hear of the theme of the healing of nature in Mark. Three more 
stories illustrate Jesus’ specific attention to nature as entangled in the spectrum of broken 
relationships resulting from the fall of humans from obedience to the will of the Creator for how 
to live life in this world. 

In Mark 4:35-41, the story of Jesus and the disciples on the storm-tossed sea, Mark 
presents Jesus as one whose identification with the Creator makes possible the healing of 
environmental chaos in the same way his pleasing relationship with God as “beloved Son” 
opened the way to healing in the human realm of bodies, spirits and relationships. The story of 
the storm-tossed sea clearly alludes to celebrations of the Creator’s stilling of the raging seas in 
several psalms with Jesus in the role of God by virtue of harmony with God.v In both this story 
of Jesus and the psalms we meet the God who acts. For example, Ps 107:28-9: 

In their distress they cried to the LORD,
who brought them out of their peril; 

He hushed the storm to silence,
the waves of the sea were stilled.vi 



In Bauckham’s words, “Something of the same kind of holistic vision of the world appears in the
so-called nature miracles. At least some of these anticipate the transformation of human 
relationships with the non-human world in the renewed creation.”vii

Jesus also manifests his authority over life-threatening nature in Mark 6:45-52. The 
disciples are on the sea, being “tossed about”viii by an adverse wind. Jesus comes to them 
walking on the waves, and when he gets into the boat the wind ceases. Jesus’ intent to pass the 
disciples by (parelthein) has a strong reminiscence to God’s promise to “pass by” (pareleusomai 
in the Greek translation) Moses in Exodus 33:19 and before Elijah in 1 Kings 19:11. His self-
identification “it is I” (ego eimi) also recalls God’s answer to Moses when Moses asks the name 
of the God who is addressing him in Exodus 3:14. Jesus’ walking on the water could well then 
call to mind for Israelite listeners a strong tradition picturing God walking on the sea that appears
in Job 9:8 and Sirach 24:5-6 with the word peripateo used of Jesus in Mark 6:48, as well as in 
Psalm 77:20 (76:20 in the Greek translation) and Isaiah 43:16; 51:9-10.ix  

Jesus’ wilderness feeding of the multitudes in the desert is also a manifestation of his 
mission to heal the world in which the harmonious relationship between humans and nature had 
been broken. Mark 6:31-44 and 8:1-9 allude to the story in Exodus 16 of the giving of the manna
in the wilderness after the Hebrew slaves had escaped from Egypt under the leadership of Moses.
The motif of the giving of the manna continues to play a role as the Biblical narrative moves 
along,x which suggests it would have been well known to Mark’s Israelite listeners and available 
to come to mind as they listened to Mark’s narrative. 

In a volume of essays on ecology by Jewish scholars, it is a Jewish theologian, Arthur 
Waskow, who interprets the story of Israel’s 40 years of wandering in the wilderness as Edenic 
time and the giving of the manna as a remedy to the curse of having to labor in a thorn- and 
thistle-infested earth in order to eat. He points out that eating manna requires barely any work at 
all, simply gathering what the earth provides; and on the Sabbath it requires absolutely no work, 
since enough was provided on the 6th day of the week to suffice for the 7th.xi In this context he 
even explicitly refers to the Christian view that Jesus is “the new Adam,” “one harmonious 
human being come to reverse the sin of Eden.”xii 

Might Israel’s gathering of the manna in Exodus 16 have echoed in the ears of Mark’s 
listeners when they heard him both his stories with the gathering of the fragments left after the 
people ate enough to be satisfied? Gathering the fruits the earth produces without human labor, 
which is what Adam and Eve did when they lived in the Garden before they disobeyed the 
Creator and were driven out, contrasted sharply the development of agriculture that Israel 
encountered on a grand scale when exiled to Babylon and constituted a “war against the earth”xiii 
by which humans produced far more food but at the cost of tying people to property, dividing the
people into bosses and serfs, consolidating the land into large plantations owned by the few and 
worked by the many, and to the emergence of great empires that in turn developed great armies 
to protect the ownership of the great plantations.xiv In Part Two of this essay on Jesus and Nature,
we shall see that the agricultural economy lay at the root of the widespread physical and mental 
suffering of the masses to whom Jesus devoted his healing ministry. 



Waskow goes on, however, to make a very important comment: “For Jews, Shabbat [with
its practice of preparing the Sabbath meal the day before so that no one, female or male, slave 
nor free is obliged to work on the Sabbath] is the entire Garden once again, in the actual living 
practice in community of both Eden and Mashiach (Messiah).” This comment throws into relief 
three important things. The first is that, as one who lifts the Curse devolving from the Fall, Jesus 
is not doing something unique; he is extending the vocation of his people Israel to lift the curse 
of the need for people to labor in order to eat. He extends it by bringing it to bear on the 90% 
who have labored hard and are still hungry because so much of the food they raised was taken 
away from them through rapacious taxation by the 10% who maintain power through violence 
and the threat of violence. (More on that in Part Two.) When Sabbath practice is understood as 
one manifestation of the lifting of the Curse, that obliges people to be both hopeful and creative 
in finding other ways to make the lifting of that curse palpable in people’s lives. 

The second is that a modern Jewish author appears to agree with Mark’s Jesus that this 
lifting of the Curse is not meant for Israel alone. Waskow points out that it is a “mixed 
multitude” that escaped from Egypt and became the people of Israel. This resonates with Jesus’ 
extension of the gift given to Israelites in Mark 6 to the Gentiles Mark 8. According to Waskow, 
“All those, of any people, who take and celebrate the time for restful reflection and renewal for 
adam and Adamah enter a covenant with God. . . .” Israel’s Sabbath practice is meant to be a 
catalyst for all people to search for ways of lifting the curse of eating without labor.xv 

The third thing for Christians and others to gain from this comment is that in Mark Jesus’
feeding of the multitudes does not bring to completion what God began first by the gift of the 
manna in the wilderness and then by instituting Sabbath practices in Israel that perpetuate this 
experience of the lifting of the curse of laboring to eat. The complete lifting of this curse would 
happen only at the future coming of the Son of Man. Meanwhile in the power of the Holy Spirit, 
Jesus’ followers would have to continue in the form of ongoing practices Israel’s vocation of 
lifting for all creation the curse of labor.      

Nature as Thou, not It

In addition to the inclusion of these stories of the healing of nature in Jesus’ mission of 
bringing again to earth the kingdom of God as it is in heaven, two stories exhibit a relationship 
between Jesus and nature that is of critical significance for the human relationship with nature 
today. Since the birth of the Enlightenment, Western culture has come to regard nature as an 
object with no significance of its own apart from it instrumental value to humans. In Alfred 
North Whitehead’s words, “Nature became meaningless matter in motion” that lacks any moral 
standing and makes no moral claims about its well-being.xvi Nature in the view of the modern 
West has become an It. 

David Vincent Meconi brings to light a different view of nature articulated both in Mark 
and elsewhere in Israel’s scriptures. He notes the way Jesus in Mark 4:39 calms the wind and 
the sea by addressing them in a second-person imperative: “Quiet! Be still!” Jesus does not 
exercise his power “as the manipulations of an omnipotent vassal over a disposable subject, but 
as a second-person experience where the Lord speaks to his rambunctious creature as another.”xvii

This matches the way in Job 38 “God treats his creatures not as a distant strongman manipulates 



mere ‘stuff’ clearly well below him. While God is entitled to treat his creatures however he sees 
fit, he instead engages his creature in a second-person discourse wherein God addresses water 
tenderly as a ‘you,’ as a ‘thou.’ In doing so, the divine lends the sea an identity and dignity that it
does not have apart from God.”xviii 

This same second-person relationship manifests itself again in Mark 11:12-14 with a very
different result. Jesus speaks to the fig tree in the second person: “May no one ever eat of your 
fruit again” [italics added]. Meconi comments, “The Creator expects his creatures to recognize 
him and even to respond to his own needs and desires.”xix 

Meconi suggests, “Perhaps it has taken the more modern threats of ecological disaster 
and our growing awareness of the earth’s fragility for the Church to begin to listen attentively to 
what Vatican II (1962-65) named the ‘discourse of creatures.’”xx Healing all creation involves 
nature as well as humans, for the health of nature and the health of humanity are intricately 
intertwined. If in the story of the storm-tossed sea it is nature that threatens human life, both war 
and human sin have devastating consequences for the natural order in turn. (Jeremiah 4:19-22; 
Genesis 3:14-19) These two stories in Mark of the calming of the sea and the cursing of the fig 
tree exhibit an awareness characteristic of Israel’s traditions that the natural order as well as 
humanity has been granted a freedom by God to be either responsive to the Creator or 
unresponsive.

Final Notes on the Roots of Religious/Spiritual Hope

In The Bible and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of Creation, Richard Bauckham
offers the results of his comprehensive study of the role of nature in Israel’s understanding of its 
life in the world and its vision of redemption. He includes detailed explorations of passages that 
exhibit Israel’s keen awareness of the natural environment first in Israel’s scriptures and then in 
various compositions of the New Testament, which are all also the works of Israelites.xxi He 
observes, “While it is not common for the New Testament to show interest distinctively in non-
human creatures, it regularly includes them in the general category of the creation.” If Christian 
listeners do not have the non-human world in mind, they will fail to assume their inclusion in 
terms like “all things” and “the whole creation.”xxii 

But when listeners come to a hearing of Mark’s story with a deep sense of God as origin 
and presider over all creation, 

 as Genesis declares in its opening words, “In the beginning, when God created the 
heavens and the earth,” 

 as Christians confess with the words “maker of heaven and earth” in the Apostles’ and 
the Nicene Creeds, 

 and as Muslims repeat in a widely memorized verse from the Qur’an known as the 
“Pedestal Verse,”xxiii 

 as well as with a clear understanding that when Adam and Eve turned away from their 
relationship with God their break with the Creator resulted in brokenness with the world 
of nature as well as with other humans, 

they may be alert for signs that in announcing the breaking in of God’s Rule in a new and 
powerful way Jesus ushered in a comprehensive healing of creation. Humans repented and 



turned back to God and demons were cast out, bodies healed, people fed, the ravages of nature 
calmed, and the divisions among people reconciled. Nothing was left out of Jesus’ mission of 
bringing healing to the world. The coming of the Kingdom of God meant the healing of all 
creation.

Introduction to Part Two of Jesus and Nature

In this Part One of the essay Jesus and Nature in Mark, we have sought to identify and 
reflect on the stories in Mark in which Jesus’ engagement with nature is on the surface of the 
stories. We belatedly note that we have not included every reference in Mark to the natural 
environment, most noticeably Jesus’ seed parables in Mark 4. We have focused on Jesus’ 
engagement with natural phenomena in ways that transform them for the benefit of humans. In 
Part Two, we shall excavate below the surface of other stories for engagements with the natural 
world that are implicit in what Jesus does.



Jesus and Nature

Part Two

The stories we examine in Part One of this essay involve the natural environment at the 
surface level of Mark’s narrative. These stories speak explicitly of wild beasts, food for hungry 
people, and deliverance from chaotic seas. But what of the day-to-day struggles that defined the 
lives of those to whom Jesus directed most of his time and energy?

The Natural Environment Implicated
Illness, Taxes, Debt

Many of Mark’s stories tell of Jesus healing the sick and physically impaired and the 
mentally and spiritually traumatized. But why are they in physical and mental distress? Much of 
this suffering may surely be traced to having an insufficient amount of food: to being deprived of
the fruits of the earth from which their bodies were created and are sustained by daily ingesting 
of earth’s nutrients.  

Why are they so deprived? It is not because they do not labor, although some do not get 
hired for labor (Matthew 20:1-15). In Jesus’ world the primary source of deprivation of food and 
the suffering it brought was abusive taxation imposed by a political power that occupied the land 
by violence and that by ongoing coercion robbed the 90%xxiv of the fruits of their labor to the 
point that they were left with barely enough on which to survive.xxv Taxes in Jesus’ world were 
not levied as in our world in order to provide services to the citizens like roads and health care 
and protection from internal and external danger, and to enrich communal life through such 
things as education and the support of the arts. Taxes in Jesus’ day were put to work mainly to 
maintain an army that subjugated people and coerced them into forking over one halfxxvi to two 
thirdsxxvii of what they produced in order to fund the extravagant lifestyle of the 10% who held 
the power. The fruit of their labor was regularly cursed by devastating cloudbursts, hail, or 
drought that could reduce their harvest by half, but the taxes determined by the emperor in Rome
were not reduced proportionally to the yield.xxviii Likewise, living every day in the presence of an 
intimidating foreign army was often the source of much of the mental trauma as well.xxix The 
army’s job was to threaten you if you did not cooperate in giving up what you labored to 
produce, and to suppress revolt against such abuse. Do similar practices exist in our world to the 
advantage of a few and the disadvantage of the many?     

Ruinous taxation was not the only source of poverty and malnourishment and mental 
trauma. The poor were often forced to go into debt that resulted in the seizure of their land by the
wealthy and the need to rent back that same land to farm if they were to live.xxx This aggravated 
the access of the poor to the world of nature and the fruits of the earth, which are clearly not the 
only thing people need to live but without which they do not live at all. 
 

On the surface the stories of Jesus’ acts of healing sickness and mental trauma do not 
name these conditions of taxation and foreign occupation. But to hear them without considering 
the deprivation of land and its fruits and without seeing in that deprivation the way the people’s 



suffering was embedded in unjust access to the natural environment, which is the source of 
embodied life, is to miss the fact that ecojustice was every bit as much an issue in the world in 
which Jesus carried out his ministry as it sadly is in our world. 

The injustice to the poor consequent upon the way those who misuse their wealth and 
power and abuse the natural environment exacerbates the curse foreseen by the Creator in 
Genesis 3:17-19 of humans having to raise food in infertile soil by the sweat of their brow. They 
not only must labor in often inhospitable environmental conditions; they are now often the 
victims of the injustice of those who expropriate what they do produce and even the land in 
which they work to produce it. Today, in addition to low wages and inadequate benefits for the 
work people do, the abuse of the poor in relation to the land often takes the form of pollution of 
the air, the soil, and the water with toxic chemicals that people ingest by breathing, contact with 
the soil, drinking the water, or eating the fish that people catch from the rivers and streams. The 
polluters get wealthy and the poor pay the price for their wealth. 

The Symptoms or the Malady? 

It may appear that Jesus addresses only the symptoms and not the political and economic 
reason for physical and mental suffering. But he does address the source of the problem through 
two other prongs of his mission. One is his teaching about the right use of power and wealth, 
usually in the form of land and the fruits of the land. Another was his work of reconciling 
enemies who battle over who rules the land, and his dogged resistance to violent actions and 
language that perpetuated the violence in which the environmental deprivations of the poor were 
rooted.

 
Reordering Wealth & Power

For all the dearth of teaching in Mark compared to Matthew and Luke, there are a 
number of times that we hear Jesus explicitly state his view of wealth and power. In his 
explanation of the meaning of the parable of the seed and soils in Mark 4, he names the lure of 
riches as among the thorns that choke the word when it is sown (Mark 4:19). In 10:17-22 we 
hear of the rich man whose wealth in fact does choke out the word he asks to hear from Jesus. 
This is followed in 10:23-31 by Jesus’ exasperation at the difficulty the rich have of entering the 
kingdom of God, followed by the disciples’ question how anyone can be saved if the rich cannot.
In response Jesus assures them that God is powerful enough to save even the wealthy, and his 
assurance that those who for the sake of following Jesus and preaching his Good News have left 
behind home and family and lands will receive 100-fold what they have given up in the New 
Age that Jesus is inaugurating. In 12:41-42 he declares the poor widow’s two coins worth a 
penny to be a far greater gift than the large sums of the wealthy. Pondering well each of these 
teachings, as well as those that follow will benefit your appreciation of Jesus’ vision of a world 
in which the will of the Creator God is done. 

In 14:3-9 we hear an unusual variation on this theme. This is a story in which Jesus 
receives a gift of oil worth a year’s wages poured on his head which he interprets to serve as the 
anointing of his body for burial. Even without hearing the outrage of those who witnessed this 
profligate extravagance, we may well share their reaction, especially in the light of Jesus’ 



teaching that preceded it. Did he not tell the rich man to sell all that he had and give it to the 
poor? Why did he not refuse this woman’s gift, telling her to do the same? He responds that if we
care about the poor, we can do good for them. The question whether we do is left hanging in the 
air. In spite of his receiving this extravagant gift that might have benefitted many poor people, 
one can hardly accuse him of exhorting people to do what he himself is unwilling to do. He has 
up to this point in his life devoted himself entirely to the poor and lived on a minimum of this 
world’s goods, although he happily enjoy food and drink when others invited him to share what 
they had.

 In 9:33-37 and 10:35-45 he teaches his disciples about power. In response to their 
express desire for greatness and power, he explains that greatness comes to those who are last of 
all and servants of all. 

All this teaching would be in vain if throughout our hearing of Mark’s narrative we had 
not been following a person who embodied in his own living what he taught with his words. He 
goes through his life with no possessions of his own. He happily eats the food provided by 
Simon Peter’s mother-in-law (1:29-31), Levi the tax collector (2:15), Simon the leper (14:3), the 
many women who followed him and provided for him when he was in Galilee (15:41),xxxi and no 
doubt others who receive him into their homes as do other who receive his disciples when he 
sends them out to preach, cast out demons, and heal the sick (6:10). He models the life not of an 
ascetic but of one who relishes the material generosity of those with whom he shares his Good 
News of the Reign of God breaking in to the world and the fruits of that new and gracious 
regime. 

Jesus vision for how the fruits of people’s labor in the earth are distributed is implicit in 
his living and his teaching. His vision is intimately bound up with his view of power, which is to 
be sought not for one’s own sake but in order to serve; and to serve as followers of the Son of 
Man is to serve the poor who are sick and traumatized because they have been deprived of their 
ancestral land and the fruits of their labor. Jesus makes no hard and fast rules to which all must 
conform. He leaves it to his listeners to figure out our own way. Several ways are modeled and 
taught with no one size fitting all. One man is told to give all his wealth to the poor and join 
those who have left all in order to follow Jesus (10:21). Those who witness the woman’s 
anointing of Jesus are commended to act on their care for the poor (14:7); others model sharing 
what they have by inviting Jesus and his disciples to share their meals. All these ways eschew 
acquiring wealth at the expense of others and selfish consumption in place of sharing.

The need for Jesus’ mission of healing and exorcism resulted from the manner of land 
management that was the normal way of kings but violated the peculiar way Israel’s Torah 
spelled out for Israel’s kings. The absolute foundation for kingship in Israel was that the land 
was a gift of God, and the king was to manage the land as a gift entrusted to him but never 
possessed by him. It is not meant for the king’s self-security but for the brother or sister. In 
Deuteronomy 17:14-20 God stipulates that the king must be a brother devoted primarily not to 
administration but to the study of the Torah that keeps him grounded in Israel’s peculiar vision 
for its communal life. Before he anoints Saul as Israel’s first king, Samuel warns Israel about 
what kings not grounded in the Torah do:xxxii



He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his 
servants. He will take the tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his 
officers and to his servants. He will take your menservants and maidservants, and the best
of your cattle and your asses, and put them to his work. He will take the tenth of your 
flocks, and you shall be his slaves. (1 Samuel 8:14-17)

This quite well describes the system under the kings in Jesus’ day that generated the conditions 
of the Israelite people to whom Jesus devoted his healing ministry. The Hebrew prophets Isaiah 
and Micah condemn this system of acquisition (Isaiah 5:8-10; Micah 2:1-2) Jesus acted to 
alleviate the suffering of those who suffered from this system. His teaching about wealth and 
power is deeply indebted to Israel’s Torah and prophets. 

Healing Divisions

Whose land is it?

 The root cause of the people’s deprivation is the way humans divide themselves into 
factions that engage in violent conflict with one another in order to dominate and rob those they 
defeat and subjugate of their land and what they produce from the land, so that they are 
traumatized and insufficiently nourished to maintain physical health. In addition to healing those 
who suffer sickness, physical impairment, and spiritual and mental trauma because those in 
power take by force the fruits of the earth for which they have labored, Jesus devotes himself to 
healing the divisions among humans that lead to the conflicts through which the winners 
dominate and bring suffering upon the losers.

To address the sufferings of subjected Israelites of Jesus’ day, various groups instigated 
violent revolt. These revolts were consistently put down, their participants executed by mass 
crucifixion. Jesus himself was crucified between two men who are called lestai, often 
inaccurately translated “thieves” but meaning “revolutionaries.”xxxiii Jesus resolutely eschewed 
violence that perpetuated the cycle of violence division; but this did not mean he advocated 
passivity in the face of abuse. He clearly taught putting one’s imagination to work to engage in 
resistance of a non-violent kind.xxxiv And while his teaching included no design for an alternative 
to the present structure of government, he taught by both words and deeds behaviors that implied
a new economic and political agenda to government however it was designed.xxxv 

If the Reign of God was breaking in upon the earth, earthly government would implicitly 
become servants of the Creator, whose Torah and prophets instructed the wealthy and powerful 
to cease and desist from abusive practices that exacerbated the struggle of the multitudes to eke 
out adequate nourishment from an often inhospitable earth. Such a change in the behavior of the 
wealthy cannot happen without a change of mind, which is the meaning of metanoia, the Greek 
term used by Jesus in Mark 1:15 for what people would need to do if they trusted his Good New 
that the Reign of God was breaking in upon the earth. According to the Torah of Israel’s God, 
every seven Sabbaths of years, that is, every 50 years, called a time of Jubilee, the wealthy were 
commanded to give up the land they had acquired from others, rendering them poor. The land 
belonged to God, and according to the story in the book of Joshua (12-19) God had distributed 
the land to the various tribes. If people had to sell their ancestral land, it could not be sold 



permanently. In the Jubilee year it had to be returned to those to whom God gave it. (Leviticus 
25:8-23) The Jewish theologian Arthur Waskow explains the mindset to which God called the 
people:

The Jubilee . . . does not ask for the rich to give their land away in fear or guilt; it does 
not ask the wretched of the earth and the prisoners of starvation to rise in rage to take 
back the land from the swollen rich. 

Instead, the Jubilee proclaims a “release,” a Shabbat, for everyone. A release for the rich 
as well as the poor. The rich are released from working, bossing, increasing production – 
and from others’ envy of them. The poor are released from working, from hunger, from 
humiliation and despair – and from others’ pity of them. Both the rich and the poor are 
seen as fully human, as counterparts to be encountered, not as enemies or victims to be 
feared or hated.xxxvi

This vision, while most likely never put into practice, depicts well how land would be managed 
in a world returned to the Rule of the Creator God of Israel. Conversion to the view that the land 
belonged to God, was distributed by God among the people, and was to be returned to the people
to whom God gave it if at some point the original owners had needed to sell it in order to 
survive, would entail an attitude towards wealth and its proper use that would transform the way 
rich and poor related to each other and undermine the reasons for humans to divide into groups 
in violet competition with one another over land and the wealth it could generate.

Making Rivals a Teamxxxvii

Jesus’ mission of bringing together people who were in conflict over the land and its 
wealth would most likely have provoked violence against him. He included in the inner circle of 
his followers both a freedom fighter devoted to revolt against the Romans and a tax collector 
who got rich by collaborating with the rulers against their own people.xxxviii He devoted his time 
to tax collectors and other sinners.xxxix Associating with people whom others hate stirs distrust. It 
invites the accusation that a person is selling out to the enemy, even secretly in bed with them, 
aiding them in their efforts to take over. The typical approach of people who experience some 
form of loss is to view themselves as victims and identify some other group as their oppressors.xl 
A demagogue, interested only in personal power, then capitalizes on people’s hostility, offering 
himself as champion of the oppressed and attacking the perceived oppressor by every rhetorical 
means imaginable: name-calling, slander, accusations of lying. As one who did things that made 
him very popular among the downtrodden, it would have been tempting for him to become their 
champion against their oppressors, in this way perpetuating and exacerbating the division. Jesus 
clearly resisted that temptation even when engaged in conflict with his opponents.xli 

Jesus’ consistent strategy in responding to his opponents is to stick to the issues and to 
arguing on the basis of scripture that they also embrace (Mark 2:25-26), or by pointing to 
everyday experience (Mark 2:19-22), or by means of shared argumentative strategies like “from 
the lesser to the greater” (Luke 13:15-16). He also firmly rejects power when it is offered to him.
We see this most explicitly in the Gospel according to John. In John 2:23-25 the “signs” that 
Jesus performs lead people to believe in him. This is a perfect opportunity to acquire power, but 



Jesus rejects it. In John 6:14-15 the people again respond with belief to one of his “signs.” When 
he perceives that they want to make him king – what more could a person thirsting for power 
want? – he makes himself scarce. When the people go looking for him and find him, he appeals 
for their belief, but instead of telling them what they want to hear continually says things that 
turn them away (John 6:41, 52 60, 66).

A Less Divided Society

The revolutionary changes implied in Jesus’ ministry of mediating to the world the vision
of Israel’s God for the world God created became manifest over the course of the next three 
centuries after his death as his followers lived by the empowering belief in his resurrected 
presence. Over the course of those three centuries, as a result of the practices of Jesus’ followers 
Roman society underwent a transformation that overcame significant human divisions. Laborers 
and the poor were accorded the same dignity as the wealthy instead of disdained as expendable. 
Female infants were not thrown out with the trash. Wives were not a man’s property to bear him 
children but persons who, while still to be subordinate were to be loved as the husband loved his 
own body (Ephesians 5:28). Violence was often met without violent response.xlii Hints of these 
changes may clearly be seen in our extant witnesses to the life of some of the very earliest 
communities of followers, Paul’s letters. In 1 Corinthians he castigates the wealthy members of 
the community for gobbling the food they were able to bring with them before the poor members
arrived. He counsels those who pride themselves on their freedom to eat food sacrificed to idols 
on a festival day, perhaps the only meat they would get, to be respectful of those new converts 
who still struggled with eating such food. At the beginning of the letter he questions whether 
those the world regards as wise are the truly wise. 

In his own day the political and economic implications of what Jesus was doing presented
a danger to the existing system that sustained the power and wealth gap between the few and the 
many. If they followed the way of Israel’s Torah and prophets implicit in Jesus’ behavior and 
teaching, they stood to lose, and they saw this. And so when Jesus entered Jerusalem in his 
parody of military conquest of the city and laid claim to the Temple of the city’s god,xliii they 
acted to protect their vested interests in the system of domination and they eliminated him. If it 
strikes us as quite ridiculous that the powerful felt so threated by a man who clearly rejected 
violence as a strategy for achieving what he was advocating, we might consider the reaction of 
many American Christians to proposals for government programs and tax reform that distribute 
wealth more equitably among all.xliv 

Ecojustice 
    
What do we learn when we probe the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ mission as people committed to 
ecojustice? Our technology and the way we have been employing it to meet human needs and the
boundless desires bred by western culture have generated a crisis many are still denying, others 
acknowledge with a sense of hopelessness, and still other determined to avert as much as 
possible. So for us ecojustice is first of all a just relationship to planet Earth’s ecosphere itself. 
The challenge is to care for Earth’s life-generating and sustaining environment as intrinsically 
precious apart from the impact of its degradation on human life. The world of nature that may be 
unique to the planet where we live and move and have our being has enjoyed millions of years of



life long before humans ever appeared on the scene. It is unjust for us to destroy it apart from the
fact that if we do we destroy our human selves.

In the Gospel account we find no evidence that Jesus included care for the natural environment 
as an entity threatened by humans. But in his parables about various sorts of seeds and soils, it is 
clear that he did count on it as producing its fruits without human assistance. He simply did not 
see humans as threatening its ability to do so. His acts of quieting the wind and the sea addressed
the way nature threatens humans, not humans nature. His acts of feeding hungry people and 
healing their physical and mental traumas were made necessary by two factors: first, that people 
who labored in the earth to grow food often had to do so under adverse conditions, like hail 
storms and drought; and secondly, that people in positions of power exacerbated their struggle by
establishing control over their land, robbing the workers of half to two thirds of what they 
produced to support their lavish lifestyle, and leaving the workers with barely enough to survive 
so that they were hungry, became malnourished and ill. 

Jesus’ attention to the hunger and resulting suffering of the people of Palestine led us to 
investigate not only the reasons for their suffering in abusive political and economic practices of 
the imperial system governing his people. It also led us to investigate the traditions of Israel in 
which he was formed. What we found was that Israel’s Torah taught an ecological vision of just 
land distribution and a view of kingship that honored and fostered that vision, and that two of 
Israel’s prophets, Isaiah and Micah, explicitly spoke out against those who violated that vision. 

All of what we have called to attention this far paints a picture of a nation and a Jesus who were 
concerned about human issues arising from the embeddedness of their lives in nature.   They 
were issues of ecojustice, of how nature was to be treated and was just for all people.   

Ecojustice for Jesus’ Followers Today

What does it mean for people today to carrying forward Jesus’ commitment to 
ecojustice? Beginning about half a century ago people have been recognizing that our culture has
developed ways of using the gifts of natural to satisfy desires that nature cannot sustain. We have
also recognized that the great disparity in what rich and poor nations consume from nature 
cannot be reduced only by bringing consumption in poor nations to the current level of the rich 
nations. Human activity has risen to a level that disrupts the delicate balance of earth’s 
ecosystem the system. The result is that the ecosystem is undergoing changes that bring suffering
to many. Some have the wherewithal to compensate for this disruptive activity and continue to 
benefit from the practices that cause it while others, especially the poor, suffer. While the 
specific forms of abusive behavior have changed from what they were in Jesus’ world, they still 
favor the wealthier and put the poor at a disadvantage. Consequently, the mission of Jesus’ 
followers is the same: care of the poor suffering from the abuse of nature. Despite the 
differences, the question why the “haves” have what we have and what we do with it is the same:
Is what we have a gift that enables us to care for those who lack, as Jesus and his people Israel 
taught? Do our divisions into those who have more and those with less lead us to engage in 
conflict? Or do we strive to reconcile our divided communities as Jesus did?



As we in our time are waking up to the fact that the unique power we humans have as a 
species is such that we can destroy the ecosystem’s very ability to generate and sustain life, we 
are realizing that nature has a life of its own that we must respect or it will respond to the way we
treat it that destroy us instead. What we are learning in our time is something that human cultures
assumed until the modern era, when we developed technology that deluded us into thinking we 
could do anything we like to the natural environment with no consequences we could not in turn 
control. 

It may be humbling to discover that people in an earlier time possessed a view of nature 
that we must relearn. To cite an example: In the scriptures of Israel that nurtured Jesus’ vision of 
God’s coming Rule, Israel’s God tells the people that the natural environment from which they 
draw their life has a life of its own and needs times and seasons to rest from serving human 
demands. The weekly Sabbath itself is a time for rest, not only for humans but for their animals 
and for the soil in which they daily toil as well. In Leviticus 2:24 God extends the Sabbath for 
the land beyond one day a week: “But in the seventh year there shall be a Sabbath of Sabbath-
ceasing for the land.” Jewish theologian Arthur Waskow comments, “Not for the sake of 
humanity alone comes restfulness but for the earth as well.”xlv God goes on in Leviticus to warn,

If you do not obey Me and do not observe all these commandments, . . . I will make 
desolate, I Myself, the land . . . Then shall the land make up for its sabbath years 
throughout the time it is desolate. (25:14, 32, 34)

Again, Waskow observes, “The earth does rest. If you rest with it, celebrating joyfully, then all is
joyful. But if you try to prevent it from resting, it will rest anyway – upon your head. Through 
feminine, drought, exile, desolation, it will rest.”xlvi Israel’s God also places clear limits on how 
humans may behave towards what the earth produces. One of the most telling limits is specified 
in Deuteronomy 20:19-20: 

When you are at war with a city and have to lay siege to it for a long time before you 
capture it, you shall not destroy (lo tashchit) its trees by putting an ax to them. You may 
eat of them, but you must not cut them down. Are the trees of the field human beings, 
that they should be included in your siege? However, those trees which you know are not 
fruit trees you may destroy. You may cut them down to build siegeworks against the city 
that is waging war with you, until it falls.

This passage in Deuteronomy is the basis for the Rabbinic doctrine of bal tashchit that greatly 
expanded the prohibition to forbid the wasting of natural resources as well as humanly produced 
objects.xlvii  

In Islamic tradition Muhammed also explicitly limits the use of natural resources. The 
fact that this is not merely a necessity arising from scarcity but reflects the Prophet’s grounding 
in Israel’s view of God and the world is clear from a hadith, a saying of the prophet not in the 
Qur’an, that tells the following story:

“God’s Messenger appeared while Sa’ad was performing the ablutions. When he saw that
Sa’ad was using a lot of water, he intervened saying:



‘What is this? You are wasting water.’
Sa’ad replies asking: 

“Can there be wastefulness while performing the ablutions?” To which God’s 
Messenger replied:

“Yes, even if you perform them on the bank of a rushing river.”xlviii

The Church, the network of various communities that have sought to carry on Jesus’ 
mission for the past two millennia even to this very day, has in its Western expression not done 
well in attending to the world of nature as in need of redemption from the impact of human 
sinfulness every bit as much as humans are in need of being delivered from our sinful ways.

The Church has become enamored with the story of salvation taught by Platonic 
philosophy. According to that story, salvation for individuals in a heaven that serves as an 
alternative to earth and to which their disembodied souls migrate when their body dies. In some 
Christian traditions, particularly those that have adopted the mantra “Salvation by faith, not 
works” – which is heretical in that it is only part of the message of the Reformers – this evolved 
into a view of Christian mission that is limited to persuading people to believe in Jesus as the 
only way to get to heaven. Attention to the conditions of people while they live out their lives on 
earth are frequently narrowed to the realms of sexual practices and the use of drugs and alcohol.

The story of Jesus’ mission told in the Gospels, which Christians like Mark saw as the 
final chapter in the story of Israel that unfolds over the course of the entire Christian Bible, is a 
very different story that this story of going to heaven after we die. It is from beginning to end the
story of the salvation of God’s good Earth from the Curse introduced into the life of the Earth by 
human sin. The Creator’s first step in bringing healing to the earth was the calling into being the 
people of Israel to whom God gave the gift of the Torah to guide them in caring for Earth and all 
its creatures, both human and non-human. It is vital for the future of life on Planet Earth that the 
Church return to Israel’s understanding of salvation as the healing of all creation. In the story of 
Adam and Eve in Genesis 2-3, the Curse in Genesis 3:14-19 articulates the problem that 
generates the plot of the narrative that runs through the entire Christian Bible. The Curse 
identifies the broad range of relationships that are broken when humans do not listen to the voice
either of the Creator or of creation itself. 

The voice that tempts us to think that we can manage life in this world on our own, that 
we are an autonomous agent in an otherwise “dull affair, soundless, scentless, colorless: merely 
the hurrying of material, endlessly, meaninglessly,” the view of the influential 17th century 
English philosophy from whose work much of the modern western view of the world evolved, 
has gotten us into a crisis that is the most comprehensive crisis the human species has achieved. 
For the Church to be faithful to the mission to which Jesus called his followers, Christian must 
listen anew to his joyful announcement that, in the midst of this world being torn apart by human
violence, the Reign of God is breaking. Jesus calls us all to repent, to change their way of 
thinking, to trust this Good News, and then devote themselves to Jesus’ multidimensional 
ministry of lifting the Curse that the human turn away from the Creator and the creation to 
themselves has perpetrated upon this Good Earth.



We are a unique species. We are equipped with a brain that can consciously register and 
reasonably assess how we are exercising our dominion over nature. We also possess an 
unfathomable desire for knowledge and an imagination that can envision ways to bring healing 
where there is brokenness. Throughout the history of our species we have exhibited an 
undaunted drive to accomplish things that seem impossible. We are a resourceful species. While 
tiny parts of this finely tuned globe in which our lives are embedded can rock the entire system, 
like the COVID19 virus succeeded by its Delta variant, tiny changes, like the ingenious 
development of a new kind of vaccine, can also catalyze the process of healing. What Catherine 
Keller calls an “apocalypse habit” leads many Christians today to observe the great challenges of
our time and conclude that the end of our world is upon us. But Jesus’ vision of increasing world 
travail is not the end of our world but the birth of God’s Rule as he has taught it throughout his 
time on earth. We can also learn from Jesus in Mark that when we face challenges like those 
before us, we can respond as he did: confront them with Israel’s vision of the Creator’s way of 
bringing healing, by changing our minds and ways, by dedicating the wealth of our material and 
spiritual resources to the world’s most suffering human and non-human creatures. 

The first form of healing in Mark’s narrative is the healing of the broken relationship 
between him as a human and the wild beasts that God created so we would not be lonely. The 
healing of that relationship, broken according to Genesis 3:15, sets the stage for all the healing 
that is to come. It is a good place for us to start. While bees, for example, may seem to be an 
insignificant creature among the millions that have evolved, we now know that this one species 
is the key to so much else. In using our imagination for how to preserve the bees we find 
ourselves needing to widen our vision to take in the entire system in which they play their vital 
role. This is what we have been missing in our modern culture. We have drawn upon one natural 
resource that we imagined how to put to use without regard for how extracting it would impact 
everything and every person around it. This wider vision is what we are in the process of 
recovering. 

Who can encourage us to we do not lose heart? For Christians, the obvious answer is 
Jesus, who lived so long ago but who rose from the dead to be alive among us today. For people 
of other faiths it is other leaders to whom they look. Many people without a religious faith also 
find reasons to be encouraged. This is the task to which Pope Francis calls Christians in his 
encyclical on the environment, Laudato Si’: to join all who for any reason are striving to bring 
healing to this hurting world in using our unique capacities as a species to bring not more 
destruction but healing. As Judy Cannato observes in Field of Compassion, we are faced today 
with great challenges; but we are also a resourceful species.xlix Our capacity for destructiveness 
has manifested itself in our day with perhaps greater clarity than ever before. But our history as a
species is also the history of our capacity for doing good and for resourcefulness in seeking to do
it. Which path shall we take?

Upon entering the Promised Land Moses’ successor Joshua challenged the Israelites, 
“Choose this day whom you shall serve” (Joshua 22:15). This is the challenge for each of us 
today. Mark’s Jesus is among those religious leaders who challenge us to serve not ourselves but 
the needy of this world. For us that clearly includes not only needy humans but a needy world of 
nature. Jesus also assures his followers that the giving of oneself to others is the path of the 



greatest joy. Whatever our gifts, they are just that, gifts. And our greatest joy will come for us 
when we share them with others. May it be so!      
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