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Introduction
Over the past 30 years, the reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
have grown in certainty as to the reality of anthropogenic climate change. Commenting on
observations on the warming of the Earth in the mid-1990s, the first Assessment Report of the
IPCC stated it was likely to be a consequence of human activity. In their sixth Assessment
Report in 2021, more certain language is used: the ‘warming of the planet due to human
influence is unequivocal’ 2

Despite this strengthening of the scientific consensus, the long series of yearly UN
Climate Conference—COPs—demonstrates how the global community has found it difficult
to respond to these scientific perspectives. Critics of the IPCC dwelt upon the uncertainty of
the science, a less prominent narrative in recent years as both observations and forecasts have
grown more robust. Yet, while COP28 held in Dubai in late 2023 acknowledged for the first
time that fossil fuels are driving climate change, political and economic actors still limit
effective responses.

Alongside this scientific, political, and economic engagement, eco-theology has
become well established, drawing upon a variety of foundational ideas, and shaped by
cultural context. This has influenced missional thinking and action on a global scale. The
2010 ‘Cape Town Commitment’ of the evangelical Lausanne movement recognized the
important of caring for God’s creation.® The theologically wider World Council of Churches*
and the Baptist World Alliance’ have also recognized creation care as a part of sharing in
God’s mission in the world. Nevertheless, theological, and practical engagement at national

and local levels has been slow to emerge within churches.
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Typical of the wider Christian landscape, within a UK Baptist context, the mission
agency BMS World Mission led the way, championing environmental concern from the early
years of the twenty-first century. And while the Baptist Union participated in publication of
the ecumenical Hope in God's Future in 2008% alongside Methodist and United Reform
Churches, engagement remained limited. In 2020 Hannah Gray’ reviewed Baptist response to
the climate and environmental crisis noting that ‘progress so far in Baptist churches ... has
been slow, patchy, and weak’. While positively, ‘1 in 10 Baptist churches [were] registered
[with] the [ARocha’s] Eco-church scheme’, enabling them to work towards reducing their
environmental impact, there was frustration over ‘attempts to raise the profile of creation care
within the Baptist family, particularly in relation to justifying it from a theological and
missional perspective’.

Concurrent with Gray’s review, the launch of BUEN—the Baptist Union Environment
Network—in Sept 2020 brought a more co-ordinated response. Its aim was to inspire
churches to ‘recognize the goodness of God’s creation, share in God’s mission to care for it
... and work for justice for creation and people impacted by environmental change.’® Since
the founding of BUEN, there have been indications of increased engagement with
environmental issues within Baptist church life. The number of churches engaging with
ARocha’s Eco-Church’ has grown by over fifty percent. The Baptist Union has divested
investments in fossil fuel extraction, production, and distribution. Yet, empirical evidence
suggests that this is due to small groups of individual activists championing environmental
issues rather than a shift in core theological and missional thinking of church communities.

Some reported barriers to further engagement exist in the theological views of leaders
and church members. In an article of 2017 I explored Baptist ministers’ and local leaders’
attitude and confidence regarding scientific topics.!® Around half had awareness of issues

around climate change. Yet, despite John Weaver and others championing the place of

® Hope in God’s Future. Christian Discipleship in the Context of Climate Change (London: Methodist
Publishing, 2008; revised ed. 2020).

" Hannah Gray, ‘Is the UK Baptist creation care response appropriate for the current global
environmental crisis?’, Unpublished Christian Rural and Environmental Studies Certificate Research
Project, 2020, summarized in David Gregory and Hannah Gray, ‘Launching BUEN—Building Back
Better; Building Back For Good’, Baptists Together (Autumn 2020), 40.

8 www.baptist.org.uk/Groups/349554/Baptist Union Environment.aspx

? ARocha is a global Christian conservation organization championing practical care of creation.
Their Eco-Church program enables local churches to reduce the environmental impact of church
activities: see https://ecochurch.arocha.org.uk/
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environmental theology in Baptist theological education a decade earlier,!! only a sixth had
engaged with the issue during their ministry formation. However, in recent years, there are
growing signs of such engagement, with all Baptist theological colleges in the England and
Wales giving some time to environmental issues within the curriculum.

Despite this progress, a weakness that may contribute to environmental issues
remaining on the fringe of Baptist theological and missional thinking, as well as practice, is
lack of Baptist contextual theological framework in which to embed consideration of these
issues. In this essay a Baptist approach to environmental engagement and mission is sketched
with a focus upon the key idea of covenant. Broadening the Baptist stress on covenant from
defining personal and communal relationships with God and one another to include a
relationship with the non-human community of creation is a move still to be substantially
explored. This mirrors God’s covenant with creation expressed at the end of the flood
narrative and within the creation stories of the Book of Genesis, in which humanity’s first,

and perhaps primary. call to share in God’s mission is embedded.

Borrowed Language: ‘Stewardship’ and ‘Justice’

Before a framework for a Baptist eco-theology is considered, current ways of addressing
environmental issues within Baptist life should be reviewed. Sallie McFague in a book
exploring eco-theology suggests that ‘words matter because human beings construct the
worlds in which we live.’!? In line with wider ecumenical consideration of environmental
issues, Baptist engagement typically borrows theological language from the wider church,
namely stewardship and justice. Yet, how do these fit within Baptist views of theology,
ecclesiology, and mission?

‘Stewardship,” Christopher Southgate comments, ‘tends to be the default position
within ordinary Christian groups.’!* For example, continuing its lead in engaging the Baptist
community with the environmental crisis, BMS World Mission commendably appointed a

‘creation stewardship co-ordinator’ to encourage environmental engagement and a journey

! John Weaver Martin R. Hodson, M.R., 2007, The Place of Environmental Theology—A Guide for
Seminaries, Colleges and Universities (Prague: Whitley Trust UK and International Baptist
Theological Seminary, 2007).

12 Sally McFague, A New Climate for Christology: Kenosis, Climate Change and Befriending Nature
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2021), 37.

I3 Christopher Southgate, ‘Stewardship and its Competitors: A Spectrum of Relationships between
Human and Non-Human Creation’, in R. J. Berry (ed.), Environmental Stewardship: Critical
Perspective—Past and Present, (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2006), 185.
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towards net-zero-carbon emissions across their activities. Nevertheless, the language of
stewardship can be problematic.

Firstly, it lacks Biblical support. In the creation narrative of Genesis 1, humanity is
given a mandate to ‘subdue ... and have dominion’ (Genesis 1:28)'* over the Earth, stronger
language than the softer tone of ‘stewardship’. In a much noted and critiqued essay, Lynn
White laid the developing environmental problems on interpretations of these words that
viewed the natural world as resource for human flourishing without accounting for wider
impacts. In White’s view, the ‘ecological crisis [will deepen] until we reject the Christian
axion that nature has no reason for existence save to serve [humanity].”">

Partly in response to White’s strong contention, together with growing awareness of
the environmental crisis, along with others, positively Bauckham notes that ‘stewardship ...
provide[s] a strong alternative to the idea of ... domination and exploitation.’!® This view
derives from the argument that the ‘complementary account [of Genesis 2:15]” moderates
humanity’s ‘delegated responsibility within the creative order’, a notion further strengthened
by the observation that the language of ‘subdue and dominion’!” is found in ancient literature
as describing the role of local governors under the authority of the Assyrian emperor. Weaver
also, in a rare Baptist exploration of eco-theology, emphases this associate role; ‘for humanity
to have dominion over nature is a challenge to human beings to act with God’s ... loving ...
the whole of creation.’!8

Yet, while the notion of stewardship counters the narrative of dominance and
unrestrained exploitation, it may over-emphasize humanity’s management of creation.
Bauckham notes that within the Biblical text there is tension between humanity’s shaping of
creation and “restraint and letting [creation] be” itself!®, as evidenced by the ordinance on
‘Sabbath years’ which suggests restraint. Too strong a focus on humanity’s responsibility also
limits the vision of God’s stewardship as creator, as well as failing to recognize nature’s
ability to steward itself.

Further, from a scientific perspective, the interconnectedness of the living and non-

living world is not fully understood. With such uncertain knowledge, acting within the

14 All biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible.

15 Lynn White, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science 155 (1967): 1207.

16 Richad Bauckham, The Bible and Ecology (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2010), 2.

'7 Christopher J. H. Wright The Mission of God. Unlocking the Bible's Grand Narrative (Leicester:
IVP Books, 20006), 65.

18 John Weaver, Earthshaping, Earthkeeping. A Doctrine of Creation (London: SPCK, 1999), 124..
1 Bauckham, The Bible and Ecology, 33.



bounds of what is known, the best of intentions may have unexpected damaging
consequences. Weaver comments that ‘the destruction that human beings bring to creation
does ... [suggest] ... our control is only partial.”*® James Lovelock, speaking from the
perspective of the Gaia hypothesis that the Earth is a self-maintaining system, goes further,
seeing the idea of stewardship as being ‘flamed by unconscious hubris ... [for humans have]
neither the knowledge nor the capacity to achieve the goals envisaged by this notion.”?!

Such perspectives suggest caution should be exercised when speaking of humanity as
stewarding creation in the context of the global climate and environmental crises.
Nevertheless, while global management of the environmental system may not be within
humanity’s grasp, theologically and technically, local initiatives to care for and maintain
ecological systems may be more in tune with the theological vision of ecological
management within the Bible. The call to care for creation in Genesis 2 is set in a specific
location, the Garden of Eden, while in the envisioning of farming practices in the Torah, ‘the
Hebrews were to conserve that land in their use of it, and to promote peace with one
another.”?? Stewardship in this local perspective may relate more firmly to Baptist
ecclesiology and mission, with its emphasis upon the community of the local church in a
specific context. ARocha’s Eco-Church programme has both a call to engage with global
awareness and campaigning but also to care for land within the local context of the church.
Among examples of such local environmental projects undertaken by Baptist communities
within the UK is the ‘Priory Patch’ community garden in Sheringham, Norfolk, led by the
Lighthouse Community Church.?

The Old Testament vision of ‘peace’ for people and the land within the context of the
nation of Israel connects with a second term used in Christian engagement with the
environment, namely ‘justice.’ Indeed the term ‘climate justice’ is widely used by both faith
and non-faith environmental groups. Unlike the derived notion of stewardship, justice is a
biblical word. Within the Old Testament the Hebrew for justice—mishpat—is applied both to
God’s rule and laws and to the role of kings and rulers: ‘Give the king your justice, O God,
and your righteousness to a king’s son. May he judge the people with righteousness and your

poor with justice’ (Psalm 72:1, NRSV).

20 Weaver, Earthshaping, 127.

2! James Lovelock, The Revenge of Gaia — Why the Earth is Fighting Back and How We Can Still
Save Humanity (London: Allen Lane), 137.

22 Michael S. Northcott, 4 Moral Climate. The Ethics of Global Warming (London: Darton, Longman
and Todd, 2007), 163.

2 www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/607443/Story 92 Sheringham.aspx
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The Biblical emphasis on justice in human relationships is one that is derivative from
God’s own seeking of justice and rightness in the world, a theme that continues with the
incarnation. God’s declaration through the prophet to an Israelite figure is later understood as
applying to Christ: ‘Here is my servant whom [ have chosen, the one I love, in whom I
delight; I will put my Spirit on him, and he will proclaim justice to the nations.’** Jesus’ so-
called ‘manifesto’ in the sermon given at Nazareth draws upon the Old Testament concept of
Jubilee (Leviticus 25:8—17), where freedom for oppressed people and the land is envisaged.
Jesus’ ownership of Jubilee stresses the importance of justice within God’s mission. Yet, the
wider sense of Jesus bringing ‘justice’ as God’s rule can be limited by interpretive traditions
that see such language through the lens of legal metaphors that are central to some atonement
theologies from the late medieval and Reformation era that continue to shape the gospel
message in much Baptist life and mission.

This narrowing of the theme of justice within the gospel plays a part in inhibiting
engagement with environmental issues. However, Christian mission agencies, including those
with a Baptist heritage, continue to emphasize justice for the poor as a key driver of missional
concern. While economic and political factors play a huge role in poverty, it is increasingly
recognized that climate change and environmental degradation play a significant role.
Nicholas Stern in his review of the economics of climate change notes that ‘the poorest
countries and populations will suffer earliest and most ... [but] have contributed least to the
causes of climate change’®, a clear injustice.

Yet, there can be many facets of justice that lead to competing and interweaving
narratives. Israel Oluwole Olofinjana speaks from an African context of the need for a
‘Brown’ eco-theology which includes consideration of racial injustice, past and present, and
with a focus upon reparative justice, which includes loss and damage funding.?® He sets this
against western ‘Green’ eco-theologies which focus upon emission reductions and
conservation, a contrast seen in recent COP climate summits. And what of indigenous
communities whose traditional land is taken for the development of more economically
efficient agriculture which will aid development? Also, what of justice for future generations,

who while impacted by climate change in the future, have contributed little to its cause?

24 Matthew 12:18, quoting Isaiah 42:1-4.

23 Nicholas Stern, The Economics of Climate Change: The Stern Review (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), vii.

26 Israel Oluwole Olofinjana, ‘Sustainability, African Identity and Climate Justice: Reframing the
Climate Conversation., Anvil 38/2 (2022), 12.



These concerns of the present day were noted long ago by the prophet Jeremiah: ‘The parents
have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’ (Jer 31:29).

However, while Auman need and well-being is a focus of justice, consideration of
environmental issues calls for a further widening of the vision. Leonardo Boff, a leading
proponent of a Liberation Theology arising from the experience of communities in the under-
developed south, has included environmental concern within his Liberation Theology agenda,
calling for ‘harmony and solidarity with one another because we are all interconnected and
have the same origin and destiny.’?” His employment of the term ‘one another” here widens
its use from the New Testament sense of human connectedness with the Christian community
to include non-human creatures.

Such diverse foci for justice can lead to competing priorities that can be hard to
untangle within the contested space of local and national Baptist life. The focus on justice
might also be viewed as borrowed theology, imported from a context of Liberation Theology,
still viewed with suspicion in some Baptist contexts shaped by a predominant evangelical
theology. This may cause a disconnect between themes of justice and core missional themes
within Baptist life.

Nevertheless, Nathaneal Inglis suggests that Baptists have a relevant heritage of non-
conformity, non-violence, and community.?® Each of these themes might provide motivation
for engaging with environmental justice. However, the shift of Baptist communities from
being marginalized to being immersed into, even conformed to, mainstream culture, changes
the perspectives of their ethical response. Speaking from a North American context, Inglis
notes that while Baptists are ‘willing to make sacrifices to address the consequence of climate
change—{such as] hurricane and floods—[they can] fail to see how their ways of life
contribute to its root causes.’? Deeper penetration and expression of stewardship and
environmental justice within core Baptist missional thinking and life needs a recognition that
the ‘ethical community [must be] defined in terms larger than the religious or human
community’ if Baptists are to ‘resist benefitting from the causes of climate change, even as
they lament its consequences.’ *° With this perspective in mind, consideration moves to a key

Baptist theological distinctive, that of covenant.

%7 Leonardo Boff, Cry of the Earth: Cry of the Poor (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1997), 71.

28 Nathaneal L. Inglis, ‘Working with Anabaptist Forms of Christianity’, in Ernst M. Conradie and
Hilda P. Koster (eds.), Handbook of Christian Theology and Climate Change (London: T. & T. Clark,
2020), 308.

? Inglis, ‘Working with Anabaptist Forms’ 317.
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Re-imagining covenant

In a recent book exploring Baptist identity, Eleasah Louis and Andy Goodliff draw upon Paul
Fiddes’ contention that ‘a Baptist way of theology will attend to experience, confession, and
the stories of community.”*! These themes flow from the central Baptist ‘theological theme ...
of the idea of covenant.’*? While this theme has waxed and waned over four centuries of
Baptist life, Fiddes suggests that re-emphasis on a covenant making God and the theology of
covenant is ‘of strategic importance in identifying the mission of God and sharing in it’ for
the twenty-first century.’3?

The relational notion of covenant is used variously through the history of Christian
thought. It can describe the relationship within the Trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and
is a way of identifying God’s promise to bring salvation to the world. It is also used to name
God’s relationship with individuals, families, and nations of people, extended into the New
Testament to speak of the relationship between God and the Church. And, within the
theologizing of early Baptist communities, shaped as Brian Haymes describes by a ‘continual
re-making, [and] an imaginative living of the biblical story’,>* covenant became the language
used to described relationships within the community of the church.

The London Baptist Confession of 1644 describes the nature of the church as ‘a
company of visible saints ... joyned to the Lord, and each other by a mutual agreement’,
typically covenantal language.*® This relational concept of church is shaped by vertical and
horizontal relationships: vertically, with God through faith in and the promise of new life in
Christ expressed in baptism, and horizontally between members of the community, as

emphasized in the wording of the Second London Baptist Confession of 1677/89 where

3! Eleasah Louis and Andy Goodliff (eds.), Voicing New Questions for Baptist Identity (Oxford:
Centre for Baptist Studies, 2023), 2. See Paul S. Fiddes, Tracks and Traces. Baptist Identity in Church
and Theology (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2003), 3—12.

32 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, 17

3 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, 54-55.

34 Brian Haymes ‘Theology and Baptist Identity’, in Paul S. Fiddes (ed.), Doing Theology in a Baptist
Way (Oxford: Whitley Publications, 2000), 1-5.

35 The Confession of Faith, of those Churches which are commonly (though falsly) called Anabaptists
(London: printed by Matthew Simmons, 1644), art. 33, in William L. Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions of
Faith (Chicago: Judson Press, 1959), 5. See the discussion and renewal of the idea of covenant by
Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, 30-32.



members ‘do willingly consent to walk together according to the appointment of Christ,
giving up themselves, to the Lord and one another.”*

While the concept of covenant continues to shape the practice of Baptist churches
through the idea of church membership and the church meeting, the terminology waned
during the nineteenth century as flourishing ecumenical relationships beyond Baptist
networks deemed it to be too narrow an idea of the church community. Indeed, there is a
danger in this vision of church as having too tight a boundary for inclusion, leading to a
concern of churches becoming closed communities unable to hear voices from the margins or
wider society through which the voice of God might be heard. This is the concern of Louis
and Goodliff, who in the Baptist spirit of re-making and re-imagining draw together stories
from the Baptist community of ‘black, female, dis-abled, non-English and LGBT Baptist
lives.”®’

It is surely right that such voices and stories are heeded in the cause of fulfilling a
vision of the church that echoes Paul’s description as an equal community where ‘there is
neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all
one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal 2:28). Yet still voices remain missing. Louis and Goodliff do not
include contributions reflecting the voices of children and young people. In the context of the
environmental and climate crisis, these are important voices to heed, especially given reports
of increased anxiety over the future of the Earth among these generations.®

Other voices too, those of non-human creation, also face marginalization in this time
of environmental crisis and associated bio-diversity loss. It might be argued that such voices
are of a different quality to that of human voices, being less coherent and rational.
Nevertheless, the Biblical text suggests they express relationship with God. Several Psalms
speak of creation’s voice. Psalm 19 begins with ‘The heavens declare the glory of God ...
their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world’ (v. 1). While in
Psalm 40, ‘The young lions roar for their prey, seeking their food from God’ (v. 21), perhaps
akin to human voices seeking provision from God and asking, ‘give us this day our daily

bread’ (Mt 6:11). Within the New Testament, the whole creation is described as ‘groaning in

3¢ Confession of Faith Put Forth by the Elders and Brethren Of many Congregations Of Christians
(baptized upon Profession of their Faith), In London and the Country (London: 1677), ch. XXVI.6, in
Lumpkin, Baptist Confessions, 209.

37 Louis and Goodliff, Voicing New Questions, 2.

3% Caroline Hickman et al. ‘Climate anxiety in children and young people and their beliefs about
government responses to climate change: a global survey.” The Lancet Planetary Health 5/12 (2021):
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labour pains’ (Rom 8:22), a text often referenced lamenting environmental degradation and
bio-diversity loss due to human influence.

While it may be argued that these descriptions of ‘voices’ within non-human creation
is an anthropomorphism, they do resonate with a wider view Biblical view of covenant. The
first explicit covenant within the Old Testament is that at the end of the flood story. There
God places the rainbow in the sky signifying ‘the covenant I have established between me
and all life on the earth’ (Gen 9:17), both human and non-human. This wider theme is also
drawn upon in later prophetic texts. In Hosea 1:8, referring to the restoration of Israel, God
declares ‘I will make for you a covenant ... with the wild animals, the birds of the air, and the
creeping things of the ground’ (vv. 18-19), part of the vision of peace and security that God’s
restoration brings. Harmony within wider creation is also envisioned: ‘I will answer the
heavens, and they shall answer the earth’, perhaps referring to the provision of rain, so that
‘the earth shall answer the grain, the wine and the oil.” This is imagery that re-expresses the
flourishing of the land in the Genesis creation narratives.

However, Hosea’s wider covenantal theme of a relation between God and creation is
tinged with an anthropocentric vision, for it is declared for the sake of Israel. This reflects the
narrowing of covenants with Abraham, David, and the nation of Israel with a focus upon
human individuals and community, a stress continuing into the New Testament in the
covenantal definition of the church.

Preceding this narrower vision, the wider scope of the Noahic covenant encompassing
all creation looks back to the creation narratives of Genesis. While covenant is not explicitly
mentioned in these earlier texts, divine blessing, and the command to ‘be fruitful and
multiply’ that accompany the Noahic and later covenants®” are present. This suggests that an
implicit covenantal commitment between God, the natural world and humanity is present ‘in
the creation account of Genesis 1.*° Robert Murray also sees the language of day and night
within the creation narratives as covenantal. Referring to Jeremiah 33:22 and 25 which speak
of ‘my covenant with the day and night’, he suggests the focus on the passing of day and
night with the creation story is indicative of a covenant relationship between God and the

emerging ordering of the cosmos.*! This is an ordering that Adam is called to share in as he is

3 Steven L. McKenzie, Covenant (Understanding Biblical Themes) (St Louis: Chalice Press, 2000),
3.

40'William J. Dumbrell, Covenant and Creation (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1994), 33.

41 Robert Murray, The Cosmic Covenant. Biblical Theories of Justice, Peace and the Integrity of
Creation (Piscataway: Gorgias Press/Tigris, 2007), 4.
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‘placed in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it’ and invited to name ‘all the

livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals’ (Gen 2:15, 20).

A paradigm shift

Attempts have been made to recognize the wider Biblical vision of relationships between
God, humanity, and creation within the vision of the church’s sharing in the mission of God
(missio dei). As noted previously, The Cape Town Declaration of the evangelical Lausanne
movement recognized the importance of care for God’s creation. Christopher Wright, again
writing from an evangelical perspective suggests that ‘truly Christian environmental action is
... evangelistically fruitful, not because it is any kind of cover for real mission but ... because
it declares ... that all things in heaven and earth ... [are] ... reconciled through the blood of
the cross’,*> drawing upon the wider vision of God’s work of salvation in Colossians 1.

Nevertheless, as noted in Hannah Gray’s review,* and despite BUEN’s raising of the
profile of environmental mission within Baptist life within the United Kingdom, experience
suggests that in local and wider Baptist life, creation care is seen to be less of a missional
priority than evangelism and church growth. If the wider voice of creation is to be heard
within the life of the Baptist community, a re-making and re-imagining of the concept of
covenant as shaping the church and its mission is needed.

What is required is a paradigmatic shift away from a merely two-dimensional,
triangular shaped covenant of relationships between God, individuals and community; at
present this is entwined with a missiology inspired by the Great Commission of Matthew
28:19-20, but embedded and interpreted in a narrow fashion within the Baptist Union
Declaration of Principle that shapes the community’s life and mission: ‘That it is the duty of
every disciple to bear personal witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and to take part in the
evangelisation of the world.”** We need a shift to a wider vision of a three-dimensional,
tetrahedral*®® shaped network of covenant relationships that more adequately reflects the
situation that the relationships between God, individuals and communities are also entwined
with the life of the natural world. Such a three-dimensional paradigm of covenant indicates

that God invites humanity to share in the missio dei to the whole of creation, both human and

42 Wright, Mission of God, 419.

# Gray, ‘Is the UK Baptist creation care response appropriate?’, 17.

# Clause 3 of the Baptist Union Declaration of Principle, available at:
https://baptist.org.uk/Groups/220595/Declaration_of Principle.aspx

5 A tetrahedron is a three-dimensional pyramidal shape, with sides and base comprised of triangles.
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non-human, expressed in the Bible story’s first call to mission in Genesis 2: ‘The LORD God
took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it’ (v. 15).

The concept of paradigm shifts originated in Thomas Kuhn’s understanding of how
scientific ideas change. Subsequently, the concept has been applied to other fields of human
knowledge and endeavour. Rather than a slow, gradual evolution of ideas, Kuhn suggested
that scientific ideas undergo a series of paradigm shifts, where one paradigm—a set of
coherent meanings and ‘accepted ... practice ... which provides models from which spring
particular coherent traditions of ... research’—is replaced by another paradigm.*® Such
patterns arise not through an accumulation of individual facts, but through a leap of what is
described as ‘paradigmatic imagination’; ‘the ability of human beings to recognize ...
constitutive organizing patterns [and use them to] explore the patterns of the larger world.’*’

The idea of paradigmatic ‘re-imagining’ resonates with Paul Fiddes’ characterization
of Baptist theologizing as ‘a continual re-making, [and] imaginative living of the Biblical
story’.*® Within the field of science, ‘paradigmatic imagination’ is fed by sensible experience
of the natural world. Applying the concept to a shift in theological thought, while sensible
experience within a geographical or local context may play a role, the influence of divine
revelation, mediated through yet arising beyond human sensible experience needs to be
recognized.

Such paradigmatic re-imagining is glimpsed within the history, and indeed heart, of
Christian thought and experience. The incarnation itself, where ‘The Word became flesh and
lived among us’ (John 1:15), led the first followers of Jesus to radically re-imagine their
understanding of participating in the life and purpose of God. Much later, the theological shift
of the Reformation that resulted in the emergence of the Protestant stream of the Church
might also be cast as a paradigm shift. And within this stream of the Church, so might the re-
imagining of sharing in God’s mission towards the end of the eighteenth century.

Baptist communities of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries had ‘lacked a
concern for the vast non-Christian world’.*’ The two-dimensional covenantal definition of the

local Christian community was limited to an individual’s relationship with God through

4% Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1970),
10

47 Garrett Green, Imagining God : Theology and the Religious Imagination (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1998), 66, 68,

* Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, 17, referring to Haymes, ‘Theology and Baptist Identity’, 3-5.

4 Roger Hayden, English Baptist History and Heritage (Didcot: Baptist Union of Great Britain,
2005), 122.
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Christ and relationships between believers in the church, a tightly bounded definition of the
local Christian community shaped by a context where believers perceived themselves to be a
threatened, marginalized group. Many Baptists held to a hyper-Calvinism that viewed ‘the
conversion of the world [as] the Lord’s own work, in his own time, and nothing [could] be
done to ... hasten it.”>* The Great Commission of Matthew 28 was viewed as being fulfilled
within the Apostolic age. Yet, increasing global awareness through exploration, trade, and
colonization, together with the experience of the Evangelical Revival through the eighteenth
century, led to a paradigm shift,’! a re-imagining of sharing in God’s mission resulting in the
formation of the Baptist Missionary Society and other world mission agencies.

However, across both science, theology and other fields, such re-imagining is often
resisted and hard won. Often initially arising in the work of an individual or a sub-
community, it can take time for new ideas to be accepted and owned more widely.
Acceptance of the new paradigm by the whole community is not needed; a tipping point may
be reached when a significant minority, or a number of sufficiently significant voices,
embraces the new paradigm. And while the fluidity of re-imaging existing concepts and
frameworks is important in the process of change, once a new way of thinking and acting is
established, it can quickly become equally resistant to change. Michael Polanyi and Harry
Prosch reflecting on paradigmatic change suggest that the ‘fusion of previously unconnected

clues will ... be quietly accepted as fact’>?

, rather than being open to further imaginative
interpretation.

Two hundred years after this re-imagining of mission, Baptist ecclesiology and
missional thought remains closely tied to a two-dimensional, triangular vision of covenant
with a focus upon drawing people into a personal relationship with Jesus and growth of the
local church, viewed as an out-working of the Great Commission of Matthew 28, where Jesus
tells his followers to ‘go and make disciples ..., baptizing them ... and teaching them to obey
everything I have commanded you’ (vv. 19-20). The experience of urbanization through the
Industrial Revolution may have helped cement this ecclesiological and missional paradigm

further. Mircea Eliade suggests that urbanization of the church led to a shift from ‘the

mystery of nature’s participation in the Christological drama’ to ‘a strictly private experience;

59 Stephen Neill, A4 History of Christian Mission (Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1997), 222.

31 As noted in ‘A Paradigm Shift’, in Paul Fiddes, Brian Haymes, Richard Kidd, Michael Quicke,
Something to Declare. A Study of the Declaration of Principle of the Baptist Union of Great Britain
(Oxford: Whitley Publications, 1996), 49-52.

52 Michael Polanyi and Harry Prosch, Meaning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 101.
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salvation [being] a problem that concerns an [individual] and [their] god.”>? If so, the
continued growth of mega-cities and increasing proportion of the Earth’s human population
living in urban environment through the twenty-first century may contribute to resistance to
change, even as the effects of climate change become more noticeable upon urban
populations.

After a century of church decline, and the marginalization of the Christian community
within Western society, anxiety as to the future of Baptist life may also strengthen resistance
to a paradigm shift that widens the vision of mission to a fuller embrace of care for creation.
Commenting upon engagement with eco-mission and creation care within church life in a
New Zealand context, Cathy Bi-Riley reflects on personal experience that ‘[the church] can
be fixed single mindedly on the idea that ... [its] ... role ... is to evangelize ... When people
push back against caring for creation, I sense their anxiety that the church is in decline.’>*
Gray also reports similar attitudes within some sectors of the Baptist community within the
United Kingdom: ‘creation care ... [is seen] ... as a distraction from the task of evangelism
... preaching aimed at “conversion” and at the numerical growth of churches.’

Anxiety about decline prioritizes theological views and missional practice above a
shift in perspective that might adequately respond to anxiety over environmental degradation,
prominent among younger voices in church and wider society as evidenced by a recent 2024
JPIT survey of the concerns of children and young people among Baptists, Methodists and

United Reform communities in the UK.>°

Towards covenantal eco-theology

A renewed theology of a three-dimensional, tetrahedral-shaped, notion of covenant that
stresses the entwinning of relationships between God, individuals, community and creation,
provides a more adequate model to encompass the full scope of the Biblical witness. As
Fiddes suggests, such a view of covenant has potential to inspire a movement ‘towards

openness to others and the whole of creation.’>’

33 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane’ (New York: Harcourt, 1957), 178-9.

54 Cathy Bi-Riley, ‘The Change That Love Demands’, in Silvia Purdie (ed.), Awhi Mai Awhi Atu.
Women in Creation Care (Wellington: Philip Garside Publishing, 2022), 80—1.

33 Gray, ‘Is the UK Baptist creation care response appropriate?”, 17.

36 JPIT (Joint Public Issues Team) survey titled ‘What justice issues do young people care about?’,
https://jpit.uk/youth/youthsurvey.

37 Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, 24.
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As has been previously noted, McFague suggests that ‘words matter because human
beings construct the worlds in which we live.’>® Within a Baptist context, what language
might be used that characterizes this expanded covenantal framework, softens resistance, and
enables a shift towards this fuller vision of sharing in God’s life in the world?

It is perhaps helpful if such language resonates with the old paradigm but allows for
new perspectives to be embraced. Connection with established Baptist practice may also aid
theological re-imagining. Drawing upon the instructions to love God and neighbour in the
Christian, along with the Jewish and Islamic communities, Fiddes suggests the theme of
‘love’ might be a basis for defining an eco-theology. From a Christian perspective, Fiddes
sees covenant as being an expression of the reciprocal love between God, people, and
creation. He explores an eco-love-theology based upon a ‘trinitarian panentheism’ (i.e.
‘everything in the triune God’, not pantheism), with some affinity to the Catholic theologian
Ilia Delio’s view that ‘the world’—both human and non-human—*is in the heart of God’,>
existing and participating in love which originates with the being of God.

In an ‘eco-love-theology’, the human and non-human world exists ‘in the ‘field’ of
divine love, or sharing in the flow of the Spirit’, participating within the divine love
embodied in the threefold relations of the triune God. While talk of the flow of the Spirit does
resonate with Baptist expressions of faith, such a panentheistic view is perhaps more
characteristic of Orthodox and Franciscan theology.

These wider theologies have resonance with the creation encompassing covenantal
theology suggested earlier. Protestant Theologies—f{rom among which Baptist perspectives
grew—predominately stress the separation of God and creation, the latter being a stage upon
which salvation history is played out. The classic Baptist two-dimensional triangular notion
of covenant, with its lack of inclusion of divine or human relationships with creation, is
evidence of such a perspective. In contrast Orthodox theologies, while stressing difference in
being between the uncreated divine and created orders, nevertheless see ‘God [as being]
intimately present to all his creatures.”®® Creation express God’s ‘energies’ or activities in

which God may be encountered.

38 Sally McFague, New Climate, 37.

59 Paul Fiddes, ‘Summing Up: Outlines of an Eco-Love-Theology’, in Fiddes (ed.), Loving the Planet.
Interfaith Essays on Ecology, Love, and Theology (Oxford: Firedint, 2022), 212; cf. Ilia Delio,
Primacy of Love (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2022), 33. Delio cites Fiddes on God’s choosing to
love the world, in Delio, The Unbearable Wholeness of Being: God, Evolution and the Power of Love
(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2013), 77.

0 Andrew Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology (London: SPCK, 2013), 39.
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The seventh-century Orthodox theologian Maximos the Confessor stressed that
different physical manifestations with the natural world were logoi.®! Having their source
within the divine Logos, each in their distinctive particularity express divine ideas and
principles, finding their fulfilment within the divine love of God.%? The twelfth-century
Franciscan theologian Bonaventure also drew upon this in his The Soul s Journey into God,%
a journey beginning with contemplation of God’s presence through ‘vestiges’—his term for
logoi—within creation. Creation not only inspires adoration and worship of God. In creation,
the divine can be known and humanity be caught up into a relationship of divine love with

others and creation.

The concept of participating in divine love resonates with Jesus’ words within the
Biblical narrative, a key resource in Baptist theologizing inscribed into the Baptist Union
Declaration of Principle,®* that ‘Jesus Christ, God manifest in the flesh, is the sole and
absolute authority in all matters pertaining to faith and practice, as revealed in the Holy
Scriptures’. Jesus characterizes Christian community as participation or sharing in divine love
in his words to his disciples on the night of his arrest: ‘Just as I have loved you, you also
should love one another’ (John 13:34). The synoptic gospels also echo love as being at the
core of Christian faith and practice; ¢ “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your mind”. This is the greatest and first
commandment. And a second is like it: ““You shall love your neighbour as yourself”” (Mt
22:37-9).

Yet, while love between God and people, and between people themselves, are central
tenets and experiences of the Christian faith, can humans love creation in the same manner as
people, or indeed God? Perhaps such love begins with an appreciation of the beauty and
wonder of creation which ‘makes us more sensitive to its need and provides motivation
towards the welfare of the earth.’%> But while love between God, people and others is
reciprocal in nature, can the earth return love in a conscious manner? There is certainly a
kind of interaction in that humanity benefits from the bounty and fruitfulness of creation to
fulfil its physical, emotional and spiritual needs. People also suffer the negative impacts of

the ‘groaning of creation’,% both natural and exacerbated through climate change.

¢! Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, 41

62 Celia Deane-Drummond, Eco-Theology, (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2008), 112-13.
% Bonaventure, The Soul s Journey into God (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1978).

64 See n. 42 above.

% Fiddes, ‘Summing Up’, 220.

6 Romans 8:22: “We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labour pains until now’.
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While this might seem to limit the use of the word love in describing the relationship
of humanity and creation, metaphorically at least, nature seems to reflect the imperfect
expressions of love seen within human relationships. Fiddes suggests that there are signs in
both humanity and non-human creation of the ‘fallenness of the whole of nature’ in the sense
of ‘a “resistance” to the persuasive love of God’ active in the whole of creation.®’ If so, then
such similarity in the ‘fallenness’ of humanity and creation suggests similarity of
participation in the love of God. I suggest that while this love may not be consciously
reciprocal on the part of creation, God’s love for humanity expressed in Jesus’ life and death
suggests that reciprocity is not required.®® Love is expressed in sacrifice and giving of self
with no expectation of return. Love between humanity and the natural world may also be said
to be non-reciprocal in that humanity might be said to be far more dependent upon creation
than creation is on humanity, for the non-human world has existed for far longer than the
homo-species. This calls humanity to humility in understanding our sharing in God’s creative
activity, together with an appreciation of what sacrifice may be needed to free creation to be
itself in fulfilling its ordained purpose, such as limiting greenhouse gas emission and
consumption of natural resources and spaces.

Beyond such practical considerations, Fiddes suggests that viewing covenant as
participating in reciprocal divine love might be envisaged by terms borrowed from ecological
science. This increasingly finds life exists within a complex web of often symbiotic
relationships: ‘there is an “entanglement” to which the energy of love can make a difference’,
and so ‘an input of love from one part will have a transformative impact on the whole.”®
This resonates with the view of Gaia, although Fiddes underlines that from a theological
perspective the ‘meshwork’’? of the world is sustained by the action of divine love rather than
being a self-sustaining system.’!

There is something of mystery here, akin to how prayer might be conceived in
bringing about change in relationships and situations beyond human rational understanding.
While the idea of a mutually supportive network enables us to appreciate how entwined the

life of God, humanity and non-human creation are, inspiring action for creation care, this

7 Fiddes, ‘Summing Up’, 216.

% Pace Fiddes, who insists on the reciprocity of love, on the grounds that true self-giving means
allowing the other to make a contribution to the relationship; he thus argues for a kind of reciprocity
with nature even when there is no consciousness there: ‘Summing Up’, 217-220.

% Fiddes, ‘Summing Up’, 221

7 This term is coined by Tim Ingold, Being Alive. Essays in Movement, Knowledge, and Description
(London: Routledge, 2022), 79-80

"I Fiddes, ‘Summing Up’, 221.
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picture can often be drawn in too linear fashion, supposing that a positive input leads to
equally positive outcomes. This is not always the case in human ‘meshworks’ where
reciprocal action is not guaranteed due to the reality of fallenness in relationships. While the
interconnectedness of life and the Earth system is recognized, how one part affects the whole
is not well defined. Nor is such a complex system as the Earth fully predictable, due to the
prevalence of chaotic processes, where small actions lead to large changes.

The language of ‘meshwork’ is also perhaps too removed from Biblical language to
enable the Baptist community to gain a greater appreciation of how humanity is connected
with creation. Other language within the New Testament might be employed instead to
express interconnection. The phrase ‘one another’ is prominent in Paul’s description of
relationships within the community of believers: among other expressions, they are to ‘love
one another’, ‘be kind to one another’, ‘be members of one another’ and ‘bear with one
another’ (Rom 12:10; Eph 4:25 and 32; Gal 6:2). In resonance with the language of Boff’s
Liberation Theology previously noted, I suggest these might be applied beyond human
relationships to express reciprocal relationships between humanity and creation.

Within the theme of love, other language may be helpful also. Early Baptists
commonly spoke of ‘walking together’, a phrase that has been re-adopted in recent
expressions of Baptist life to express interconnectedness.”” The language of early covenants,
speaking of members of the local church as ‘giving up themselves, to the Lord and one
another’”® might be expanded with the addition, ‘and to the whole community of creation’.
These resonate with Sally McFague’s suggestion that the word ‘friend’ may be helpful in
expressing humanity’s relationship with creation. Drawing on Jesus’ words to his disciples in
John’s gospel that ‘I do not call you servants any longer ... but I have called you friends’ (Jn
15:15), McFague views this as reflecting the life of the Trinity, in which space is made for
both humanity and creation. Friendship is the purest form of love, ‘appreciating each life-
form in and for itself and what its diversity and specialness can contribute to the world’,”*
perhaps connecting back to Adam’s first act of caring for creation in naming the animals that
God brought to him (Genesis 2:18).

What of the other characteristics of Baptist theologizing mentioned above, namely

experience and stories? How might these encourage a shift in theological and missional focus

2 For example, the aim of the Central Baptist Association of the Baptist Union is expressed as
‘Walking together in ministry and mission’: www.centralba.org.uk/

3 Quoted by Fiddes, Tracks and Traces, 31.

" McFague, New Climate, 71.
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and practice? Regarding experience, a lack of Baptist heritage in connecting with creation
may require the necessity of drawing from other traditions with a greater emphasis in this
area. Inspired by the entrancing, stunning imagery of nature documentaries in popular media,
films created by BUEN under the title ‘God Saw That It Was Good’”® draw upon the visual
theology of Orthodox and Franciscan communities together with scientific insights to enable
divine encounter within nature through a lens of wonder, playfulness, and communion.’®
Enabling a new way of seeing and appreciating humanity’s interconnectedness with creation,
together with facilitating encounter and participation with the life of God through it, may
inspire new ways of sharing with God’s mission to the whole of creation that reflect a wider
three-dimensional Biblical covenant. Other recent pioneering movements such as ‘Forest
Church’”” and ‘Messy Church Goes Wild’’® may also provide inspiration leading to local and
global sharing in practical expressions of God’s mission to all creation.

The practice of story may enable consideration of justice to be embedded more fully
within Baptist eco-theological thinking. Within three-dimensional covenant thinking, stories
of the impact of changing climate upon both human communities and non-human creation
may be more clearly articulated. This would allow a continued journey with other traditions
for whom this is a stronger narrative, although the confusion of competing themes of justice
often remains.

Louis’ and Goodliff’s work” responds to the injustice of absent voices and stories
within the covenant relationships of Baptist churches. Widening the concept of covenant to
embrace creation brings the voice of the natural world into the arena of Baptist life. Yet, as
noted previously, other voices remained absent: those of children and young people. Research
suggests that a ‘large proportion of children and young people around the world report
emotional distress and a wide range of painful, complex emotions (sad, afraid, angry,
powerless, helpless, guilty, ashamed, despair, hurt, grief, and depressed).’®" In an age where

intergenerational concerns over climate change and environmental degradation are

> www.gstiwg.co.uk. The series comprises four short films entwinning narratives of science and faith
around environmental themes and issues of Coasts, Sky, Trees, and Life.

¢ David Gregory, ‘Icons of Science. A Visual Approach To Science-Faith Dialogue’, Faith and
Thought 72 (2022), 2-24.

"7 Bruce D. Stanley, Forest Church: A Field Guide to Nature Connection for Groups and Individuals
(Llangurig: Mystic Christ Press, 2020)

"8 Lucy Moore (ed.), Messy Church Goes Wild (Abingdon: Bible Reading Fellowship, 2022).

7 See n. 29 above.

8 Hickman, ‘Climate Anxiety in Children’, e870.
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prominent, their voices and concerns are important in shaping how Baptists walk together

with God, one another, and creation.
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