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A Theology of Ecological Stewardship 

 

 

 The damage being caused by the application of technology governed by a world-view in which nature is 

viewed as resources to be exploited is the motivation for developing a new ecological stewardship.  Since a 

world view is shaped ultimately by theological ideas, Christians are looking to Scripture and doctrine as the 

sources for developing an understanding of the world in which ecological stewardship is considered an essential 

dimension of discipleship and human responsibiliilty. 

 

 The principle of ecological stewardship is expressed in the law of Moses as a necessity to sustain the life 

of the people.  Leviticus 25:1-12 describes the commandments for observing “a sabbath of complete rest for the 

land” every seven years and a “jubilee” every fifty years for the same purpose.  The wisdom of these 

commandments is rooted in the Hebrew understanding of God as the Creator of the world and human beings a 

part of God’s creation.  

 

 Our own practices of ecological stewardship should be governed by the great doctrines of the Christian 

faith grounded in the revelation of God according to the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments.  These are 

the doctrines of creation, Christ, and the consummation of God’s purposes for the creation. 

 

 What is called the “world” or “nature” is God’s creation.  Because God is love, God freely chose to 

create what is not God to be the object of God’s love.  Everything God created is affirmed as “good” (Genesis 

1:31).  The affirmation of the goodness of creation opposes all philosophical and religious traditions which 

teach that the world is evil, illusionary, or a prison from which to flee.  While the world is not divine, it deserves 

to be treated with reverence.  The Protestant Reformer John Calvin epitomized the Scriptural and traditional 

Christian view of the creation when he called it “the theatre of God’s glory.” 

 

 According to the Scriptures, human beings are understood as both an integral part of the natural world 

and also transcendent within it.  Adam (ʼadam) was created from the ground (ʼadamah), and therefore human 

beings exist as a part of the whole ecology as much as any other creature.  At the same time, human beings are 

created in “the image of God” (Genesis 1:27), meaning that in human beings God perceives a reflection of 

God’s own self.  Because human beings bear the image of God, we possess a freedom or transcendence in 

nature which distinguishes us from all other creatures.  

 

 A traditional expression of our role in creation (which is emphasized most strongly in the Eastern 

Christian tradition) is that human beings are a “royal priesthood.”  Our “royal” role is to exercise dominion over 

the earth (Genesis 1:26, the priestly story of creation).  This dominion is not authority to exercise tyranny over 

the earth, for human beings are to govern the earth as the image of God who created it as good and who loves it.  

Human beings are permitted to make use of other creatures in a responsible manner, but not to exploit them. In 

the hands of human beings the world is to become a garden, not a garbage dump.  Our “priestly” role is to give 

praise and thanksgiving to the Creator on behalf of the rest of creation.  Our “priestly” role reminds us that our 

relationship to the rest of creation is spiritual as well as ethical.  Ecological stewardship is nourished by a 

spirituality in which human beings pray, “Heaven and earth are full of your glory,” as during the Great 

Thanksgiving during the sacrament of Holy Communion. 

 

 The second doctrine that illumines our responsibility to practice ecological stewardship is the doctrine of 

Christ.  Jesus Christ is the incarnation of the Word of God:  the Word who “was with God” in the beginning, 

and who “was God” “became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:1,14).  The incarnation was God’s plan to 

renew creation from within by entering into it in the person of Jesus Christ.  The focus of the renewal of 

creation is the human race, for we have misused our freedom as the image of God.  Our misuse of our freedom 
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called “sin” results in the distortion of our four basic relationships – our relationship to God, to our self, to 

others, and to the earth and its ecosystem.  The scope of the renewal of creation encompasses the healing of all 

of these relationships.  Thus the salvation brought by Christ has a cosmic dimension.  The cosmic scope of 

Christ’s salvation has often been overlooked, but its cosmic scope should be expected since the Word is the one 

through whom and for whom the whole creation is made (John 1:3-4, Colossians 1:15-16, and Hebrews 1:1-3). 

 

 Because “God so loved the world (Kosmon, cosmos)” that “he gave his only Son (John 3:16), the life of 

discipleship of believers in Christ involves participating in God’s purposes for the whole of creation.  Here is 

the evangelical imperative for ecological stewardship.  

 

 The doctrine of Christ involves the third great doctrine of the consummation of God’s purposes for the 

creation.  The Scriptures contain God’s promise of “a new heaven and a new earth” (Isaiah 65:17 and 66:22 and 

Revelation 21:1).  This “new creation” is not another creation, but a transformation of the present creation 

(Romans 8:18-25).  In other words, the ultimate purpose of God’s salvation is the entire creation.   

 

 Teachings which suggest that God’s purpose is to save only human beings or to destroy the present 

creation are serious distortions of the revelation of God according to the Scriptures. 

 

 Our ability to imagine the transformation of the creation is extremely limited, as the apostle Paul 

admitted (1 Corinthians 1:9).  Contemporary theologians do attempt to defend our hope in relation to 

contemporary scientific understanding of the universe (cf. John  Polkinghorne, The God of Hope and the End of 

the World, Yale University, 2002). 

 

  

 However we seek to better understand our hope in light of contemporary questions, the Christian vision 

of the future transformation of creation produces a clear view of our ecological responsibility, for what we do 

now in the creation matters.  Knowing that our “labor is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58), and that we shall be 

judged “for what has been done in the body” (2 Corinthians 5:10), all that we do now may be used by God as 

part of the drama of the salvation of the world of making “all things subject” to Christ the Lord (1 Corinthians 

15:24-28). 

 

 The stewardship of God’s creation is an essential dimension of the lives of disciples of Jesus Christ.  

Christ is the key to God’s purposes for us, and these purposes revealed in Christ can be fully understood in the 

context of God’s creation of the world and God’s plan for the transformation of the world.  Thus the church 

teaches its members to care for creation in its mission to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of 

the world. 
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