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Introduction

The spiritual traditions of indigenous peoples have an important contribution to make in the search for a vision that can nurture a faithful Christian response to the ecological crisis. In the midst of climate change, can we discern a voice, a message about our own place in the mysterious gift of life? “Listen to the voice of nature!” an elderly reindeer herder from my own people, the indigenous Sami,
 once told me. He had learned it from the old people in the siida
 where he grew up. 

The voice of nature is like if you take too much, then nature tells you that those forests do not grow anymore, the reindeer will vanish, or the fish in the lakes disappear. … You have to listen to the voice of nature. You are not deciding the future, but nature. You will not live in the future. Coming generations need the same nature to live off as you. You are supposed to leave it in the same condition as you have received. This were the admonitions concerning the future that I received both from my grandfather, my father an others in my siida.

Yet another example from Sami tradition reflects the idea that creation has a voice that should be listened to. According to a story, in which indigenous spirituality has obviously been blended with Christian thought, everything had the ability to speak in the distant past. On the Day of Judgment, every creature will once again be able to speak, first the dog and afterwards every other creature. Therefore, we should be careful in how we treat out fellow creatures.
 

The ecological crisis carries in itself a disturbing message: certain ideologies, philosophies and theologies have failed. Here I shall turn to indigenous traditions to assist us in interpreting the Bible in ways that are more attentive to the voice of the earth. Using an old text from my own people, I shall show that Christian creation theology is about more than biblical texts, but also about who has to power to interpret, in whose interest, and through whose cultural lens? After establishing this critical awareness, inspired by the rich religious philosophy of Native North Americans, I will explore how Christian theology can move from an anthropocentric to an ecological paradigm
 according to which the human being is understood within the wholeness of creation. Although the focus here is on the ecological dimension, this is also intertwined with fundamental justice issues that climate change poses.

The thief and the shaman: alternative perspectives on creation

From an indigenous perspective the theological tradition of the Church is not necessarily a part of the solution to the environmental crisis. It can also be seen as part of the problem. Over the last centuries, in the course of Christianization, indigenous peoples have seen that the church has often felt that it had little or nothing to learn from spiritual traditions that emphasized an ecological vision of life. Rather, indigenous spiritual traditions were met with condemnation, demonization and persecution. In addition, indigenous peoples experienced that Christian creation theology could serve political interests and was used as an ideological basis for colonization and the exploitation of the land.
 

The text of an old North Sami yoik,
 put down in writing in the 1820s by the Finnish Lutheran minister Jakob Fellmann, testifies to the fact that the indigenous Sami also experienced colonization in this way. The yoik, entitled Suola ja noaidi (The Thief and the Shaman),
 is in the form of a dialogue between “the thief,” representing the colonizing culture, and “the shaman,” representing the Sami. 

From an eco-theological perspective, particularly the first part of the yoik text is interesting. Here, the encounter between the thief and the shaman can be interpreted as a discussion about the moral basis for colonization. The yoik seems consciously to place the discussion within the context of the biblical creation texts in Genesis 1-3. The yoik starts with the thief saying: “My God is wandering.” This hints at the paradise account in Genesis 3, where God is walking in the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:8):

The thief:

My God is wandering.

I have taken the plants of the earth
Grass and berries I have gathered

Trees and stones I have utilized.
I have not taken the property of the settled

I still take what grows on the land 

A man came to me and called me a thief.

The shaman:

You do not know the way of the land.

Don’t you know that I exist?

Look at the plants and take care
Observe the signs in the trees
Look differently at the grass. 

The thief:

Who are you?

Are you not a human being?

As if you are God.

Have you created the grass?

Have you made the trees?

Aren’t you made of the ashes of the earth?

Like an insect you creep like I.

The grass is not yours
Neither are the trees and the stones.

You are lord over your property.

What is good is good.

I know that also you exist

black shaman on the earth.

Stay and live at your place.

Use the grass which you grow. 

This Suola ja noaidi yoik clearly shows two cultures’ different conceptions and uses of the land. First, we read about how the land is used by the intruding culture. The words and expressions suggest that it consists of farming (“taken the plants of the earth”), gathering (“grass and berries I have gathered”) and foresting and mining (“trees and stones I have utilized”). In addition, property seems to be an important category in the mindset of the colonizing culture, and landownership seems to be presupposed by permanent settlement. The colonist thus says, “I have not taken the property of the settled.” Therefore, he cannot understand why the shaman (the Sami) can refer to him as a thief. This indicates that the Sami were nomads and therefore, according to Western thinking, not entitled to property rights.
The Sami shaman in this yoik is an advocate for ecological values. He asks the thief to learn the way of the land, and to look differently at the trees and the grass. He should take care and look for the signs in the trees. In this way, he defends values and attitudes that we can find today in the modern ecological movement. 

In this yoik, the thief’s response to this challenge constitutes a critique of a certain use of Christian creation theology. The thief responds to the shaman with arguments drawn from Christian creation theology. At first, the thief’s answer seems pious. He emphasizes that it is not human beings but God who created everything. However, if we examine the thief’s line of argumentation more closely, we discover that his emphasis on God as Creator is not promoting ecological values. Instead, he uses the argument to promote colonization and to undermine the shaman, his way of life and his ecological perspective. The thief is using creation theology to argue for a way of life where people own the land (“You are lord over your property”), are settled and not a nomads (“Stay and live at your place”), and are farming (“Use the grass which you grow”). This points to Genesis 2:15, where God places the human being to work the garden and to take care of it.

This theological reading of this yoik gives rise to an interesting observation. It seems that at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Sami not only knew the biblical creation account, but some also recognized a connection between this creation theology and the colonization they had experienced. They realized that Christian creation theology had become an instrument for colonizing them and exploiting their land. It provided an argument for favoring a settled culture that emphasized landownership, and an argument against a Sami way of life that was close to nature. Although this text comes from long before the serious consequences of industrialization had become obvious, it clearly captures certain negative tendencies in Christian creation theology. It was not until one and a half centuries later that serious critiques of these tendencies appeared in Western thought.
 The traditions and experiences of indigenous peoples provided a much earlier, important corrective to a common Western interpretation of Christian theology. 

Look at the plants and take care
Observe the signs in the trees
Look differently at the grass. 
How can these words be interpreted theologically? They could be read as an attack on Christian creation theology as such, but might also be regarded as an alternative interpretation of Genesis 2, in which the communal nature of creation is emphasized. This would resonate well with Sami understandings of how, in the beginning, everything could speak and how everything will be able to so again on the Day of Judgment. This story suggests a spiritual vision of creation as a community, not an “empty” object. Creation has a spiritual dimension and consists of subjects with their own dignity before their Creator. 

The significance of the theological starting point 

Christian theology strongly emphasizes the inviolable value of every human being. However, historically some interpretations have contributed to a weakening of ecological consciousness. Valuing human beings has sometimes been at the cost of devaluing the rest of creation. This tendency culminated at the time of the European Renaissance, when an anthropocentric worldview elevated human beings above the rest of creation. This paved the way for an instrumental understanding of nature, reducing creation to an instrument to serve humans. The self-realization of the human being became the perspective from which the rest of the world was observed and valued.

Faced with the effects of human caused climate change, it now seems obvious that in ecological terms this anthropocentric worldview has failed. Through a conscious shift in the theological starting point, the ecological aspects of the Christian faith need to be further developed.
This is similar to the conscious shift that occurred in liberation theology, “doing theology with a preferential option for the poor.” 
 God is not indifferent to injustice. God always takes sides. Since God stands at the side of the poor and oppressed, suffering and struggling with them, liberation theologians have advocated that we need to make conscious choices as to our theological starting point. The validity of this shift in theological starting points is now widely recognized in theological circles, and is a major contribution to Christian theology in general. 

I suggest that a similar shift in theological starting point is necessary today with respect to creation. We need to begin with creation as the place from which we begin our theology. Here the spiritual traditions of indigenous peoples can contribute to the needed reorientation of Christian theology.

Theology from the circle of life

I propose an eco-theological alternative to the idea of beginning theology from the option for the poor: doing theology from the circle of life. What is presented here is only a suggestive sketch, intended to invite further dialogue and development. 

“The circle of life” belongs to the religious philosophy of the indigenous peoples of North America. 
 It is articulated in the so-called medicine wheel philosophy of the First Nations on the Great Plains. The circle symbolizes the holistic nature of reality. We all belong to a great community where all things are interconnected and interdependent. The circle symbolizes the fundamental harmony and wholeness that exists between all created things. In this circle, the community is characterized by solidarity, reciprocity, respect and love. This fundamental solidarity not only embraces the human sphere of life, but reaches out to everything that exists: animals and birds, trees and stones. 

According to this philosophy, the creator–Wakan Tanka, Kitse Manitou, the Great Spirit–is present in all things, and therefore present in the whole circle. At the same time, the Great Spirit is first and foremost understood as the very centre of the circle, the source of life that embraces all things. It is in the Great Spirit that the circle is whole.

Formulated in terms of Christian theology, we can say that the presence of the Great Spirit in the circle represents God’s immanence in the created world, while the Great Spirit as the centre of the circle represents God’s transcendence. The Lakota Sioux medicine man and catechist, Black Elk (1868-1950), expressed this theological paradox in this way: 

We should understand well that all things are the works of the Great Spirit. We should know that He is within all things: the trees, the grasses, the rivers, the mountains, and all the four-legged animals, and the winged peoples; and even more important, we should understand that He is also above these things and peoples.
 

Even though this expression affirms the presence of God in all things, it is still not proper to call this religious tradition pantheistic. God is not reduced to the totality of all things. The Great Spirit is “also above these things and peoples.” A more proper term for describing this spiritual tradition is therefore panentheism, which means that everything is in God.

The medicine wheel philosophy is not completely harmonious, even though the circle is the fundamental symbol. Human being are the only creature who do not naturally find their place in the circle of life, and therefore have to learn how to find their place in creation and how to share their lives in solidarity with the rest of creation. To do so, they have to search for spiritual guidance and assistance outside themselves. 
The weakness in human nature means that humans often fail. This causes brokenness in the circle of life. To mend the circle, to make it circle whole, therefore, is at the heart of this spirituality. This is reflected in the traditional ceremonies, which help humans to find their place in the wholeness of creation, to reestablish reciprocity and balance and to renew their relations with all other aspects of life. Restoring the wholeness of the individual is thus always understood in the context of restoring the wholeness of creation. My wholeness, the wholeness of the community and the wholeness of creation are only different dimensions of the same reality. This, in short, is the religious philosophy of the circle of life.

Theological concepts interpreted from the circle of life

In order to explore the potential of the circle of life to serve as a staring point for Christian theology, I will reconceptualize some basic theological concepts in light of the circle.

This circle represents the ideal condition of the entire creation. Even though God is placed at the centre of the circle, it is important to remember that the entire circle is filled with the presence of God. Furthermore, creation is not separate from the human sphere of life, but is the very context and essence of all human life. We are creation. We are earth beings, adam of adama, creations taken from the soil (cf. Gen 2:7). We exist by participating in the circle of life (cf. Ps 104).
 It is this wholeness of creation that is expressed in Genesis 1:31: “God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.”

The wholeness of creation is broken by human sin. In Christian theology, the concept of sin is often conceptualized in a very individualistic manner. If we conceptualize “sin” from the circle of life, we can say that “sin” is the human violation of the wholeness that exists in the circle of life. The entire circle rests in God. Hence, a broken circle expresses an injured relation to God. Human sin expresses itself through a broken circle–at the individual, collective and ecological levels. 
 A broken relation to God leads to broken relationships within the circle–and broken relationships in the circle leads to a broken relation to God. The two dimensions are intertwined and interdependent. 

Theologically we can say that the circle (and its whole or broken condition) expresses our relationships both horizontally (toward our neighbors and fellow creatures) and vertically (towards God). In the circle, the two levels are held together. The reality of sin implies that we now live in a broken circle of life. 
In the broken circle of life, God–the Creator, Sustainer and Redeemer of all things–is still at the centre of the circle. God’s presence continues to penetrate creation. God is still the one who holds everything together. The fragmentation of the circle is only a consequence of the fact that humans dissociate themselves from the God of life. The wholeness of the circle flows from and rests in God. 

But how does Christ fit into this model? First, Christ belongs to the center of the circle. As the son of God, the preexistent logos, the cosmic Christ, he is a part of the deity. Christ is the revelation of the sacred source and centre of cosmos–what we call God. Understood in this way, Christ is a part of the source from which the circle of life emanates and in which it exists. This is consistent with the biblical witness about Christ (cf. Jn 1:1-4; Col 1:15-17).
Through the Christ event, Christ is rooted not only in the center of the circle (cf. Jn 1:9-14). Through the incarnation, Jesus Christ is united with the circle of life–creation. In Christ, God has not only become a human being. God has become sarx (human flesh) (cf. Jn 1:14). God has become an earth being, a human being of the soil–the new “adam of adama” (cf. Gen 2:7).
 
What about the cross--the suffering and death of Christ? Theologically speaking we can say that the Christ event takes place not only for the sake of humanity, but because of God’s care for the whole world (cf. Jn 3:16). God has not only united Godself with a suffering humanity; salvation embraces the entire suffering and broken creation (cf. Rom 8:19-22). In this way, the cross can be interpreted as the presence of Christ in the broken circle of life, opening up an eco-theological interpretation of the cross. 

The reconciling act of Christ and the message of salvation are addressed to humans in a special way (cf. Jn 1:4) because it is through human sin that the circle is broken, and therefore only humans need to be liberated from sin (cf. Rom 5:12-19). In this sense, the focus of salvation is anthropocentric. It is addressed to humanity, the cause of disharmony in creation. However, humans are also key in bringing back wholeness to creation (cf. Rom 8:21). In this way the message of salvation in Christ is not only anthropocentric, but within an ecological horizon, its goal is the restoration of the entire creation (cf. Eph 1:10; Col 1:20) 

Thus, the cross has a role to play, not only with regard to humans but also for the entire creation. The cross is liberated from a limited anthropocentric interpretation, and understood as expressing God’s compassion and restoration of the broken creation. The presence of the cross--symbolizing the suffering and resurrected Christ--in the broken circle of life can thus be understood in two ways. First, it expresses God’s solidarity with the broken world. Second, it expresses God’s saving presence in the broken circle of life. 
 By the cross of Christ--through his suffering, death and resurrection--God is once again centering the universe toward and around Godself, and is thus making the circle whole again (cf. Eph 1:10; Col 1:20) 

What does this shift in the theological starting point imply for reconceiving other central theological concepts such as the kingdom of God? 
 In Christ, a new reality has broken into the world. This is called the kingdom of God, and is the eschatological hope for a fully restored circle of life–a new creation, a new heaven and a new earth (cf. Rev 21:1). This eschatological reality has already broken into the world, even though not fully. It will be fully realized only in the future, but it is however already present in Christ. The kingdom of God that is the restored circle of life, the reconciled creation, is a reality that can already be experienced now in a mystical way in Christ. As Luther expressed it:

Christ […] fills all things […]. Christ is around us and in us in all places […] he is present in all creatures, and I might find him in stone, in fire, in water, or even in a rope, for certainly he is there […].

This allows for an ecological Christ mysticism. The body of Christ can be interpreted as the mystical expression of the restored circle of life, suggesting an ecological interpretation of both Eucharist and ecclesiology.

If the eschatological reality brought near in Christ is the restored circle of life, then this is the reality we actually celebrate in the Eucharist. We might therefore call the Eucharist the liturgical expression of the restored circle of life. In Christ, the wholeness of life is restored--not only for the human family, but also for the entire creation. 

In the same manner, an ecological interpretation of salvation calls for the development of an ecological ecclesiology--that is an understanding of the church which is defined and developed with the circle of life, or creation as its context. Interpreted from the circle of life, we might say that the church is to be an expression of the new humanity reconciled both with its Creator and its cocreation. What would such an ecclesiology mean for the church in the world?

This implies that the church’s diakonia is not only in terms of care for humans, but also in service of a broken creation. 
 In terms of worship, liturgy should embody the circle of life as the very place from where we worship. We are united with God’s creation as we worship our Creator and Savior, and we stand in solidarity with the broken creation as we pray for reconciliation and restoration in our lives. To enact the liturgy from the circle of life implies conscious attempts to embody creation as the very place from where we worship.

Creation becomes an essential dimension not only of the two first articles of faith, but of the third article as well. Here the holy catholic apostolic church and the communion of saints are understood within the context of the wholeness of creation. This contributes to a reconciliation between two dimensions of pneumatology which normally are hard to hold together in theological terms, namely the work of the Spirit in creation (cf. Gen 1:2; Ps 104:30) and the work of the Spirit related to Christ and the church. Normally, in Western theology only the latter is emphasized, while the work of the Spirit in creation receives little or no attention.

In conclusion, the moving from an anthropocentric to a more ecocentric theological paradigm is made possible by a theological model that is essentially theocentric, christocentric and trinitarian. Some Christians may fear that by paying more attention to creation we risk drifting away from the essentials our faith. The above suggests, however, that an ecological turn allows for a rich appropriation of the biblical witness. 

Closing reflections

Some year ago, I heard an aboriginal elder in Canada referring to a story about Jesus healing a blind man. In this story, Jesus takes soil from the earth and puts it on the eyes of the blind man (cf. John 9:1-7). Referring to how Jesus used the soil for healing, the elder said, “This is our medicine!” 

Is the current climate change crisis like this piece of earth smeared upon our eyes? In the midst of the despair and suffering caused by climate change, is there also a potential for healing and restoring our spiritual vision? Is the healing of our spiritual vision a matter of reconnecting with the soil we are taken from by the healing hands of Christ? 

Christian theology needs to move from an anthropocentric to an ecological paradigm, drawing upon important perspectives from indigenous peoples. This involves a reorientation of our theological anthropology. We need to start to understand and experience ourselves as taken from the earth and woven into the great web of life. It was as a piece of soil that the human being received the breath of God. This must imply that it is as a “piece of soil” and within the context of creation that we will realize our calling as the image of God. To understand and live our lives from the circle of life calls for a new self-understanding, an ecologically conditioned anthropology. The earth becomes part of our identity.

Look at the plants and take care.
Observe the signs in the trees.

Look differently at the grass.

Listen to the voice of nature!
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