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‘Each of us carries around the ecological crisis in our own bodies’; so wrote Jurgen 
Moltmann once. This intriguing thought has given me much to think about of late. In 
what way might this be? How do I carry the ecological crisis in my body? 

(By the way, I’m using the term ‘ecological crisis’ as a short form. I know the words 
and the idea itself are contested, but I could spend all my time talking about that so 
for simplicity’s sake I’m just going to use the phrase ‘the ecological or environmental 
crisis as a short-cut). 

Does Moltmann mean in my bearing, my posture?  The way my history and life 
experiences are written in how I carry myself? Or does he mean literally in my DNA or 
in my current cells- the stuff of my body coming from star dust and tomatoes, from 
avocados and sunshine? Or perhaps I carry the crisis in another way- in my attitudes, 
my feelings, my heart. what Patriarch, Bartholomew of Constantinople is referring to 
when he said ‘The real crisis is not in the environment but in the human heart. The 
fundamental problem is to be found not outside but inside ourselves, not in the 
ecosystem but in the way we think.’ and because the way I think affects what I do and 
what I do affects who I am then I embody the crisis in my actions or my non-actions? 
Perhaps he’s talking as much about ethics as ontology. 

Or perhaps it’s relational- something in the way I relate to other bodies both human 
and non-human? In an interconnected and interdependent world, perhaps he’s 
talking about Love. Because everything in the Christian faith is ultimately about love.  

In as much as you could ask what’s theology go to do with it (the title of this talk) 
you could ask what’s love got to do with it? I don’t mean sloppy sentimental 
Valentine’s day love, but I do mean love as fierce passion.  The fall-in-front-of-a-
bus-to-protect-a child-love or burning passion for justice and righteousness. Love 
that gets angry. That is moved. Love that sends sons into the world. The passion of 
suffering-with.  Of sacrifice and of Cruciform living.  

What I do know is that Love is vulnerable. My body is vulnerable. Do I carry the eco 
crisis bodily in my vulnerability?  as eco feminist theologians point out many bodies 
in this world are extremely vulnerable.  some are under threat, suffering, frail, hurt 
or abused.  

I want to explore two themes this morning; 



1.  ‘The glory of God is all kinds of bodies fully alive’ (to take a twist on something 
Irenaeus might or might not quite have said- ‘The glory of God is a human 
being fully alive’) and  

2. What eco theologians call ‘Deep incarnation’. that is Christ’s incarnation into 
the very tissues of biological existence and systems of nature.    But first…. 

 these are complex and unprecedented times.  James Kunstler the America author, 
called the ecological crisis ‘the long emergency’. Some scientist are calling this the 
Anthropocene era. For the first time, human activities are having a significant global 
impact on the earth’s ecosystems. 

As the WWF Living Planet Report, 2016 says; ‘During the Anthropocene, the climate 
is changing rapidly, oceans are acidifying and entire biomes are disappearing – all at 
a rate measurable during a single human lifetime. The future of many living 
organisms is now in question. And not only wild plants and animals are at risk: 
increasingly, people are victims of the deteriorating state of nature.’ 

I’ve been studying this topic for the last 30 years. Time was when you had to work 
hard to convince people that the environmental crisis was happening. Now, it is 
generally accepted that the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is correct 
when it says that the bottom line is that our climate is changing (mostly warming, 
with more episodic rainfall) and that humans are responsible for most (but not all) of 
this. 

Time was also when you had to try to convince Christians that ecological issues had 
something to do with their faith. But now we get that we are mandated to care for the 
earth as God’s creation. However what I think we are seeing now, with ever greater 
starkness, is the link between ecological and justice issues. That is; the poorest and 
most disadvantaged on earth are the least able to recover from the effects of climate 
change such as flooding or sea level rise. Real bodies affected by real climate change. 

These things are complex. The ecological crisis is muli-dimensional. It is arguably a 
series interlocking crises which involve scientific, political, economic, technological, 
social, cultural, moral and spiritual aspects. In the environment everything is related 
to everything else.  

According to The International Union for the Conservation of Nature species 
extinction is occurring at up to 1,000 times the natural rate.  41% of amphibians, 25% 
of mammals and 13% of birds are threatened with extinction. 



According to UNICEF, in 2015, 663 million people still lack adequate drinking water 
sources, and nearly half of all deaths in children under 5 are attributable to 
undernutrition. 

Vulnerable bodies. Human and non-human. The ecological crisis raises profound 
moral and spiritual questions. Sean McDonagh puts it most succinctly for me when 
he says; “Does this generation have the right to use up all the fossil fuel in the world, 
erode its topsoil…and destroy tropical forest in order to enable a fifth of the world’s 
population to live in affluence?” The Death of Life; The Horror of Extinction, (Dublin: 
The Columba Press, 2004. p.116).  

Sallie McFague after writing her book Super-Natural Christians, Why We Should Love 
Nature, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997) said Love is not enough ‘I realised that 
we middle-class North American Christians are destroying nature not because we do 
not love it, but because of the way we live; our ordinary, taken for granted high 
consumer lifestyles, I realised that the matter of loving nature was a deep complex 
tricky question involving greed, indifference and denial…’ Life Abundant; Rethinking 
Theology and Economy for a Planet in Peril (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001.p.xi). 

Lots of work has been done on why we find it so hard to hear about climate change. 
We don’t like bad news. We’re saturated with it. It makes us feel a whole range of 
emotions we would rather not feel- fear, guilt, anger, sorrow. 

So we typically employ a whole range of strategies to avoid it, such as scepticism, 
denial, defence, blame shifting, giving up, or distracting ourselves somehow. Eco-
psychologists say that unless we acknowledge these difficult emotions and 
collectively work through them we will never be able to move on to a constructive 
future. 

Even if we did do the hard work of working though our emotions, certain tyrannies 
of our culture that can ambush and blind side us. We live in a multi-media, globally 
connected, life-style saturated world. Things are changing fast. Even our attentions 
spans are changing. Experiences designed to distract us become addictive. 
Compassion fatigue hits us in waves. Individualism means we find it very hard to exist 
collectively yet at the same time yearn for community. We are surrounded by scarcity 
on the one hand and proliferation on the other. 

Against the backdrop of the ‘white noise’ of a post-truth, post-enlightenment, post-
modern, post-Christian world. We live in constant dissonance, having to make 
connections in ways we never had to before, reconciling the irreconcilable. And it’s 
exhausting. 



Yes, we need to critique our culture and its mindsets; to employ a healthy dose of a 
hermeneutic of suspicion to the way we live today. But we also need to hear an 
alternative that makes us prick up our ears to strain for a different and maybe ancient 
wisdom. We need to hear a counter voice, a different kind of truth; one that seems 
perhaps slightly barmy…. 

The glory of God is all kinds of Bodies fully alive. 

To love the bodies of the earth begins with noticing them. paying attention to nature 
through loving rather than arrogant eyes is to ‘hallow the everyday’. In Cornwall, 
choughs, kingfishers, cormorants, primroses and periwinkles, otters, brown hares, 
dolphins and grey seals. 

Sallie McFague metaphorically and rather vividly says bodies are God ‘spread out’. 
‘Creation is a panoply of mind-boggling diversity, a myriad of outrageously 
extravagant species and individuals who all together make up the body of God’. Life 
Abundant p.182.  

There are lots of bodies in Scripture.  

Scripture is where trees clap their hands, Leviathans play and the mountain goat gives 
birth- all in praise of God. Scripture is where God declares that created things are 
very good, and speaks out of a whirlwind. ‘Where were you (human) when I laid the 
foundations of the Earth?....Have you entered the storehouses of the snow? … Is it by 
your wisdom that the hawk soars?’ 
Where God knows every sparrow that falls to the ground and clothes every lily of the 
field. Ps 50 ‘for every wild animal in the forest is mine… I know all the birds of the 
air, and all that moves in the field is mine.’ Where God demands that Justice roll down 
like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. Where the Spirit of God 
‘hovers over the waters’ as creation and renews the face of the earth. Where proper 
rest, Sabbbath rest is given priority. Exodus 23:12- ‘on the 7th day you shall rest, so 
that your ox and your donkey may have relief’. Where the year of Jubilee restores 
things back to health. Where God’s Covenant after a flood is with every living creature, 
and the leaves of the trees are for the healing of the nations. Where we encounter a 
God who so loved the cosmos that he showered it with blessings, promises and gifts.  
 
Which brings me to my second theme and to quote Rowan Williams  
in the incarnation ‘God gives God having nothing else to give.’ 

So second theme: Deep incarnation 

Who or What is God giving to?  Simply put; The bodies of the world. 



the Prologue to John’s gospel. ‘he came to that which was his own’. God incarnate, 
God enfleshed, God embodied. The incarnation is God with us in the very tissue of 
biological existence and in the systems of the natural world. Jesus’ body made up of 
atoms produced in the nuclear furnaces of stars. This is a God who eternally binds 
himself to flesh and to matter. And not just in the incarnation but in the resurrection 
too. 

In 1951 Karl Rahner in A faith that loves the Earth’ said ‘He is risen in his body. That 
means he has begun to transfigure this world into himself; he has accepted this world 
forever; he has been born anew as a child of this earth, but of an earth that is 
transfigured, freed, unlimited. An earth that, in him, will last forever and is delivered 
from death and impermanence…. for good.’ Quoted in Denis Edwards, Partaking of 
God: Trinity, Evolution and Ecology, (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2014. 
p.60) 

The risen Christ is connected to Earth’s nature and destiny. Christ incarnate and 
resurrected is at the heart of earth’s history; at the heart not only of love and 
generosity and freedom but also of suffering, tears, death and even sin, as radical 
mercy, unbounded love and yet also the promise of life. Fully alive. 

‘He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation, for in him all things 
in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible…. All things have 
been created through him and for him….. in him all things hold together.’ Colossians 
1:15ff. 

God gives God self to creation in Word made flesh and Spirit poured out. God is the 
giver and the gift. This is so profound we can hardly get our heads around it. What I 
do know is that such an understanding should change the way we view and treat the 
world. Christ’s body and mine carries this ecological crisis. It carries it physically, 
ethically, metaphorically and relationally.   

‘What does the Lord require of you? but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God.’ 

And so may you, embody what our world needs. Deep humility, childlike wonder and 
awe, sharp wisdom, generosity, compassion and tenderness. May you practice 
restraint, prudence, creativity and inspiration. May your body be endowed with 
playfulness, optimism and joy, and may you have the courage to embody a certain 
kind of foolish hope. Amen. 

Lucy Larkin 


