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Introduction

he who’ll but on sense rely
reality doth yet deny

Science and religion are natural bedfellows kept apart
by the prissy maiden-aunt of modern convention to the
detriment of the very culture of both. Nowhere is this more
evident than in the long religious history of our self-
understanding and the environmental manipulation that we
term the science of agriculture. A means of redressing this is
sometimes felt to exist in ‘sustainability’ - though we do not
know what it really means.

This book uses sustainability as the meeting point of
science and religion. It does this by accepting that human
knowledge is contained in spiritual wisdom at least as much
as in scientific insight and by using both to examine the
elusive subject of sustainability. One purpose of this book is
therefore to highlight forgotten human resources that are ever
at our disposal. To this end, it brings Eastern and Western
insights to the subject of science and sustainability through
consideration of different religious teachings. The approach of
the book itself borrows from that Oriental discourse which
treats a subject from multiple perspectives without dismissing
conflicting views. From such an approach, a higher level of
understanding can be revealed - perhaps even truth - in
which conflicts dissolve into unity. This may not be as radical
as it sounds, for when modern science suspends its precious
rationality to allow competing theories on the nature of light
as particles or waves, for example, it may in fact owe the same
debt to Eastern approaches. So from this point onwards,
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agriculture, religion and sustainability are viewed from
different and multiple viewpoints to reveal a common insight.

Why choose agriculture as the entry point to
sustainability? Why even relate religion to the search for
sustainability? Such obvious first questions of this research are
answered in the following chapters in many ways, some of
which present profound insights of masters. For the purposes
of this introduction, we can accept the usual inference that
sustainability is responsible environmental care. Such care
would be most effective in our most basic and most significant
interference with nature - agriculture. We might also accept
that our actions in the name of sustainability include beliefs of
responsible approaches and actions to forestall change that
share some characteristics with religion - such as immortality
and stewardship. It is perhaps more than a curiosity then that
agriculture and religion are inextricably joined in our history.
For it was agriculture that allowed the settled division of
labour which produced the classes that codified our religions,
and in explaining their deeper intents, religious writers used
metaphor from the main occupation of their day, agriculture.

But then it is usually asked - ‘what is sustainability
anyhow?” Is it a method, an output, or an attitude? Is it
sustaining of the production base for continued food output,
or sustaining the essential ‘naturalness’ of the environment?
Or is it sustaining of profits as a basis for ensuring self-
interested continuation of care in order to derive future
profits? In fact it is all of these and much more in terms of the
word’s usage. But as this work reveals, sustainability is
ultimately an attitude that shares something with religion, and
much more with the transcendental messages that organized
religion sometimes obscures.

A facile conclusion from this work would be that the
less a system interferes with the natural environment the more
sustainable it is. This may be so, but it is not useful knowledge
unless it is understood that what makes production of food
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sustainable is not some group of technologies but an attitude
that must pervade all aspects of life. To be explicit,
sustainability involves challenging our self-awareness not only
in our production of food, but in our consumption and all that
we do in between. And awareness requires a current
knowledge base and an open mind for anyone living in a
modern society. To mistake dogmas about ‘traditional’
agriculture or ‘organic’ food for sustainable agriculture is as
superficial as to mistake religious dogma for its original
spiritual intent. Nevertheless, these pages also speak
favourably of traditional food production when it is
understood in scientific, cultural, spiritual and environmental
terms.

The human processes of food production are grossly
misunderstood and are seldom clarified by those who benefit
from promotion of images of food shortages on the one hand
and idyllic peasants on the other. A few facts illustrate the
point: most food in the world is produced in Asia, not in the
Western world; ninety percent of the world’s food is not
traded internationally, rather, it is consumed in the country
where it is produced; food is not in short supply, in fact
current food production exceeds requirements for all six
billion of us to eat well if we all had equal access to food; nor
need there be future food shortages as known agricultural
technologies can provide sufficient food for the projected
future world population. When we argue against these facts,
or when we consider the environmental degradation of
modern agricultural land use to be intolerable, we might do
well also to consider that we could feed ourselves from
fermentation products that require minimal use of land. But
that is mere technology, which of itself has little to do with
sustainability - for it is our attitudes that ultimately determine
the matter.

Modern Western attitudes are largely unguided by
absolute ethics or by insight of the cultures’ unseen seers.
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These anthropocentric attitudes have produced a utilitarian
basis for evaluating sustainability. At the same time, the
separation of food production from consumption insulates
urban ecological sensitivities from agricultural reality. The
divide also seems to restrain the contributions of urban-
oriented religion, philosophy and science to rural agriculture.
The divide is bridged where science produces financially
rewarding technologies such as pesticides - but often at the
cost of operating in a vacuum remote from public awareness,
and from religion and philosophy. Thus arise partial
definitions of ethics according to each party’s different
interests. But the inherently artificial separation of modern
secular and traditional religious ethics is unlikely to persist in
the pragmatic field of agriculture. The book brings these
together.

So, to inform the sciences of agriculture and
sustainability, this work focuses on the dualities that underpin
modern and perennial conundrums. It tests such conflicts as
those between sustainability and self-interest, between
environmental change and apocalypticism, between
competition and cooperation, and between atomization and
holism. It examines the possibility of a return to non-
domineering matriarchal values outside the modern technical
paradigm, and separate from the fallacy of sustainability as a
cross-generational genetic proxy for immortality. It considers
whether linearity in science is akin to a second Fall, whether
continued economic growth is necessary, and whether
sustainability can exist at all in a consumerist society. In order
to approach these diverse dualities, the work often contrasts
Western and Eastern attitudes, actions and teachings. But it
does not blindly accept generalisations - for the West is no
more universally uncaring than the East is universally
spiritual, or poor. This approach elicits some general lessons
about our fundamental understanding of self and nature.
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In general, we can say that we must all understand
nature in a different way. We can no longer see it only in the
utilitarian terms of ‘what it can do for us?” - but more as a
dynamic flow to which we continually adapt. That seed is
perhaps planted through such characteristically Buddhist-
influenced thoughts as care for all things in their natural
conditions separate from non-essential benefit to us. As we
continually test the limits to our own growth as a species in
ways from population to production of food, we are
increasingly reliant on wisdom and insight as well as on good
science. A dominant selfish anthropomorphism will become
more hazardous with time. In this context, most see
sustainability as the only future, even if it is only an ideal. And
the relationship between insight and sustainability points to a
need for each of us to widen our consciousness to recognize
and cultivate wisdom.

The book therefore embraces wisdom as well as
knowledge. It is an intellectual history, an exercise in cross-
religious comparison, an exercise in Western and Oriental
cross-cultural understanding, and an exploration of science
and religion. It takes multiple approaches as a means of
acknowledging the fact that most agricultural scientists are
uneducated about religion, and that most religionists and
theologians are uneducated in the sciences of agriculture. Of
course, some individuals may feel they understand both fields
but do any of us really know the science and the religion of a
subject? It is extremely difficult to contextualize agriculture
and religion at the same time. From a religious point of view,
religion and nature including natural resources form a
magnetic continuum, while from the point of view of
agricultural science, agriculture and nature always seem to
attract each other. The former view is normative and the latter
practical, yet the common word for each is ‘nature’ - nature
conceived in two quite different ways. To bridge this gap, the
following discussion shifts from one context to another. While
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agriculture is the means by which we will examine
sustainability, the method and conclusions of this work apply
generally to sustainability - as indeed they apply to our
individual relationships with nature which includes ourselves.

Agriculture is a suitable basis for examples of our
relationship with nature as it represents our first major
interference in the natural environment, one which continues
today with more far-reaching tools at our disposal. It is our
most widespread modification in nature. As we, the whole
human race, sought to understand our place in nature, we
discovered a wunity that includes us and which is
understandable through a marriage of intuition and
rationality. In codifying this insight as religion, the examples,
metaphors and analogies drawn from agriculture assisted
understanding for “those who had ears to hear’.

From our progressive enhancement of our management
of nature we have reached today’s amazing facility to
transform it, from atmospheric to molecular levels. And in so
managing nature, we seek to further enhance or at least
sustain the current situation - to hold onto what we have
while we seek more. Thus we have directed much of our effort
and belief and even more of our rhetoric into ‘sustainability” as
a virtue - any change not to our liking is wrong. Ironically,
this leads us to ignore the cycles of nature.

In any discussion of sustainability, time is critical.
Likewise, in any discussion of religion, immortality or rebirth
seems to be a critical element. In seeking to maintain an
artificial situation to which we are attached and labelling that
virtuous act ‘sustainability” we seek to stave off the ultimate
change of death - to cheat time. Such cheating requires us to
reinterpret scriptures to show sustainability as a virtue by
using the same misinterpretations as those related to
immortality. If our societal angst is a product of such
counterintuitive and counter-intellectual falsehoods - false
because our lives will end sometime - then we have the seeds
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to our own growth within ourselves. And those seeds grow
into the realisation that our angst, our suffering, is self-
inflicted even for events that we did not cause. Just because
the sun will one day become too hot or reduce to a ‘red giant’
or some other non-effective source of energy is not a cause for
worry unless we fear oblivion.

Within a shorter time frame, we might interpret
sustainability as a steady-state rather than an equilibrium
condition and recognize that the system is always in flux. With
that flux regular input and output assumptions appear to be
valid, genetic diversity is maintained by some species dying
out and new ones evolving, food is produced and consumed
far from its points of production but within a system that
allows sufficient time for natural regeneration. But such a
system relies on constant environmental conditions and this
has never been the case. If sustainability exists, it would seem
that it is a relative rather than an absolute state.

The distinction between relative and absolute
sustainability will be readily assimilated by readers of
Buddhist philosophy who will see it as a consequence of the
conception of relative and absolute truth. Absolute
sustainability is unattainable in the world as we know it, but
may be attainable in the universe as a whole. On a more
mundane level, relative sustainability is attainable and its
relativity is dependent on time. If our impacts on an ecosystem
are slow, the system may well have time to evolve and adapt
to the changes taking place - this is what occurred in much
agriculture across the millennia. Of course, this argument,
while popular in its conservatism, applies to major changes
also, even cosmic cataclysms - the only difference is that we
may not evolve or adapt fast enough to survive.

We may well have been in a period of relative
sustainability from our first appearance as homo sapiens until
some 150 years ago if we take the arbitrary point of chemical
fertilizer use as a turning point. Since that time, the pace of
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change has accelerated and we have forced the system into a
period of relative un-sustainability. We can then refine our
question to ask - can we return to a position of relative
sustainability? It seems that the source of the accelerated
change, population increase and continued encouragement of
greed as a social system, would preclude even that relative
balance being restored. To return to the Buddhist concept of
relative versus absolute reality, we acknowledge that we can
answer logically to all relative questions but this does not
produce absolute truths and thus not absolute sustainability.
In our un-enlightened existence, absolute sustainability
remains but an ideal. We shall be considering both concepts -
relative sustainability as wise interactions with nature, and
absolute sustainability as an ideal like any other spiritual ideal.

Examining spiritual ideals requires wisdom - that form
of understanding we often strenuously eschew in science as
unprovable intuition. And in the language of wisdom, if we
are not enlightened, how can we know what is wise and what
is not? To do justice to sustainability, or agriculture, religion or
cross-cultural dialogue for that matter, we do well to abandon
the empirical reductionism of usual Western analysis and to
embrace a wider approach. An alternative is an ‘Asian’
approach which often appears to the Western reader to
wander around a subject regarding it from all viewpoints
while permitting apparently contradictory conclusions.
Another approach is the re-marriage of rational and intuitive
knowledge in the manner of William Blake who saw the works
of his contemporaries such as Bacon, Locke and Newton as
neglecting the breadth of human intuition - to him,
philosophy and science were but part of human wholeness. It
is with a blend of these two approaches that we enter the
following pages to examine sustainability, agriculture and
religion together, and from all sides. We may then compare
our conclusions from each of the perspectives. Each chapter
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may also be seen as a separate reflection in its own right, with
its summary conclusions linking that view to the next.

To begin our voyage around religion, agriculture and
sustainability, the first chapter introduces some questions and
themes to be examined, and shows how these three usually
separated subjects are related and how they cannot be
separated without reducing our understanding,.
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Chapter 1

Seeking Agricultural Sustainability:
Science and Spirituality

Religion without science is blind; science without religion is lame.
Einstein

Sustainability has attracted a motherhood cachet that
produces unhealthy outcomes. As an adjectival prefix, it is
used to render almost any human action above criticism, while
debasing its currency and accelerating its circulation in the
mode of the bad penny. Within the context of agriculture and
resource management, ‘sustainability’ is widely applied to
intensive systems that show no indication of being sustainable.
Perhaps such terms as ‘sustainable exploitation of natural
forests’ reveal a Freudian conflict between our assumed right
to dominate and our existential guilt. Of course, all living
things ‘exploit’ something else, but in this knowledge, why do
we feel that the word is negative? In the science fields, we
hypocritically use ‘sustainability’ to enhance our search for
more funds for research, yet at the same time tacitly encourage
a blind belief in its attainability among the less informed
public. It is difficult to think of any other term in modern
science that we have so misused and confused.

With such confusion of definitions, we can do better
than lexicographical analysis and transient political dogma, for
it is the origin and development of the concept that might
explain why this word ‘sustainability’ has proved so durable
in fields where fads routinely vanish quickly. It is perhaps best
known in the form of ‘sustainable development’ that arose
from United Nations influence, and which in fact includes
acknowledgement of the role of world religions. Yet, the word
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seems to plumb a primal and anti-intellectual depth that has
evolved into a realm of psychology from its earlier location in
philosophy and religion. Our preoccupation with ‘the
environment’” might be one explanation for the durability of
‘sustainability’, but to me it seems to attach to something
deeper. I have therefore chosen to examine the agricultural
sciences which serve our most pervasive interaction with the
terrestrial environment. And the approach I have taken is to
examine some cultural underpinnings of agricultural
sustainability as expressed in religious and spiritual
understandings.

The argument overarches other recent works, which
have produced, on the one hand, a consideration of Buddhism
and agriculture in Thailand,! and on the other, a unification of
diverse papers which suggest that our modern use of science
limits progress towards sustainability.? The gist of these two
publications can be appreciated from the following extract.

Sustainability of the environment contains both wishful
thinking and ignorance - ignorance of the reality that natural
systems are complex and unfathomable by scientists, and that
repetition of their outputs depends on repetition of initial and all
subsequent conditions. ... Ironically, global forces, now incorporating
sustainability in their programs, assume local guises that often
displace existing agricultural systems in less-developed countries
that seem to have been environmentally stable over millennia. ...
Two sources of knowledge inform all discussions, rationality
including the technological understandings of science, and the
insights of spiritual masters. To consider sustainable agriculture
within a modern technical paradigm has led us to a perpetually
uncertain attempt to sustain an output by constant technological
innovation.

To date, I have adhered to the convention of separating
the spiritual aspects of life from the cultural, including the

! Falvey (2000)
2 Falvey (2004)
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religious, aspects. But that is not the way most of us
experience life. So, while remaining faithful to scientific
discourse, we do well to examine the gap between religion and
spirituality. This is not a new or deep philosophical division. It
is simply the consideration of cultural observances and beliefs
separate from personal experience and its cultivation.
Einstein’s insight that religion without science is blind; science
without religion is lame captures the essence - the true value of
religion to humankind requires not only belief but objective
rational thought and experience to widen into a spiritual
dimension. The real insights of science only occur when that
spiritual dimension is engaged.

Obviously spiritual insight has been a source for
religion and remains a component of it, albeit often somewhat
remote. In the common definition of religion as a culturally-
bound belief system, rites and traditions are more important
than cultivation of spiritually experiential development or
mystical insights. Lest some readers who see little value in
either religion or spiritual matters are already worried, let me
hasten to emphasize that every society has had and retains
some vestige of religion, and virtually all have included beliefs
about life after death.> As our close relatives the chimpanzees
do not appear to share such inclinations, it has been suggested
that religion arose simply to foster the group solidarity*
necessary for humans to attain an evolutionary advantage.>

Seen from this perspective, agriculture, which is based
on settled communities and is often assumed to have provided
the stability needed for cultural development including
sophisticated religion, may be seen more as a product than a
source of religion. In any case, agriculture and religion seem to
have been intertwined since their respective invention.

3 Hull and Bold (1994)
4 Moore (2000)
5 Simon (1990)
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As the tribes from which we are derived expanded,
their religions spread and absorbed new ingredients until the
great universal religions arose - religions not limited to a
select group. These great religions that have survived until
today, though differing from each other, have always
contained similar insights, such as has been demonstrated in
the Indian Mahayana Buddhism and the Near-eastern Gnosis®
that also had a major effect on the development of
Christianity. In fact the early teachings of such teachers as the
Buddha and Jesus may even relate more closely to each other
than to their own subsequent traditions.”

Do such similarities suggest contact between these
emerging cultures? Certainly this is indicated from such
observations as: the mutual influence of art of the era;
Alexander’s protection of Buddhist communities in what is
now Pakistan; the sea and land trade routes across the region;
the Greek philosopher Pyrrho having travelled to India and
having been influenced by Indian insights,® and the many
other peripatetic scholars who roamed the whole region in
search of spiritual knowledge. The rock and cliff edicts® of the
Indian king Asoka, which date from the third century BCE,
document contact with Antiochus II, Theos of Syria, Ptolemy,
Antigonas, Magas, and Alexander. Others note that
Pythagoras, an initiate of Cretan rites and evidently familiar
with Eastern thought, was a contemporary of the Buddha.10

What does all this have to do with sustainable
agriculture? Quite a lot as we shall see. For example, the
supplantation of pre-historical matriarchal religious structures
by patriarchal religions may well have accompanied
fundamental changes in attitudes to agriculture. This is

6 Conze (1975)

7 Falvey (2002)

8 Flintoff (1980)

® Hultzsch (1925)
10 A braham (1990)
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suggested in the Orphic tradition of the early Neolithic period
with its fertility and related rites being seen as diffusion from
the Indian Dravidians into Sumer, Egypt and Crete to appear
as Dionysism prior to the Aryan influence in India. Mythically
this is relayed in personal terms of the passionless Orpheus
being killed and co-opted by the maidens of Dionysius.
Vestiges remain in such forms as the parallels between
Orpheus and Christ as shepherds, saviours of souls, and
feeding the multitudes on bread and fish."! Our search for
such havens as sustainable agriculture may be part of our
attraction to such enduring and powerful metaphors as
shepherds of lost souls and saviours that reunite us with the
divine and feed our inner feeling of loss.

Our lost natural state, with its feminine terminology,
may be an unconscious yearning expressed, for example, in
the desire to return to Eden. That yearning may also be seen
when we seek to replace dominance with partnership through
myths, psychologically astute teaching devices and the
creation of a ‘sustainable future’. And in searching for that
sustainable future among the deluge of information and
exotica of globalization, the West is encountering different
worldviews. One of these different views is now labelled
Buddhism. Until encountered by the West, it knew itself
simply as ‘the Dharma’, which among its teachings maintains
a sceptical attitude to teachings that are not tested in one’s
own experience. It also logically associates liberation from
suffering with such characteristics as compassion and loving-
kindness.

The arrival of Buddhism in the West is largely a
phenomenon of the last 150 years and possibly began in the
rebellion of the romantics against the industrial outcome of the
Western enlightenment. One of van Gogh's letters captures
this. If we study Japanese art we see a man who is undoubtedly wise,

1 Abraham (1994)
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philosophic and intelligent, who spends his time doing what? In
studying the distance between the earth and the moon? No. In
studying Bismarck’s policy? No. He studies a blade of grass. But this
blade leads him to draw every plant and then the seasons, the wide
aspects of the countryside, then animals, then the human figure. Isn’t
it almost a true religion which these simple Japanese teach us, who
live in nature as though they themselves were flowers?

Some of my colleagues dismiss the association of such
poetry with modern agriculture, but as I argue in these
chapters, these may be entry points to a greater understanding
of agricultural sustainability. Van Gogh’s sentiment might
seem to tend towards pantheism, yet it conveys his intended
contrast with the Christianity of his experience. And since that
time, the influence of Christianity has declined in Western
societies almost in step with the ascendance of a modern
obsession with the environment and in particular,
sustainability.’> So with the irony that often accompanies
desperation, the church now advocates sustainability as a
newfound virtue.

We can see the church scrambling for relevance when it
embraces sustainability as a moral approach to interactions
with nature. At the same time, selective acceptance of
Buddhist teachings has allowed it too to be portrayed as
‘green’. Is either of these associations true? Can they assist an
understanding of sustainability? The answer to the first
question is probably no, neither Buddhism nor Christianity has an
explicit environmental message. 1 consider this statement further
and from multiple perspectives in the ensuing chapters.
However, notwithstanding that tentative answer, the reply to
the second question is a definite yes, consideration of both
traditions can assist understanding of sustainability. For in the
underlying spirituality of these religions we find both the

12 Timmerman (1992)
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source of our yearning for sustainability and the means to
practise such forms of it as sustainable agriculture.

Sustainability, like Christianity or Buddhism, means
different things to different people. So, rather than walk the
well-worn route of seeking a definition of what sustainability
really is or should be, the following chapters take a less
travelled path to ask whether sustainability could simply be an
unacknowledged proxy for beliefs in immortality or rebirth.
Such beliefs seem to be among our oldest and, while intended
as metaphors for self-transformation, have often been
interpreted literally as unchallenged dogma.

Another scriptural misinterpretation may well be the
apocalyptic outcomes of our excesses. Sustainability is often a
reaction to such fears of environmental catastrophe expressed
in terms that mimic Christian eschatology. Predilection to such
thought is so powerful that we might ask whether we
projected our apocalyptic predilections onto Buddhism as we
interpret it in the West. Consideration of such questions also
informs the ensuing chapters.

But even centralized and institutionalized religion is
dynamic, and the environmental message of the Christian
church has shifted from one of condoning exploitation to one
of stewardship, equitable land distribution and simplicity of
lifestyles. Such sentiments seem to be the stuff of sustainability
and can be linked to teachings of universal divine imminence
by suggesting that unethical farming practices, for example,
are not in keeping with God’s law. In Buddhist terms this
might simply be seen as ignorance of the complex inter-
dependence of all things, expressed as not acting in
accordance with natural law. This essential and recurring
theme allows us to reconsider the intent of metaphor and
allegory relating to agriculture and nature.

So we are led to ask, is the pursuit of sustainable
agriculture a response to mythological and allegorical means
of conveying a spiritual message of oneness with all things?



17  Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism

Or, is this interest in sustainability just a new form of
pantheism, which sees the divine in all nature and encourages
a maternal and interrelated conception of life? All of these
mental constructs are valuable means of conceiving a wider
reality than that which guides our everyday life. Such
considerations lead many to suggest that there is a
fundamental conflict between the single-mindedness of
mechanistic profit-oriented agriculture and such matters as the
ethical treatment of animals as a component of sustainable
agriculture.

Rather than divide ourselves into two opposing camps,
one for intensive profit-driven agribusiness and the other for
ecological sustainability, it seems wise to acknowledge that
each has value. And that must surely be superior to the naive
ecological advocacy that has produced impractical theories of
an ecologically sustainable agriculture that does not impact on
the natural state. Agriculture changes natural environments in
all cases and its appropriate practice for the foreseeable future
is within that new agricultural-ecology. But it is more
productive to approach such matters through philosophy and
applied ethics rather than bigoted lobby positions or even
religion in the West.

There are also some other questions that we may do
well to keep in mind. When we do consider such matters, are
we forgetting the assumption of continued growth and its
conflict with our yearning for sustainability? Are we seeking
to sustain our own lifestyles ahead of others - and isn’t this
what all organisms do anyway? Rhetorical questions perhaps,
but it is from this compromised and confused position that
these new ideals of sustainability are being transferred to less-
developed countries. In so doing, their experiences and
traditions that could otherwise inform our broader
understanding of sustainability are unwittingly negated. One
such lesson appears to be that the spiritual dimension has been
integral to sustaining small-scale agriculture. Such a lesson
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could work in concert with an intellectual dimension to
integrate all of our insights into holistic agricultural practices.

Buddhism is popularly said to offer a means of
understanding sustainability that accords with scientific
discourse because both share a common base in cause and
effect. But is this likely to be true if science is integrally linked
to the economic system with its requirements of growth and
protection? Even a cursory reading of the Buddhist tenets
suggests that to live in a sustainable manner means to meet
essential needs and to then apply oneself to developing
wisdom. Other teachings invoked in support of environmental
messages include the pre-Buddhist ethic of non-violence as a
basis for understanding the integrated worldview that is
critical to sustainability. Notwithstanding obvious good
intentions, we might well consider whether environmental
messages are a core of Buddhist insights about cause and
effect as a durable natural process amidst the impermanent
nature of all things, or whether they are simply examples of
ethical guidelines. Once again, conducting the discussion
across a wider perspective aids understanding of
sustainability.

Without pre-empting the deliberations of subsequent
chapters, we may understand the argument by considering
that sustainable agriculture is a natural and non self-interested
action. In that case it is that latter description - an ethical
guideline - that indicates the source of unsustainable actions,
where multiple and often self-interested objectives of science
and commerce are given precedence. Those who seek to
resolve such apparent conflicts by recourse to scriptures
appear to either limit their understanding to literal
interpretations, or to be disappointed. Is this because the
scriptures are oriented to communicating a central message of
self-transcendence and simply employ environmental
metaphors and allegories to convey that message? 1 am
convinced that this is the case, and that this explains the
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confusion of well-meaning scriptural literalists who seek
prescriptive approaches to sustainability and self-sufficiency.

If we allow that the modern Western environmental
stance may be projected onto such exotic insights as those of
Buddhism, we can react by seeking some purist version of
religious traditions. But if we recall their essential similarity
with the insights of Christianity, we may understand why
sustainability is an unattainable grail whenever we seek it for
our own gain.

Such thoughts are a stumbling-block to some and a
folly to others. For me, the almost religious zeal with which
even educated participants engage with environmental
matters is sufficient justification to take this broader approach
to sustainability. However, the justification may turn out to be
the insight that develops from this very approach - for our
negligence of spiritual development has separated us from the
experience of past generations. In the case of sustainable
agriculture, perhaps by seeking to sustain productivity we are
ignoring the inevitability of change or even working against
the espoused objective.

With the uneasy feeling that these questions raise, we
can discuss each aspect in more detail and reach the
conclusion that in the search for a sustainable agriculture we
must ever restless be, until we find our rest in the natural flow
of all things. The first of the obvious religious aspects of
sustainability is immortality and rebirth, which is considered
in the following chapter.
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Chapter 2

Immortality:
Sustaining Ourselves?

Two ideas are psychologically deep-rooted in man: self-
protection and self-preservation. For self-protection man has
created God, on whom he depends for his own protection,
safety and security, just as a child depends on a parent. For
self-preservation man has conceived the idea of an immortal
Soul or Atman, which will live eternally. In his ignorance,
weakness, fear, and desire, man needs these two things to
console himself hence he clings to them deeply and
fanatically.
Walpola Sri Rahula

Is our quest for a sustainable agriculture simply an
expression of our deepest fear of our own mortality? Biological
science offers little to such a question. Likewise, the religions
of the world, which while maintaining platforms on the
subject of immortality, quickly erect the shroud of ‘belief’
before deep inquiry. It has been argued!® that religious images
of immortality can actually be harmful and illusory if not
subordinated to integrated approaches to life in harmony with
society and nature. However, as with so much of culture-
bound analysis, this everyday world not only excludes the
next - which seems appropriate, but also excludes the non-
Judeo-Christian world. And exclusion from Eastern thought
unnecessarily cuts the West off from a most useful means of
understanding its own culture. Nevertheless, writings around

13 Dewey (1959)
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the subject of immortality in Western culture provide a
convenient starting point to answer the opening question.

The weight of words on immortality is overwhelmingly
in favour of some form of our continuity, though the details
vary and are vague. Yet it is those who argue the non-
existence of immortality, and especially those who argue that
teachings about immortality are misinterpretations of deep
insights, who have more to offer our examination of
sustainability. An undogmatic consideration of the subject
allows its examination from psychological, historical and
various other perspectives that are often denied in authorized
exegeses.

Ancient teachings testify to the attraction of the idea.
Socrates was apparently interested in the possibility of
immortality, Job asked if a man die, shall he live again?,** and
Paul linked the efficacy of faith to the resurrection of Jesus.!®
Indeed, the genius of Christianity is represented in its
inclusion of the ancient Mediterranean teachings of
immortality as a means of enhancing its early popularity,
which incidentally produced such later aberrations as
intercession for souls in purgatory. As becomes clearer in later
chapters, the allegorical intent of descriptions of eternity and
heaven as higher earthly states is largely lost from most
popular religion, and this in itself further confounds attitudes
to sustainability. But first we might consider where this
concept of immortality sprang from.

Belief in an afterlife long predates monotheistic
conceptions, and may well be a natural outcome of primitive
religions and simple reasoning. Concepts of God are not
essential to such beliefs; the idea of God seems to have arisen
with increased sophistication within a culture and to then
have required instruction or at least explanation.!¢ Pre-theistic

" Job 14:14
151 Corinthians 15:14-19
16 Lamont (1959) Page 9
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beliefs of immortality might therefore be important
psychological supports to life in general. They served as and
remain coping mechanisms for consciousness of our
impermanence. But afterlives were not uniformly heaven-like
- to the ancient Greeks and Hebrews, the afterlife was an
unhappy and vague existence that reads a little like Oriental
concepts of an unfortunate rebirth.

The early Church allowed emphasis on a desirable
afterlife after its prediction of Christ’s second coming became
untenable. Doctrine was later expanded to allow influence on
the afterlife through indulgences. With the Reformation,
Protestantism removed purgatory from a part of the religion’s
doctrines, yet retained an emphasis on eternal reward or
damnation according to one’s temporal behaviour. In this way
Protestantism perpetuated literal misinterpretations of the
metaphor of in earth as it is in heaven'” and the role of ethical
behaviour in developing wisdom. And it is on earth that the
popular focus rests in the current era, taking the form of
sustaining environments with a zeal that seems to increase in
parallel the gradual demise of societal beliefs in immortality.18

Social benefits clearly accrue to a general belief in an
afterlife in such times as wars and epidemics, and our
behaviour in this world is clearly more easily controlled when
we fear punishment in the next. Within such a belief structure,
one would appear naive to act virtuously without hopes of
future reward and thus beliefs provide social cohesion that is
reliant on codified religious laws. Of course we can act
virtuously without such a belief structure or fear of social
exclusion. Is this a possible explanation for apparently
altruistic actions in seeking to sustain agriculture and other
everyday practices while disavowing immortality?!® It may
well be - although as we shall see, such actions may be less

7 Matthew 6:10
18 Baillie (1933) Pages 36-38
¥ Kirsopp (1922) Pages 21-23
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than altruistic. In any case, ‘belief” in sustainability has created
a burden of clever argument for religious bodies as they seek
to accommodate shifts in public attitudes to nature by
reassessing their teachings.

The turning point in Christian interpretations of the
human relationship to nature is indicated in considerations of
the integrity of creation. And of course, integrity is shattered
by separate consideration of its components in isolation from
each other. The link between this disintegrated worldview and
repetitive acts of domination provides one means of
understanding the Western culture. In the same manner,
conception of the soul as separate from, and superior to, the
body fail to describe an integrated person. This unintegrated
view produces an unbalanced emphasis on immortality in the
face of observed transience, thereby adding to the
psychological stress of modern life. Perpetuation of the
unintegrated view also leads us into life-extending
technologies in modern medicine to ward off the reality of
personal impermanence - our own un-sustainability. A telling
corollary of this argument concerns modern interest in cloning
and in-vitro technologies as a means of overcoming fears of
impermanence in the form of ‘fatal genes’ that arise from the
natural variations of sexual reproduction.?’ Used as a means of
self-distraction from pursuing the real meaning of eternal life,
modern faith in such clonal immortality makes for amusing
musings on literal interpretations of such scriptures as [those
resurrected will] neither marry nor be given in marriage.!

Those who believe in a personal immortality, which
Kant interprets as securing desired happiness from an
invented God,? have prosaically described it as more
satisfactory than the alternatives.?® In this pre-clonal yet post-

2 Moltmann (1985) Page 247
21T uke 20:35

2 Kant (1993)

2 Bliss (1926) Page 56
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theistic world, immortality still retains its ancient guises of a
continuing personality, name and memory, thereby appearing
to confirm Freud’s view that, despite rational conclusions
about life and death in general, in the unconscious every one of us
is convinced of his own immortality.?* Whether we unconsciously
see ourselves as immortal or not, we continue to fear death.

The fear of death is apparently endemic in all societies,
and in the West in particular death is hidden behind closed
doors and euphemisms. The wish to transcend death,
described by Freud as the oldest, strongest and most insistent wish
of mankind has similarly been acknowledged by the perhaps
more religious Jung who observed that rebirth is found at all
times and in all places. Rebirth and immortality may be seen as
different beliefs by purists, yet they seem to tap the same
psychological aspiration, and both offer us a means of
considering the cultural impact of different religious teachings.
While a culture was contained through uniform instruction, a
continuum between life and afterlife - regardless of its location
- codified this deep yearning in various religious forms, with a
very high degree of success. Social rules, religious beliefs and
education represented a unified system that once defined all of
life for most people. But alternative beliefs and modes of
education have now extended across the masses and belief in
immortality and rebirth has been sublimated at a
psychological cost.”> To take a basic example within our
theme, fear of an unsustained food supply may be simply
another expression of such anxiety.

Anxiety itself can be seen as a useful mechanism for
survival when it functions effectively. It may be effective as an
ameliorating belief in an afterlife when it operates as a
feedback-loop that allows us to maintain function while
always threatened by death. This may be similar to the

24 Freud (1924) Pages 305, 313
» Reanney (1991) Page 4
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benefits of survival rewards for working in teams, or on long-
term projects, or even acting altruistically. Such thoughts must
lead modern readers to consider quests for sustainability to be
an expression of genetic self-perpetuation in the manner of
Dawkins'? “selfish gene’ hypothesis. In this way, a belief in
immortality or in the virtues of sustainability could be the
means by which genetic continuity is made socially desirable.
When we recall that the decline in formalized religion in the
West is coincident with the rise in interest in sustainability we
may observe that irrational processes underpin our
unchallenged orientation to this new virtue.

Have we made a virtue out of a vice? The ancient
invention of an afterlife might simply be a means of coping
with the paradox that immortality is only possible through
partial replication of one’s genetic material” Such a
realization would not only explain historical behaviour, but
also should encourage care of all conditions suited to the
success of one’s genetic successors. I find it no coincidence that
this is one definition of sustainability. But when the process is
foreshortened and encoded as a denial of death, other
psychological conflicts erupt when we inevitably are faced
with death. So we cling to either a belief in an afterlife or the
virtue of sustainability in order to cope with worldly existence.
By the same argument we can suggest that evolution has
equipped us with emotions such as love, care and concern for
progeny in order to sustain our genes. Such reasoning is
evident in supposedly altruistic aims to ensure a viable
lifestyle for future generations, sometimes unashamedly
expressed in sustainable development rhetoric as ensuring the
future for our grandchildren.

Securing our grandchildren’s survival as a definition of
sustainability implies a strong emphasis on a separate self,

26 Dawkins (1990)
2 Reanney (1991) Page 10
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which itself has arisen from the time perspective of past,
present and future. This separation is an analogue of the
external world, not the external world itself. Obviously,
progressive or linear time allows practical communication
within the cycles of natural time shaped by seasons, and by
birth and death. While its utility as a mental ordering principle
for interaction with the external world is obvious, our
acceptance of linear time as if it is a reality in itself limits our
perspective.

Time is just a means of describing events in either
rhythmic terms as for seasons or linearly for ordering of
experience and received knowledge. It is a convention, and
while it is facile to describe it here as cyclical, it does have a
repetitive nature insofar as certain events such as discomfort
from unwise actions seem to recur. Logic tells us that each
event is affected by earlier ones and that the exact nature of
each event is, like subatomic particles, a probabilistic function
because we cannot predict the effects of earlier events. This
obviously includes those we call ‘sustainable’. The subtle yet
significant shift in human conceptions about time probably
began in the upper levels of city states that were insulated
from the exigency of everyday life, from where it eventually
pervaded all social strata. From this viewpoint it would seem
that if our view of time is artificial, then so must be our views
of sustainability, including such ego-based actions as setting
up conditions that favour survival of our genetic material.

Our false view of time is usually traced to the
development of writing. While the Sumerian and Egyptian
priests documented variations between years, the Druids who
used Stonehenge are said to have relied on a verbal tradition
with a less specific base for comparisons across time. The
Druids, so it is argued, were less captured by time than the
cultures that came to dominate the world. Current
interpretations are wont to classify the dominant as the
aggressive, materialistic, patriarchal religions and the
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dominated as non-materialistic caring matriarchal religions.
Indicators of a unity preceding such dominance is inferred
from such Latin word roots as ‘material’ and ‘matter’ sharing a
common origin with mother (mater). Regardless of etymology,
this is a useful metaphor for Western culture’s domineering
attitudes to nature, including the arrogant assumption that we
can sustain, that is control, nature.

The shift from natural cyclical rhythms to being
captured by a concept of time also supported rebirth beliefs,
which were (mis)interpreted from allegorical writings with
spiritual intents. For example, the Judeo-Christian myth of
creation in which the spirit of God moved upon the face of the
waters?8 uses the experience of birth as expulsion from the dark
amniotic security into blinding light as an allegory for the
psychological growth known as enlightenment. This original
heavenly abode is also portrayed as an Arcadian Garden of
Eden to which we may return and enjoy that pre-Fall warmth
and security. We seem predisposed to the mythical imagery of
cosmic creation and descriptions of unity. Diurnal rhythms of
dark and light are easily assimilated into myths based on birth,
death and rebirth - experienced daily in our rising from sleep.
The idea is simply extended across a lifetime to become
reincarnation. In this way a cyclical understanding is retained,
which Jung described as among the primordial affirmations of
mankind.?

Dichotomies such as dark and light typify the dualistic
reasoning that defines our rational processes. This
characterizes the opposites of the organized religions such as
heaven and hell as well as ying and yang, and now,
sustainable and unsustainable. It explains the angst at the
impossibility of reunifying opposites in rational approaches, as
in Blake’s ‘spectres” and ‘emanations” which arose from united

2 Genesis 1:2
» Reanney (1991) Page 105
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man.® Relying on this dualistic approach, utility-oriented
interpretations of science further eroded cyclical
understanding of time through its popular presentation of the
linear process of evolution. The linear approach is clearly
useful for this purpose, but it is part of a natural event just as
we are. Taken literally, such an understanding of science can
be portrayed as a ‘second Fall’, for it reinforced our separation
from the rhythms of nature and ancient mythological
explanations. And in so doing it exposed the ego-self to its
own mortality. In this way, the feedback-loop of a belief in an
afterlife was destroyed by the modern rational process called
science, which in turn is now oriented to sustainability
research.

If all this were true, desires for sustainability would be
accompanied by fears of death or at least denial and removal
of reminders of death. If it makes sense that the ego-self by its
very creation brings into existence a fear of death, then it
would follow that the fear cannot be expunged except by
death of the ego itself. So, to function normally, our fear of
death must be addressed, either through transcending the ego
or by denial. Transcendence of death requires further
explanation in a later chapter. Denial of death is simply a
superficial solution that conduces to neuroticism, the modern
Western condition. Isolation of dying persons, utilization of
tens of euphemisms for the word ‘death’, and even refusal to
advise persons of their own imminent death, all assist us to
deny death. Thus sustainability may also be conceived simply
as a denial of death.

As our evolutionary background has equipped us with
an innate appreciation of the patterns in nature in the manner
of evocative art, then one part of the overall pattern of all life
is, ipso facto, death. And as science aims to identify patterns as
its means of understanding nature and ourselves, then death -

30 Berger (1914) Page 110
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the antithesis of common conceptions of sustainability - is
fundamental to scientific enquiry. However, what we have
come to refer to as science, now takes a mechanistic approach
and can ignore the inevitability of death of all things as it seeks
to manipulate part of nature to suit our preferences. In such a
way, science becomes the unwitting servant of delusional
permanence.

Where a broader non-manipulative definition of science
is taken, an understanding arises that is part of the causal
dependence insight at the heart of Buddhism, as is expanded
later. This is possibly what Jung meant by ‘synchronicity’.
Such a broad scientific view reveals the complexity of all
natural systems while recognizing their interdependence with
all other things, even down to the level of thoughts. One
outcome of this conception is that human consciousness itself
could be a feedback mechanism that contributes to
maintenance of the overall system - and that would be a
means of understanding our concern with sustainability. From
this perspective, sustainability is a natural action of humans
rather than one of self-protection.

Sustainability —seems a natural response to
environmental awareness. But the usual narrow definition of
sustainability as sustaining our comfortable state cannot be
called natural - it is, if you like, an unsustainable approach to
sustainability. It is based on selfish intentions for more and
more at the expense of other components of nature. One
indication of our efforts to deny the illogicality of such
‘sustainability” is our modern comfort being based on hiding
death so far as possible. However, such comfort is short-lived
as the happiness that comes from an achieved equilibrium situation
lives only in the ‘now’; and it is the unhappiness of another stable,
non-equilibrium state that thrusts [our] awareness into time.3 We
are thrust back to reality by death and other unsustainable

3 Reanney (1991) Page 233
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situations as part of the feedback mechanism of the overall

system. If we learned the cause of such un-sustainability, we

could understand more about sustainability.

From this discussion, we might conclude that our
desire for immortality is one possible aspect of our infatuation
with sustainability, as this chapter has indicated through its
three main points:

e The various cultural forms of beliefs in immortality or
rebirth share two defining characteristics; they misinterpret
allegorical representations of eternity and heaven, and they
have provided a coping mechanism for everyday life lived
in the face of death. Institutional promotion of an afterlife
has disaggregated understanding of life, making it appear
to be under constant threat of being unsustainable.

e The rise of sustainability as a virtue has shadowed the
decline of religious influence in the West, causing
scriptural revisionists to embrace secular values through a
redefining of nature-dominating behaviours while
maintaining arrogant attitudes that assume we can
manipulate nature to suit our own ends.

e Broad scientific enquiry into the processes of nature
recognizes cycles of life and death, but narrowly conceived
mechanistic science is easily oriented to forestalling
change, and death. While we can conceive human
consciousness as a cosmic feedback mechanism that
mollifies excessive intervention in natural processes, it is
difficult to see sustainability arising from selfishness.

So our search for sustainability may partly be a quest for
immortality - and in that context, futile. But it could also
imply that a reinterpretation of religious heritage is occurring
in the light of science and other insights, and this may well
represent a revolution in thinking. So, it is to this subject of
changing religious influences that the next chapter is
addressed.
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Chapter 3

Agricultural Theology:
Why we are Fascinated with Sustainability

People like us, people who believe in physics, know that the
distinction between past, present and future is only a
stubbornly persistent illusion. ... No one is able to achieve
this [release from pain] completely, but the striving for such
achievement is in itself a part of the liberation and a
foundation for inner security.

Einstein

While sustainability may well be a surrogate for
immortality, we may also see it as a biostatic feedback
mechanism that mitigates our earlier environmental excesses.
This feedback mechanism is fuelled, in Judeo-Christian terms,
by guilt and self-interest. Guilt, and even self-interest, can be
powerful motivators for compassionate action, but as I argue
here, logic is more useful. And insight is better than logic.
While recognizing the inherent difficulty of separating insight
from logic, this chapter makes an attempt to apply deeper
Christian experiences to past errors in our relationship with
nature. It also clarifies the intent of some of these
misunderstood Christian doctrines.

In analysing the theology of human relations with
nature, the Genesis creation myths are for me as for many, a
primary source. Here I follow the detailed work of
Moltmann3? who without actually saying it, contextualised
Christianity in the modern secular ecological apocalyptic view.

32 Moltmann. (1985) Page xi
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He stops short of comparing Christianity with the new form of
salvific nature worship marketed as ‘environmentalism’ or its
synonyms, but is cognizant that the salvation offered by
‘ecology’ (Greek: “doctrine of the house’) could be a metaphor
for God the Creator indwelling in his creation. This
immanence is a central element of Moltmann’s worldview in
keeping with orthodox Judeo-Christianity.

The alignment of theological and anthropological
perspectives in ecology may be seen as a means of bringing us
back to our home in nature. As agriculture is the major land-
disrupting contact we have with nature, the alignment reveals
the collective subconscious that wunderlies sustainable
agriculture. This revelation is valid even if a Western person
claims not to be religious, or subscribes to the naive claim of
being unaffected by the Judeo-Christian basis of those
societies.

In the beginning, so Western culture taught, a cosmic
hierarchy led by God as Creator posits we humans as
independent clones of God. We are therefore superior to other
elements in nature. This conventional view in Christianity is
now being challenged as are other diverse relationships of
God with creation, including the united psychological traits of
the Trinity. But such a conventional theology requires what I
have elsewhere referred to as ‘experiential knowledge’
(sapientia)®® or ‘participating knowledge’3* ‘Experiential
knowledge’ here means the knowledge developed from
internal mental development, sometimes referred to as
mystical insight, and differs from the dualistic subject-object
reasoning of rational thought. Such insight involves
understanding an object as integral with surroundings, rather
than as the sum of its individually analysed components.
Remembering our participation in community with nature is

33 Falvey (2004) Chapter 9
34 Moltmann (1985) Page 1-19
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difficult when we attempt to be impartial scientific observers
of nature and its interactions.

This community, or communion if you like, with and
within nature is the indwelling of God in creation expressed in
such terms as on earth as it is in heaven.® Christians would
understand all beings as finding bliss in nearness to God, who
is in all things. The concept of immanence, which pervades all
religions, leads to the fundamental point of spiritual teachings:
becoming closer to God. A creative spirit of God, the ‘giver of
life’, that is the Holy Spirit, can be understood as God'’s
manifestation in all living forms. Thus theological and
ecological doctrines coincide.

If, on the other hand, God is not seen in the world and
the world in God, then nature is stripped of her divinity, politics
becomes profane, history is divested of fate.’¢ Such is not the
message of the Old Testament. It negates the central message
of a God leading his creation towards him by means of the
Holy Spirit. Whether or not we accept the conceptions of ‘God’
and ‘the Holy Spirit’, analysis of human thoughts and actions
points to the same conclusion, that the spiritual essence we all
seek is within each of us. Realization of that essence brings
insight into the interconnectedness of all things -similar to, yet
more far reaching than, that of ecological advocates.

Unifying disparate environmental concerns into an
ecological crisis in industrialized Christian countries has been
a triumph of capturing public awareness. This has been made
possible by our inherent fear of change, death or un-
sustainability as described in Chapter 2. If the ‘ecological
crisis’ is viewed for the sake of argument as a modern myth to
replace judgement day or the apocalypse, we may see our
psychological predisposition to it. This makes the traditional
Christian assumption that we have a right to dominate nature

* Luke 11:2
36 Moltmann (1985) Page 13
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more and more politically incorrect. It would follow that any
of our work to further understand nature in order to engage in
new ecologically destructive actions is a form of destroying the
divine, with its attendant anxieties.

We might consider then that redressing of ecologically
destructive actions requires social and spiritual change rather
than technological solutions. Science is now impugned, not in
itself but through its application to an economic model that
assumes continued growth in consumption. Pre-Renaissance
assumptions that equilibrium as distinct from growth was to
be maintained, offer us a glimpse of a societal approach to
sustainability. But this changed with the scientific insights that
we glibly paraphrase in Francis Bacon’s words, knowledge is
power, in which knowledge now equates with ‘progress’.
‘Progress” was defined in hopeful terms throughout the
nineteenth century. Then it was gradually assumed that the
absence of progress, particularly in economic terms, was at a
kind of death. In the same way, growth became the vitality of
life and so sustainable growth became a modern interpretation
of progress. It is this worldview that encourages us to view
ancient civilizations as ‘under-developed’ or ‘developing’,
thereby revealing the mindless imperialism of this ideology of
progress, which judges everything on the basis of its own condition
and which aims merely at its own hegemony.>

By stepping back from assumptions of growth, we are
able to re-view such anomalies as the peaceful yet
domineering mandates of Genesis. Where man is said to be
made in God’s image with dominion over all in the earth,* we
may choose to see a peaceful and responsible ruler, rather than
one of uncaring and rightful exploitation of the earth, plants
and animals. This interpretation accords with the attendant
blessing that man should enjoy and live from the fruits of the

37 Moltmann (1985) Page 28
38 Genesis 1:26



35  Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism

earth. The subsequent reference to tilling and keeping - to
dress and keep [the Garden]*® - may be interpreted as sustainable
agriculture.

The West's cultural heritage has primarily equipped it
to conceive such matters theistically. The Genesis story may be
interpreted as advocating respectful administration of an asset
entrusted to humans by God. Man serves his ends rather than
our own. The final act in the creation myth, God’s Sabbath,
indicates divine pleasure. So it can be concluded that even
without human beings, the heavens declare the glory of God.*® Thus
nature is ‘very good’,*! not man alone, who is but one aspect of
nature. Christianity has inherited this Judaic insight in which
humans are one with all creation as it anxiously awaits the
Creator’s will.#2 Western religious heritage has favoured the
alternative domineering interpretation from the same
scriptures and has thereby subverted an important aid to
personal insight to a materialistic intent - including attitudes
to sustainability!

The above wider interpretation of Christian cosmology,
which extends a transcendent Creator into a presence within
each person, has been supported by the liberation of thought
by science. However, the church also seeks its own
sustainability in material form and is consequently at odds
with the original meaning of immanence - personal spiritual
development. As so much of the West’s intellectual resources
have, in recent centuries, been filtered through science and its
philosophy, we might expect that a unification of religion and
science would produce a new revelation. However, the
Protestant demarcation of truths about creation have hindered
religion’s reunification with science - until now when scientists
are also slowly beginning to discover that Christian theology is not

¥ Genesis 2:15
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conserving antiquated world views, but that it is a partner that
deserves to be taken seriously, both in the sphere of cosmology and in
the realm of social practice.®3

Simultaneous interrelationships are more complex than
we can conceive in purely scientific models. Integrative
thinking can perhaps accommodate both theological and
scientific concepts. Such intellectual broadening is more caring
of all nature and necessarily includes sustainable agriculture.
A theological-cum-scientific approach transcends political
outcomes, for environmental excesses are the hallmarks of all
materialistic cultures, be they Marxist or Capitalist. The first
step in this dual conception of our role with respect to nature
is a psychological adjustment. This is uncomfortable, as a new
fusion of the Christian ethic with science is often viewed with
hostility and as a threat.

Living as ‘part of nature’ is more than what is
popularly called ‘nature-loving’. It includes complex
theological thought that offers one means of correcting a false
view of reality. Rather than controlling nature to produce
food, for example, living as part of nature implies that actions
be conducted within natural cycles. In practical terms this
means producing food with minimal interference with natural
rhythms, as many environmentalists say. But living as part of
nature could also be interpreted as understanding nature in
more detail than the crude perceptions our human senses
allow. This squarely opens the way to the application of
science to sustainable agriculture. The alternative is to act
arrogantly towards the nature of which we are part. According
to both the theological and ecological worldviews, such
arrogance may yet result in an apocalyptical outcome.

The above argument suggests that an impending
ecological crisis can only be averted through a more sensitive
relationship with nature. Basic human rights to food and

3 Moltmann (1985) Page 34
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habitation would fit within the relationship. In scientific terms,
awareness of natural processes might be emphasized. In the
same manner that patients can effect their own healing in
psychosomatic medicine, our search for spiritual reconnection
to natural rhythms may avert the apocalypse. By considering
ourselves a part of nature, we can overcome a ‘having’
approach to things (including even our own bodies), and can
assume a ‘being’ nature. This allows rediscovery of
traditionally suppressed aspects of a whole life.#* While these
conclusions arise from a Western perspective, they are
remarkably congruent (as presented in later chapters) with
those that arise from Eastern perspectives, including those that
do not rely on God as part of their explanations.

Working within the Christian paradigm at this time, I
would like to examine what the concept of God contributes to
our knowledge of nature - rather than what nature contributes
to knowledge of God as is usually done. From the
conventional perspective, the world is conceived as divine
through revelation by God, and that revelation itself renders
God universal. From the alternative viewpoint, the early
Christian natural theology that ignored extant Stoic
interpretations of natural essences produced a contingent view
of reality. God was only partially knowable through nature,
because scripture and faith were also necessary to achieve the
perfect fellowship with God* in the eschatological view of a
promised kingdom. Thus Christianity came to view nature as
containing evidence of God rather than as God’s total
revelation. We may reinterpret the whole Bible from this
reconstructed ‘nature’ perspective, as in the continuing Earth
Bible project, which also includes elements of the New
Testament.46

* Moltmann (1985) Page 52
5 Moltmann (1985) Page 57
6 Habel and Balabansky (2001)
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If we consider only the New Testament, as some
Christians are wont to do, we find that it accepts the Old
Testament metaphor of the world as God’s creation.#” The
Holy Spirit is the link between the elements of creation and the
Creator. The Holy Spirit also transcends intellectual
understanding by drawing us into communion with creation.
A return to these essential teachings may yet be possible for
the monastic traditions of the Orthodox church and the Hasidic
traditions of Judaism have preserved these splendid concepts. Today
they must be rediscovered and translated into the practical dealings
of human beings with created nature. They are all suited to overcome
the one-sided and impoverished attitudes of people living in the
modern industrial world.*8 If it serves creative didactic purposes,
God’s creation of the world out of nothing may yet be a useful
conceptual device for many in the West.

Creatio ex nihilo, usually conceived as an emotionless
act, may also be interpreted as an act of love by distinguishing
sacred ‘creation’ from profane ‘making’, and ‘work’ from
‘image’, in the language of Genesis. New Testament
projections of God as love require God to be both supreme
substance and supreme subject as conceived in the Trinity. The
sum of creatures is not the same as the Creator, as pantheism
might suggest. Rather, the ultimate objective of all creation is
to find God. Apocalyptic reconciliation is therefore with God
in a new heaven and new earth,*® here and now.°

The role of Jesus as reconciler confirms this metaphor.
If Christ is one with God and saviour of creation, then we may
argue that he is also the source of all creation. Salvation then is
an awareness of God’s sustaining the world through Christ.5!
The power of the Holy Spirit in creation includes the Hebrew

47 eg Matthew 19:4 and Romans 1:25
8 Moltmann (1985) Page 71
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‘Shekinah’ (that which dwells). It is also the indwelling of God
in our own bodies, the temple of the Holy Spirit.52

The Trinitarian nature of God may also be expressed as,
the Father is the creating origin of creation, the Son its shaping
origin, and the Spirit its life-giving origin.5® Separation of these
elements has brought about a modern dilemma; emphasis on
transcendence produced the deism of Newton, while emphasis
on immanence produced the pantheism of Spinoza. The
former has proven more socially powerful, and the masculine
or lordship role of God has dominated the feminine or world-
soul aspect, so that nature is conceived as spiritless by the
mechanistic analytical sciences. When complex systems are
assumed to be a compilation of segregated systems or as
chaotic patterns, as is the case for much of our mathematical
approaches, we omit this essence. This applies whether we see
God as a metaphorical tool for our self-discovery or as a being
in his own right.

Our initial insights along Christian lines can be
expressed as the first-fruits of the Spirit,5* and as the anxiety of
all creation which includes us in longing.5 These thoughts
point to a solidarity with nature within the reality of
transience. They include an active developmental aspect, a
move toward the transcending of everyday changes. In
contrast, pantheism produces ambivalence, for everything
appears of equal importance when God is complete in all
things, and when there is neither differentiation nor
progression. So we may conclude that pantheistic and
mechanistic approaches each provide only a partial picture of
a system perpetually subject to the Christian God. In our
example of agriculture, our meagre understanding of its
countless interacting processes make a nonsense of attempts to

521 Corinthians 6:13-20

53 Moltmann (1985) Page 98
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sustain anything by our management, unless part of an
overriding imperative to enhance our personal relationship
with God in this theistic conception.

However, such a ‘knowing of God’ is fractured, as
introduced above, by our adherence to an artificial concept of
linear time. We are blinded to our repetitive and unwise
actions in temporal terms that are sometimes described as
cycles, and to the non-existence of time in the transcendent
sense. The Greek source of insight about time is indicated by a
fragment of Parmenides’® writings in which ‘being’ is
considered both divine and eternal such that ‘becoming’ or
‘non-being’ cannot exist. Rather than time passing, events are
seen to pass the eternally present. If the secular world is
conceived in terms of the linear passing of time then it
becomes separated from the natural world and its rhythms.
This artificial separation is the paradigm in which we
commonly seek to sustain agriculture, and it is a futile
endeavour. It ignores cycles of which we are part and of which
we may be agents. It essentially views nature as either static or
manipulable according to human whims. If we could
understand sustainable agriculture in terms of a transient
event passing through time, then time could be brought into
harmony with the laws of life and rhythms of nature.5” Sustainable
actions would be those which are coincident with these
rhythms.

As with our mechanistic view of time, so are our views
of space. Our once finite world has been expanded by science
to a universe so vast that it is beyond our comprehension. This
has fuelled our nihilistic tendencies, for it has accelerated the
loss of holy areas and of sacred space.5® Civilisation developed
from religiously-conceived agricultural enclosures and as a
sacred sense of place. But as these came to be defined in

56 Cornford (1939) Page 30
5" Moltmann (1985) Page 138
58 Moltmann (1985) Page 143
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Cartesian terms as utilitarian objects, the concept of the holy
‘living space’ of humans lost its connotations of interaction
with nature - in clear contrast to the poet in Psalm 104 who
considered the elements of the environment and their
interactions as all components of life, even within the
conception of a creator.

The creation account also offers a spatial hierarchy. The
heavens have their function,? the spaces of sea, air and earth
suit the beings which live in them,® and the environment
modified by these living things provides the world for which
we are created, with plants as our food.! If we think in terms of
environment and biotopes, the construction of the first creation
account is astonishingly clear and logical. Modern reproaches that it
is the mere outcome of mythical speculation, or that it displays a
naive knowledge of nature, are quite wide of the mark.> The
relativity of space and time is easily forgotten in our
communication, and when we insist on their specificity we
make erroneous decisions about reality, including
sustainability.

The Renaissance revived ancient speculations of the
Greek philosophers concerning the nature of space - whether
it is an extension of the objects within it (Aristotle) or the
receptacle for those objects (Plato). Subsequently, the concept
of infinity supported a view that matter is infinitely extended
in space, which caused Spinoza to advance the pantheistic
view that all matter must be divine. Descartes, with the
advance of mathematics, heralded the separation of the
concept of God from nature, and limited God to the soul while
mathematically objectifying all matter. Since the Renaissance,
science has continued to consider nature as separate from the
divine. This explains why modern agricultural science has

% Genesis 1:6-8

% Genesis 1:9-12, 20-22

1 Genesis 1:24-28
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little value beyond productivity - hence long term
productivity is a common definition of its sustainability.

In contrast, true agricultural sustainability is a
manifestation of “heaven’, harking back to the earliest concepts
of sacred space providing life-giving sustenance. If heaven is
part of the created world, yet distinguishable from the visible
component, as is expressed in early Christian creeds that refer
to all things visible and invisible, then God’s immanence in the
world is heaven. In Trinitarian terms, God the Father dwells in
heaven, the Son on earth, and the Spirit in both, bonding the
whole creation of heaven and earth. Heaven becomes the
openness to God of the world he has created [where] earth means the
reality of the world which is knowable [and] heaven means God’s
potentiality for the earth, which is unknowable.®®

However, when the church changed the original prayer
for God’s will on earth as it is in heaven to a hope for one’s soul
to go to another place called ‘heaven’, teachings about
salvation of the soul replaced those about God’s immanence in
the world. By limiting God to a heaven separate from earth,
the creative (and therefore also the destructive) potential of
God was also separated from everyday existence, and so false
views of sustainability arose as logical possibilities within a
selfish ethic. These selfish views also provided the basis for
apocalyptic teachings of earthly annihilation, tantamount to
the rejection of God. Such environmental viewpoints are as
un-Christian as the separation of heaven from this life and are
merely the ideological self-justification of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century man, in his conquest of the world, his exploitation of nature,
and his self-deification ?64

The Hellenistic and humanistic summary that ‘man is
the measure of all things” influenced and influences Christian
interpretations. If, on the other hand, we are not the objective

63 Moltmann (1985) Page 165
84 Moltmann (1985) Pages 193-194
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of the cosmos, of evolution, or even of the world, our purpose
in the Christian model is found in God, as is the meaning of all
things - in Gnostic terms, this means that God and man are
one. This is the essence of Christianity, though it is seldom
appreciated, and it is entirely consistent with the insights of
other traditions when they too are stripped of their accretions.
So, if the Christian (and all other forms of) God is immanent in
the world, teachings that divine creativity is limited to the
beginning and that eschatological teachings only concern
redemption, impose a restriction on God’s creatio continua.s®
God’s  continuing and continual creation is true
‘sustainability’.

However, once again we are confused by our prison of
time. Our creation in God’s image with power to rule over
other beings based on the Genesis myth® is used to
misinterpret New Testament references to insight rendered
into everyday language.®” Literal readings of the New
Testament commonly produce aberrant beliefs, for many
passages use the Old Testament as a source for metaphors of
the ideal (restored, saved or enlightened) man. The man made
in the image of God® is Jesus, to whom all authority is given in
heaven and on earth.®® The New Testament teaches that by
following Jesus we are restored to our Adamic condition in the
image of God, with the incumbent responsibility to sustain the
world. This is reinforced in Luther’s words whereon thy heart is
set and whereon it relies, that is in truth thy God.”® So it would
seem that, if we set our heart on sustained food production or
even immortality as considered in Chapter 2, we worship a
false God.
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Once again I feel bound to emphasise that the language
used in this chapter follows that of Christian cosmology and
centres on God. As shown in later chapters, the use of God in
the discussion is not essential either for an understanding of
sustainability or for an understanding of reality. ‘God” infuses
the tradition from which Western society sprang, and to reject
the message because the language is unpopular today is to
throw the baby out with the bathwater. The false God who
exists before the creation and who rules the immortal afterlife
shatters the integrity of creation. This fracturing produces the
artificially separated components that we seek to dominate
and sustain. To consider the soul separate from the body is to
similarly = misunderstand ourselves. This leads to
powerlessness and the life extending technologies of modern
medicine. Yet even the Old Testament assumed an integrated
human in its introductory words, man became a living soul.”*

The separation of body and soul as considered in
Platonic views is countered in Paul’s proposition to the Greek
Church of Corinth with the words, the Lord [belongs] to the
body.”? Yet that Platonic view has been advanced by the
church, and even until recent times, by science. As integrated
beings, interconnected with all other aspects of nature, we
embody the creative spirit in imaginative and inventive
communities. That spirit has been defined as love, a condition
capable of happiness and suffering in a life lived without
reserve, one leading to transcendence of everyday vicissitudes
into an eternal life.”

Such ‘love’ includes accepting natural changes in the
environment rather than chasing ‘sustained outputs’.
Sustainability is also informed by a consideration of creation
being performed for the sake of the Sabbath,* rather than the
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Sabbath being God’s rest from the work of creation. This feast
of rest continues, as no night followed the last day of creation.
This implies an acceptance of and even a resting in dynamic
nature as it is. The Sabbath may also be viewed as an allegory
for periodic resting periods, such as agricultural fallows.
Resting “in” his creation rather than ‘from’ it, God is a
metaphor for that stillness that humans seek. Thus we can
understand St Augustine’s description of the human heart that
shall ever restless be until it finds its rest in Thee.

The resting of God’s presence is the ‘sustaining
foundation” that preserves nature from obliteration. The
Sabbath is a source and symbol of inner liberation, matching
the outer liberation told in the Exodus story. Redemption of
creation is symbolized in the Sabbath rest as the feast of
creation. When we consider the seventh year fallow, in which
you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard,” we see that
the sabbatical is an appropriate Christian ecological response
today in both spiritual and practical terms.” The contrast with
the attitudes that accompany modern intensive agriculture
may explain why sustainable agriculture remains elusive
when it is limited to maintaining profit from the traditional
capital base. Of course, we may also postulate a world fed
sustainably from intensive fermentation products and
hydroponic agriculture, but that is not the focus of agricultural
sustainability in our current context.

In this chapter we have examined a number of sacred
cows, and sought to expose the original intent of the Christian
scriptures. These were interpreted in a way to assist our
exploration of sustainability. The essence of the arguments
may be summarized as follows:

e Christian assumptions of human rights over nature seem
to have misinterpreted the intent of the creation myth,

” Leviticus 25:1-7
78 Moltmann (1985) Page 296
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which includes emphasis on the interconnectivity of all
elements; deeper understanding of this interconnectivity
indicates that it is the source of bliss that is otherwise
described as nearness to God.

o False conceptions of time and space determine the falsity of
some actions labelled as sustainable; these include
mechanistic manipulation of components of an impossibly
complex system that ignores the divine essence in
ourselves, thereby producing the indeterminate angst
prevalent in modern life when it seeks sustainability
through continued growth.

e Environmental apocalyptic scenarios mimic Christian
eschatology; they distract from the central Christian
message of the re-unification with God that affirms the
integrity of nature, and the metaphorical intent of Jesus’
life as being in and of God, which itself is a metaphor for
sustainability.

From the perspective presented in this chapter, we can see that
the insights of Christianity have suffered gross
misinterpretation, to the extent of licensing selfish
environmental exploitation. While agricultural sustainability
may be one means of redressing the excesses of that license,
our false view of reality - according to these Christian insights
- continues to limit our effectiveness. This derives directly
from our motivations. If we are greedy, overly competitive or
just plain deluded, then we mistake sustainability for
something that we can control. Control - in the form of
security afforded by immutable rules for the minutiae of
everyday life - is the preferred approach of those who seek to
interpret scripture in a literal manner. Such control is
considered in the following chapter.
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Chapter 4

Literal and Historical Christianity and Agriculture:
Our Manipulations and Our Undoing

We read the complaints of great men in every century about
the customs of their age. They always sound as if they
referred to our own age, for the race is always the same. At
every time and in every art, mannerisms have taken the
place of the spirit, which was always the possession of a few
individuals, but mannerisms are just the old cast-off
garments of the last manifestations of the spirit that existed
and was recognized.

Schopenhauer

The Western relationship with the natural environment
may well have rested on poor theology since the Renaissance,
yet the error could be a means of bringing Western culture to a
new insight into human’s role within nature. However,
Christianity is unlikely to be a source of societal interest in
sustainability ~since sustainability has apparently not
penetrated far into everyday Christianity.

This observation itself raises the prospect that
Christianity is today following rather than leading secular
morality. In so doing it is seeking to modify the relative
emphases of its teachings. Disregarding this motivation until
later, this chapter discusses the everyday literalistic re-
interpretations that are belatedly creating an eco-Christianity,
of which Bible-sanctified sustainable agriculture is part. Such
re-interpretations might be discounted as self-serving and
blinkered misunderstandings of scriptural intent but they have
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in fact assisted development of the very science that we
venerate today.

We may trace the Western advance of science to Luther,
though he would have been surprised by the association.
When Luther’s insisted on the Bible as sola scriptura and
rejected commentary on its allegory and symbols he licensed
literalism, thus he advocated scripture without any gloss in the
sun and the whole light from which all teachers receive their light,
and not vice versa.”” Calvin followed the trend and the
previously accepted interpretations of nature as another
revelation of God’s work were lost to a group that became
associated with rising power. Protestantism suited the political
and economic times, and in fact one may read Bacon as
reacting against this by accepting both scripture and creation
as God’s revelation. Galileo too saw God’s work written in
mathematical language but knew it as human’s language not,
as Descartes apparently did, as God’s formulae. This history of
science and religion challenges the chestnut that science
produced secularism by encouraging disenchantment with
religion. It implies that it was in fact Protestantism that
produced disenchantment by stripping away allegory and
symbols.”® By omitting nature as well as allegory from the
religion, Old Testament authors were open to overly literal
interpretations.

The Old Testament is replete with ‘environmental
elements’ such as, descriptions of paradise, the flood, the
destruction of Sodom, the Plagues of Egypt, the parting of the
Red Sea, the story of the burning bush, Joshua calling on the
sun to delay setting, Jonah and the whale, Joseph and grain
storage.” These are used in many instances to justify an
association of Judaism, Christianity, and of course Islam, with
nature. But the real meaning of the stories rests in their

7 Luther (1484)
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didactic purpose of explaining the self-transcending goal at the
heart of each religion. The same is true of scriptural references
to agriculture, which forms a common store for metaphor and
teachings in religion.

Agriculture provides themes and examples for
Christian and other teachings, not because agriculture itself is
special (though access to food obviously is),® but because the
teachings were formulated in an era when agriculture was the
major occupation of advanced societies. The Bible is replete
with agricultural references to justice, compassion and
stewardship. Justice is represented as equity of access to the
natural resources required for family food production,
compassion is represented as sharing with and caring for all
nature,® and stewardship is represented as respecting and
valuing the natural environment through responsible use that
considers future generations.?

Specific aspects of agriculture, which might be claimed
as elements of sustainable agriculture, are embedded in such
biblical teachings as those concerning land distribution,
agronomic practices, mortgage management, the role of work
and technology, and off-farm community responsibilities.* An
equitable land distribution system is described as including an
enforced revision of land ownership every 50 years in order to
allow continuity of family farming and adjustment of debt.®
And fifty years is incidentally the time frame for the
generational change in land managers required today to effect
significant changes in environmentally damaging practices in
agriculture. The tendency to consolidate small family farms
into larger farms and to thereby remove families from

8 Ealvey (2004) Pages 85-118

81 Amos 5:24
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agricultural activities is warned against in the words, woe to
you who add house to house and join field to field till no space is left
and you live alone in the land.8

In addition, we can find biblical references to
agronomic practices that include soil care and enhancement,
the production of healthy agricultural produce, and minimal
interference with the natural environment.” We find words
reflecting modern views of agriculture as fulfilling,® as
benefiting from technological innovation,® and as doing so
without selfishness, greed or ignorance. ‘Beyond the farm
gate’, the functionality of communities® is based on shared
responsibilities and labour, for example in the development of
essential buildings and infrastructure. This is in obvious
contrast to the individualistic approaches of modern
agriculture.”!

We may extend this revisionist zeal into stewardship,
which is a common link between Christian ethics and
sustainable agriculture. This can be paraphrased as stewardship
of God’s earth for the benefit of our children’s children. Setting
aside the implications of genetic immortality included in such
statements as discussed in Chapter 2, stewardship may be
discussed as a distinctly Protestant, or at least post-
Reformation, term that has been reunited to domesticity with
its siblings, ‘economy’ and ‘ecology’. These latter share the
same Greek derivation. Proponents even trace stewardship
back to Joseph working as a steward in the house of
Potiphar,®? and then broaden it to acknowledgement of God as
the ultimate owner of everything® who entrusts all creation to
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the care of humans. Such an interpretation is said to accord
with the discretionary power accredited humans to care for
the earth.9

We can go further with these interpretations. If
individuals’ rights are subordinate to those of the community,
then personal accumulation of natural resources can be
understood as misuse of a divine gift. New Testament
teachings on stewardship also extend to sharing personal time,
ability and finances for the benefit of others.® This is linked to
the evangelical objectives® of sharing assets®” and assisting the
poor.%

Biblical encouragements of simple lifestyles are
exemplified through caring for® and not ignoring!® a poor
neighbour. Jesus’ own lifestyle exemplifies detachment'®! from
the anxieties of possessions and in sharing with the poor. This
was apparently practiced by the early Christians.2 Self-
control'® and generosity'%* are fruits of the spirit that exhort
everyday vigilance not to live above the lifestyles of one’s
neighbours'® and to assist the needy.'% In terms of not
stressing personal gain, such teachings might appear
consistent with some conservative advocates of sustainable
agriculture springing from deep-ecology.

An example from a practical interpretation of biblical
injunctions in nineteenth century agricultural education in the

% Genesis 1:26-29; 2:15

%5 Matthew 25:14-30

% 1 Peter 4:10; 1 Corinthians 4:1; Titus 1:7
7 Acts 2:44-45, 4:32-35

% Acts 11:27ff

% Psalms 112:1, 3-5, 9; Proverbs 31:20
100 A mos 6:4-7

1017 uke 12:22-34

102 Acts 2:32-35, 44-46

103 Galatians 5:23

11 Corinthians 8:8-9

1951 Corinthians 10:28

106 1T Corinthians 8:1-5
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USA illustrates the difficulty of applying personal ethical
views and literal interpretations on a large scale. The Illinois
Industrial University aimed to produce ‘men of Christian
culture ... able and willing to lend a helping hand in all the
great practical enterprises of this most practical age’,'’” by
which they meant modernizing agriculture. But their approach
to agriculture was to reverse the curse of Adam'% by liberating
“the toiling millions of mankind1 who ‘eat their bread in the
sweat of their brows’ as God had decreed when Adam and
Eve were cast out of paradise. The tenor of the movement and
its hymns, are appealing and reminiscent of the moral tone of
modern fundamentalist rhetoric. And it seems to make a
positive contribution to practical agricultural education. But it
misses the redeeming intent of the Eden story.

The moral tone of the above interpretations is worthy,
yet it is but a tiny and biased part of the profound and mind-
changing message intended by the scriptures. However, in this
chapter we focus more on the literal as we seek the origin of
sustainable agriculture in modern Christianity. The argument
goes like this: in relying on God to supply all needs,'® the
Christian life is one of material modesty'!! rather than desire
for profit,112 provided the basic necessities of food and clothing
are met and any other possessions are viewed as unnecessary
though accepted with gratitude.1® Such interpretations are not
new. Sects have often countered avarice with codified forms of
renunciation.

One popular set of recommendations for simple
everyday Christian life has been developed by the Central
Committee of the Mennonite Church. It endorses family

197 Smith (2004)

18 Genesis 3:17-19

109 Smith (2004)

10 philippians 4:11-13
1] Peter 3:3-4

121 Timothy 3:8

1131 Timothy 6:8
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vegetable gardens, walking or cycling, avoiding fashion,
patching clothes, sharing accommodation, and eschewing
recreational shopping.1'4 Laudable so far as they go, it is easy
to forget that such moral restraint is one spiritual exercise
among many that aims to effect a fundamental change of
mind. Such actions contribute to sustainability to an extent.

The genius of the Bible includes its openness to
consideration from varying perspectives, not just the literal,
which can appear quite limiting. Other intellectual approaches
include the historical or Midrashic styles in which exegetic
scriptures were written to accord with prophetic teachings.
Midrashic interpretation of significant events or persons can
provide deep insights, such as was touched on in Chapter 3.
Such analysis relies less on theology than social history, and
provides yet another avenue for consideration of sustainable
agriculture, to which we now turn.

In contrast to applying modern interpretations to
ancient words, we might consider the Old Testament to be an
unfolding of human understanding of spirituality. Expressed
in Christian terms, this is God’s progressive revelation to
humans. In this way, the Old Testament can represent a
biography of God. This leads to new insights into the intent of
scripture. In taking that approach, multiple and conflicting
personas are revealed of an often inconsistent and demanding
God. This should not surprise us, as the concept of God was
and is always being refined. Far from being sacrilegious, this
approach allows us to examine references to nature and hence
sustainability in terms of the developing self-awareness of
consciousness. Within such a context, literal interpretations
can also be considered. And whether we acknowledge it or
not, modern Western society continues under the influence of
the improbably unexpurgated biblical page [where], God remains as
he has been: the original who was the Faith of our Fathers and whose

4 Banks and Stevens (1997) Pages 401-404
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image is living still within us as a difficult but dynamic secular
ideal 115

It is within such a refreshing approach that we may
understand references to agriculture and nature in Genesis,
including in the Adam and Eve myth.116 Adam’s punishment
for accepting the forbidden fruit was, cursed be the ground
because of you; by toil shall you eat of it all the days of your life:
thorns and thistles shall sprout for you. But your food shall be the
grasses of the field; by the sweat of your brow shall you get bread to
eat, until you return to the ground. This is simply the reciprocal
to the curse on Eve of childbirth pain, human friction and
conflict.'”” Realising that this was a period of societal conflict
between pastoralists and farmers, we might simply see the
words to Adam as a description of the incremental work that
agriculture required compared to the earlier hunting-and-
gathering or the coincident pastoralism.

The friction between low intensity pastoral activities
and the emerging agricultural societies also informs the myth
of Cain and Abel.1®® The shepherd Abel made a more
acceptable offering to the Lord than the farmer Cain, who
consequently murdered his brother out of jealousy and
thereby earned God's wrath - your brother's blood cries out to Me
from the ground! Therefore, you shall be more cursed than the
ground, which opened its mouth to receive your brother's blood from
your hand. If you till the soil, it shall no longer yield its strength to
you. Cain was then cast out although, just as in the case of
Adam and Eve, God accompanied the banished. This indicates
the inevitability of our acting against our own psychological
interests and the universal opportunity for individual re-
unification with God. There are clear congruencies here with
Buddhist conceptions of the origin of agriculture as the source

115 Miles (1997) Page 7
16 Miles (1997) Page 34
7 Genesis 3:14-19

118 Genesis 4:1-16
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of hoarding and of attachment to possessions. Agriculture is
contrasted with an earlier golden age, as we will discuss in
later chapters. Not unlike sustainable agriculture and Indian
religions, the implication of Genesis that we are to be
vegetarian in diet!”® (a point which seldom attracts the
attention of modern Christian literalists) may similarly reflect
the literate agricultural communities’ dominance of the
pastoralists at that time.

Rather than being indications of sustainable
agriculture, these early references may reflect the importance
of agriculture. For agricultural surpluses were essential to the
continuing support of the priestly, learned and ruling classes,
which defined ethical behaviour for the populace.
Development of ethical rules does not seem to have been more
or less effective in theistic communities than in the secular
ethical approaches of polytheistic communities. However,
Judaism’s ascription of moral values to God placed them
above the common human values of power, wealth, and
pleasure, and in so doing provided a major developmental
step in human self-understanding.'?® The detail of the ‘laws’
enumerated in the Pentateuch - the first five books of the Old
Testament - is the fuel for the modern literalists” fires on
which offenders are burned for ‘crimes’ as diverse as minority
sexuality and unsustainable environmental actions, including
mainstream agriculture. Such codes as The Book of the
Covenant - which follows the Decalogue or the Ten
Commandments - apply primarily to an agrarian community
struggling with an emerging issue of property ownership.

To round off the two themes of this chapter, we may
conclude that literal interpretations of scripture provide little
of value unless their contextual intent is considered. In that

119 Genesis 1: 29
120 Miles (1997) Pages 110-111
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case, many references that are relevant to sustainable

agriculture and to most other details of ethics cannot conform

to an unchangeable fundamental truth for each circumstance.

We summarize these points as follows:

e Agriculture was the major occupation at the time the
Christian scriptures were written, and hence references to
it abound; a literal interpretation can seem relevant to
agricultural sustainability in such forms as stewardship,
land distribution and simplicity of lifestyles.

e When literal interpretations are tempered by the central
consideration of the emergence of human self-
consciousness, and the historical context of agriculture,
then myths and detailed rules are understood to be more
important to the development of social structure than to
agriculture itself.

e Immutable scriptural references to sustainable agriculture
separate from personal self-transformation are not readily
found in the Christian scriptures.

We have considered the fundamental human fear of death as a
source of the sustainability ethic, have searched for deep
Christian insights that inform the intent of Christian teachings,
and have considered of the errors of literality. All of this has
focused at the individual level, the level on which essential
religious teachings aim to effect personal transformation. To
seek relationships between sustainable agriculture and
Christianity necessarily involves the institution of the church
and in particular its influential thinkers. This is the subject of
the following chapter.
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Chapter 5

Some Influencers of the Church:
Prophets and Sustainable Agriculture

He who binds himself to a joy
doth a winged life destroy
he who kisses joy as it flies
lives in eternity’s sunrise

Blake

The Christian church today has alienated its flock, and
its multiple and sometimes conflicting global objectives easily
offend the educated Westerner. Yet, it continues to attract and
succour powerful, intellectual and spiritually insightful
people. The influence of the latter type, the insightful persons,
may seem minimal at any one time but over a longer period
can be seen to resemble the prophets who spoke from a broad
base of wisdom. While many may dismiss the church as a self-
serving institution of little modern relevance, in its varied
forms it continues to provide a foundation for social and
spiritual vigour. It is also a barometer of Christian society’s
wellbeing. If the church is in a parlous state, so is our society.
If the church condones flexible ethical values to suit current
societal whims, it looses rather than gains influence.

The church formulates ethical statements and actions
that affect everyday environmental interventions and
agricultural sustainability. These formulations derive from
diverse sources. Sometimes they project modern values back
into scripture and other times they derive from ancient
insights. This chapter considers some contemporary and
historic trends in the church and finds remarkable consistency
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with the conclusions of other traditions as regards sustainable
agriculture.

Christians often focus more on the New Testament than
the Old, and often regard the latter as prophecy pointing to the
former. Such an approach may be correct in certain allegorical
and historical contexts of spiritual understanding, but must
otherwise be relegated to the error of literality described in
Chapter 4. The literal story of Jesus, for example, as expressed
in the creeds is now an outdated myth. Yet, the use of myths is
a powerful means of demonstrating complex matters and of
unifying society. This is well known to great religious leaders
and politicians alike. Understanding of the intent of “the Jesus
myth’ today is benefiting from interaction with other global
traditions and in so doing informing more of modern global
needs. Examples abound in current USA literature about
North American Indians, and may also be found in statements
of modern Christians. For example, there is only the flux of life,
the passing show of existence ... just delight in life, delight in
experience, delight in the way the world continually pours out and
passes away. 1 want to shift away from the notion that only the
eternal, only the unchanging is religiously valuable, towards delight
in experience.'?' So if variations in natural phenomena are
inevitable, we should accept change rather than fret over
secular definitions of sustainable agriculture.

Such a view is clearly in conflict with the modern
capitalist ethic that is now almost inseparable from popular
Christianity. The modern ethic takes a long-term perspective
in saving for future rewards at the expense of joy in life here and
now. Sustainability forms part of the capitalist-Christian ethic
of planning for the future, and it is difficult to fault in the type
of rational reasoning condoned by that society. Coupled with
Western intellectuals’ flirtation with an atheistic belief system
- that is another belief system just as religion is a belief system

121 Geering (2001)
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- God becomes a problem for those who eschew the church yet
avow Western capitalism. So the church continues to redefine
itself without separating from its Western societal origins, and
in so doing further obscures the central message of the fulfilled
life in the Jesus story. Perhaps this confused situation explains
why Eastern religions are increasingly invoked as a means of
non-theistically portraying the fulfilled life. Thus is fulfilled
Whitehead’s prophecy: The Buddha gave his doctrine to enlighten
the world: Christ gave his life. It is for Christians to discern the
doctrine. Perhaps in the end the most valuable part of the doctrine of
the Buddha is its interpretation of his [Jesus] life.12?

Such comparisons do not compromise essential
Christian values, although they do challenge church doctrine
and literal belief. We may understand this simply by
recognizing that the belief system of the church has varied
across eras. The beliefs of Jeremiah, Augustine and Luther
varied one from the other, but they were all people of faith, great
faith, and they belong to a tradition of faith. And the faith referred
to was a confidence of the personal development and
fulfilment available through specific spiritual exercises, not
through blind acceptance of a literal interpretation of an
allegory. Evolving from the central beliefs of creeds through
interaction with new global challenges may be seen as, in the
spirit as Miles” analysis of the Old Testament, a continual
refinement of the personality of God as a group of people
became more aware of their own consciousness.'??

God-consciousness thus becomes the experience of
human consciousness. Within such a global historical
perspective, there is no transcendent authority apart from the
universe itself, of which we are a part. Some scientists have said the
universe is becoming conscious in us - a thought remarkably
similar to the evolution of consciousness described by

122 Whitehead (1996)
123 Miles (1997) Page 56
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Griffiths?* and discussed in a later chapter. In such a vision,
we see Jesus’ homely teachings of the kingdom of God as
portraying ultimate harmony and universal peacefulness in
everyday human settings. Apart from the distractions of
treating references to heaven and so forth literally, they are
also easily misunderstood in humanistic or pantheistic terms.
But their essence is in fact congruent with that of great mystics
from diverse traditions. This must cause us to consider the
implications of the mystics in everyday spirituality as it relates
to change - and change is the imagined enemy of
sustainability.

If natural fluxes are accepted, then it would seem that
Jesus and essential Christianity taught of the joy that may be
experienced in change. This is the intent of Blake’s citation
with which this chapter opened. Without a huge leap in logic,
we might thus say that agricultural sustainability can be a
manifestation of that joy when change is part of our
experience.

Is this acceptance of change being discussed in today’s
church? It seems it is, and to effect. To take some examples of
reforming influences on the modern church, we may consider
such figures as Spong, Cupitt, Tillich and Teilhard de Chardin.
Their interpretations are both learned and socially aware, and
of apparent appeal to the searching remnant of the modern
church. Spong considers the essence of Christian faith as
teaching us to equip ourselves to accept the insecurity of the
world. And he calls the church’s alternative approach of
striving to create security “modern Christian idolatry’. That
idol worship is preferred by the majority who, unable to live
with the insecurity of seeking God within themselves, seek
refuge in literal definitions of God. The message is timely and
derives from the writings of such diverse Christians as
Aquinas and Tillich. In each case, God is increasingly

124 Griffiths (1992)
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understood more as an experience than a defined being!® - an
approach similar to the Buddhist conceptions of consciousness
that we discuss in a later chapter.

The second modern prophet is Cupitt who seeks an
essential Christianity by tracing the roots of religion to early
agricultural civilizations with their cycles of feasts. For him,
the separation of Western society from agricultural cycles has
undermined the church. It is no longer clear to most Christians
that the Easter story blends with the seasonal rebirth of spring
as another metaphor for the spiritual rebirth of experiencing
‘heaven on earth’. Nor is it clear to the majority that the
Christmas story coincides with the ancient winter solstice
rituals that acknowledge the symbolic banishment of the
darkness by the birth of an ever growing light as a
representation of the same personal enlightenment. When the
stories are taken literally, they can easily loose their essential
meaning in non-agricultural communities. Yet, as the Quakers
show, it is possible to retain the essential Christian message
even in our post-agricultural age. Among the Christian
groups, the Quakers may be the closest to the early followers
of Jesus, for they have retained an essence of individual
relationship to God in a manner that again appears akin to
Buddhism. This point has not escaped Cupitt who described
Buddhism as the strongest religion intellectually.12¢ A theology of
the individual that looks beyond attempts to create a stable
world ruled by law'?” represent the essential Christian stance
that informs agricultural sustainability.

To be at home with change as part of the Christian
message allows us to be content to be part of the flux from which
we came and into which we will return, which has produced us and
which we also produce.1?® Heaven is thus readily seen as a state
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to which we may aspire here and now. When freed from the
constraints of literal religion we effectively become one with
all things, conscious or co-knowing (con- ‘together’ + sci-
‘knowing’), part of nature. And when we see that everything is
material, we know that nothing can be alien to us - we are
always at home.

Being at home is therapeutic. In Greek, therapeia means
‘a remedy’ or ‘a household servant’, and the form therapein
means “household gods or idols’. These derivations proved the
beautiful realization that a therapist is one who makes us feel
at home by bringing the gods to attend where we abide. Such
wholeness and wellbeing gives life to teachings of the
immanence of the spirit. Yet this understanding is far from
that of most of the church, an occurrence explained by a
somewhat Freudian analogy of a son’s relationship with his
mother.

Cupitt uses this analogy to explain some unpopular
aspects of traditional Christianity. He reasons that Christianity
is like a man who falls in love. The woman whom he loves
reminds him of his mother because she evokes the kisses and
cuddles of childhood. He develops the possessive feeling that
encourages the expression of demanding male tendencies. In
the same manner, the patriarchal God is initially a capricious
jealous God. His overwhelming ego demands attendance from
an errant wife or child, cast as Israel. The ideal sinless woman
who is the obedient and adoring mother desired by every man
became God incarnate as Mary. But religious images of Mary
never express physical contact or affection with Joseph. She is
wholly a mother and never a wife. The baby Jesus held in her
arms reflects the comfort sought by males. Even at death the
crucified Jesus is repeatedly portrayed in Mary’s arms.

From this perspective we see that the patriarchal God
of the Old Testament, unable to elicit pure devotion from
Israel, wins humans’ love through showing his inner
weakness. If we see that the whole Judeo-Christian tradition
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has centred on the male ego with the fragile Omnipotent, the
bossy Babe and the vulnerable Male being the basis of Western
civilization, then it is little wonder that it wages war, blames,
rationalizes, and exploits so well.1? Let us return to our wider
theme for a moment for it is the politically-incorrectness of the
aggressive patriarchal society that motivates some would-be
sustainable-agriculturists. This is why agriculture is cast as
aggressive and uncaring, thereby indicating an additional link
to feminist more than religious thought, both of which can
sometimes overlook natural law.

An inherent tension exists between humans and natural
law, which is the source of our perennial actions of seeking
and fleeing from God.'® The paradox of fleeing from that
universal, benevolent and benign God who confers the
happiness and immortality that we desire eloquently shows
that we create most of our own problems. We know this at the
most fundamental level because we actually enjoy our sins.
We will see later how this is the same message as that of
Buddhist teachings that we can only be disappointed when we
crave for something, even seeming virtues such as
sustainability and gender equity. To understand this requires
in the Christian terminology, being ‘reborn in Christ’,
‘dwelling in the kingdom of God’ and so on. It means
abandoning false self-knowledge and being willing to look into a
deeper level of our being, for as Tillich says, in the depth is truth,
and in the depth is hope; and in the depth is joy.13!

That joy exists everywhere, even among the clanging
cymbals of the secular world. Yet we are deafened to the
natural music of the universe and so fail to appreciate our
unfulfilled need to reconcile with nature. This is what we “fell’
from in the story of Eden, and it is just one more way of
expressing the reasons for suffering. Within these insights, the

129 Cupitt (1995) Pages 79-80
130 Tillich (1949) Pages 46-58
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sting of death’®> may be interpreted as the loss of eternity. And
this is our loss of connection to nature. Redemption is
salvation from the ‘sin” of separation from nature, from God.'*3

So we may conclude that our attempts at immortality
or selfish sustainability must fail, for our own purposes are not
nature’s. Our true salvation is nature’s salvation, as portrayed
in such images as Isaiah’s leopards and kids lying down
together'®, and as incorporated as the essence of oneness in
the Christian sacrament. Therefore, commune with nature! Become
reconciled with nature after your estrangement from it. Listen to
nature in quietness, and you will find its heart. It will sound forth in
glory of its divine ground. It will sigh with us in the bondage of
tragedy. It will speak of the indestructible hope of salvation.'3> When
we do not listen in quietness, we risk acting against our own
salvation and harming other components of nature, which is
the reason for the apocalyptic images of religion.

The apocalyptic messages of the modern
environmentalist often echo those of a Hebrew prophet who is
observed to even in the greatest ecstasy, not forget the social group
to which he belongs, and its unclear character which he cannot
lose.13¢ Anathema to the establishment and the populace, such
true prophets have readily been upstaged by false prophets.
Are we academically titled experts who proffer human-
managed agricultural sustainability only popular because our
message is false? When we read that prophets came to fulfil the
law'¥” according to their differing gifts yet moved by the same
spirit,138 we may say, without hyperbole, that they saw a wider
vision of reality than their peers and that the reality they saw
is the same as that seen by seers of all times and in all places.

1321 Corinthians 15:56
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Another modern prophet, Teilhard de Chardin
interpreted this essential Christian message as a progressive
growth to a higher form of consciousness, one that extends
from the individual to embrace all of us. Similar to the visions
of ancient mystics and even Jung’s collective consciousness,
this perspective links scientific knowledge to a divine ‘milieu’
imbued by an omnipresent God who manages evolution
according to his divine nature, and ultimately reunites all
within one perfect whole.

Living in that one perfect whole, we work in
accordance with God’s natural laws in contrast to our normal
hermitic separation from them.'® In the divine milieu all
elements of the universe touch each other by that which is most
inward and ultimate in them. They all share the same reality ... in
their innermost being.140 We cannot be fundamentally happy but in a
personal unification with something Personal (with the Personality
of the Whole) in the Whole. This is the ultimate call of what is termed
love.#! This love contrasts with the conflicting urges of selfhood,
individualisation, and separation on the one hand, and escape from
the loneliness of self into something bigger than self on the other.
Reluctant to give up selfhood, yet capable of participating in
something much greater, it is usual for us to suppress our
inner longings for reunion with that unspecified divine
element that feels hauntingly familiar.2 Here is the existential
issue of sustainability - we say we want it but we are not
willing to act on what we feel will produce it and will be
universal benefit.

Our relationship with nature is also confirmed by the
experiences of other mystics, who too transcended the linking
of mind and heart.1#> While their messages often belie
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classification, analysts have nevertheless placed these into
three categories; Pan-en-henic - all in One and that One in all,
Pan-en-theistic - all in God and God in all, and Pan-theistic - a
Deity or the divine contained in creation.!** These mystical
views provide the knowledge that the cosmos, which to the self-
conscious mind seems made up of dead matter, is in fact far
otherwise - is in truth a living presence. [The mystic] sees that the
life which is in man is eternal > God and eternity exist here and
now.# Thus the Sermon on the Mount, for example, is
interpreted in such words as: If you are to live in [the world]
successfully, you must conform with [its nature and the moral laws
which govern it]. If you frame your actions in accordance with them
you will be like a man who builds on a firm foundation; for you will
be living in accordance with the real pattern of the universe ... you
cannot fail. 147

We might say that sustainability seeks to reach that
same place - of not failing. Success is obviously tied to our
conforming to some natural order. Are such mystical
communications relevant to sustainability? I think so, for the
mystic crosses cultural mores to such an extent that Christian
mystics often sound the same as those of the spiritual
revolution around the middle of the last millennia BCE in
India. And it is from that era that we learn of our place as part
of nature. At that time, the early Indians’ attempts to reconcile
spirit and matter provided a foundation for an understanding
that long pre-dated the Christian insights that we have
discussed above. We examine such Indian insights in later
chapters while in this chapter we allow ourselves the luxury of
isolation from distant cultures, and return to the West's
Hebraic and Greek foundations.

144 Happold (1991) Page 43

145 Bucke (1905) quoted in Happold (1991) Page 55
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The historical orientation of the Hebrew scriptures as a
revelation of spiritual realization contrasts with the Indian
focus on the inner, non-phenomenal world. The Hebrew God
directed history and required righteousness and justice of his
people.  Greek rationalism  subsequently  expanded
philosophical concepts of the phenomenal world and blended
them with the metaphysical components that we know as
Platonic and Neoplatonic thought. From these elements
emerged not only Christianity but Christian mysticism.148

The mystical existence of God within us, rather than a
separate superego was unto the Jews a stumbling block, and unto
the Greeks foolishness.'¥ This means that it presented a
theological barrier to a Hebrew monotheism that saw God as
separate from us. And to the logical Greek mind, the
immanence of a perfect God within an imperfect creation
seemed irrational.’™® It was thus a paradox, a mystery -
sometimes construed as all matter being an incarnation of the
omnipresent spirit that we do not readily perceive.’>! Be that
as it may, the simpler explanation of our use of the idea of God
as a means of discussing our consciousness of ourselves may
ultimately serve a wider purpose, and this is a message
remarkably similar to other spiritual traditions.

Realizing these fundamental similarities is probably the
greatest gift of the current global age. When we look beyond
the self-serving emphases of traditions and their institutions,
we can but wonder at the amazing congruity of the outcomes
of unconnected persons applying consciousness to understand
consciousness. A few of countless similarities include the
Mahayana Buddhist ideal of the Bodhisattva, the mysticism of
the Bhagavad-Gita, and the loving intermediary of Jesus

148 Happold (1991) Pages 104-110
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between suffering humans and God.'>? All relate to the ideal of
reconciliation or unity. The Christian concept of cosmic unity
is inferred in such verses as: all things are of God, who hath
reconciled us to Himself by Jesus Christ, and hath given to us the
ministry of reconciliation; to wit, that God was in Christ, reconciling
the world into himself;'5® and in Him should all fullness dwell ... to
reconcile all things unto Himself, by Him I say, whether they be
things in earth, or things in heaven.154

When Westerners read such verses, they do well to
remind themselves that they are conditioned by their tradition,
which derives from Greek philosophy. And that tradition is
oriented by its mechanistic worldview. Yet the Greek masters
were much more than what we call philosophers today. Plato,
born around 437 BCE, outlined a spiritual philosophy that
supported his better known political writings. It was his intense
sense of the world of spirit which impelled him to strive to create on
earth the sort of state in which the life of the spirit would be
possible.’> The ‘soul’ recalls a long-forgotten unity corrupted
by association with, or denied opportunity by, adverse
physical circumstances.!5¢ Socrates has Plato say that beauty is
first of all eternal; it neither comes into being nor passes away,
neither waxes nor wanes, in sentiments that are daily echoed in
the Mahayanan Buddhist Heart Sutra. Such understanding
inspires moral behaviour in accord with the soul’s
‘remembrances’ of true reality.1>”

However, the West has received an impoverished
tradition. In the transition of Christianity into a politico-
religious institution, many metaphysical Greek insights were
ignored. As a further example, Plotinus (205-270) followed
Platonic philosophy and postulated a universal soul present in
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all plants, animals and humans. The soul determines their
form and actions. He conceived the universe as one life-form
composed of these parts. A universal force united the whole
and was felt by all life, animate and inanimate, material and
non-material.’® Whether the West’s reliance on rational Greek
thought dates from the formative years of Christianity or the
Renaissance, Western religion and science has lost this unified
understanding. It no longer automatically feels what Plato
called remembrance of the soul in all.

The Eastern Orthodox Church, on the other hand, has
retained an openness to that life force, by practically
accommodating mystical insight in its teachings. Developing
separately from the Aristotelian thought that has shaped
Catholic and hence Protestant theology, the Orthodox church
has emphasized doctrines of unity (the Trinity) and grace, and
fostered integration of dogma, theology and mysticism.'® The
Orthodox Church may well prove to be a bridge to other
Oriental religious interpretations in the West's quest to
interacting sustainably with other life.

In summary, we may glean the following main points:

e The insights of ‘prophets’ reveal a Christianity that seeks to
enjoy the changeability of life, which is an expression of
universal divine immanence, thereby suggesting that
sustainable agriculture only exists within changeability.

e By seeing God as an experience rather than as a being, we
become conscious of the immanent spirit and strive to act
in keeping with natural law; on the other hand,
emphasising rational or dogmatic approaches encourages
us to act against such laws and defines sin - thus
agriculture that contravenes nature is ‘sin’.

158 Happold (1991) Pages 201-210
15 Happold (1991) Pages 218-227
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e The traditional church has maintained a paternal
orientation that emphasises control, which incorrectly
defines human-controlled systems as sustainable.

We have considered Protestant and Catholic thinkers. Those
who rebelled against the religious mainstream in the recent
past also offer further explication of sustainability. This forms
the subject of the next chapter.



71 Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism

Chapter 6

From Luther to Jung:
Broadening the Insights

Love divine, all loves excelling
Joy of heaven, to earth come down
Fix in us Thy humble dwelling
All Thy faithful mercies crown

Wesley

An institutionalized and hierarchical church considers
insights that conflict with its dogma to be irrelevant. If they
gain any currency, they are heretical. Nevertheless, it is to such
heretical and irrelevant insights that we often owe the ongoing
revelation of Christianity. Their progressive unveilings may
therefore offer us another perspective on sustainability. This
chapter uses a further sampling of Christian insights in the
same quest, ranging indiscriminately across the Protestant and
Western Catholic traditions from Luther’s time to Jung’s.

Luther’s insights were stimulated by the Theologia
Germanica, a short manuscript perhaps written by a Teutonic
Knight in the fourteenth century. Published by Luther in 1516,
it became popular in the Reformation until the increasing
rigidity of Protestantism eventually condemned it. The
congruence of the Teuton’s work with Eastern teachings is
striking - consider the following: sin is nought else but the
creature turneth away from the unchangeable God and betaketh itself
to the changeable; that is to say, that it turneth away from the
Perfect, to ‘that which is in part’ and imperfect, and most often to
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itself.10 It also says that, of all things that are, nothing is forbidden
and nothing is contrary to God but one thing only: that is, self~will,
or to will otherwise than as the Eternal will would have it.
Remember this. For God saith to Adam, that is, to every man,
‘Whatsoever thou art, or doest, or leavest undone, or whatever
cometh to pass, is all lawful and not forbidden if it be not done from
or according to thy will, but for the sake of and according to My will.
But all that is done from thine own will is contrary to the Eternal
will’ 161 If this insight underpinned the Reformation, then the
church of today has been able to suppress it in its common
message. And as selfish actions are contrary to God’s law,
selfish attachment to sustaining something contravenes the
essence of Christianity.

The sixteenth century mystic, St John of the Cross,
spoke of a complete detachment and love that accompanied
the experience of God in all things. God constitutes natural
unity. The soul is able to see, in that tranquil wisdom, how of all the
creatures - not the higher creatures alone, but also the lower,
according to that which each of them has received in itself from God -
each one raises its voice in testimony to that which God is. She sees
that each one after its manner exalts God, since it has God in itself
according to its capacity; and thus all these voices make one voice of
music, extolling the greatness of God and His marvellous knowledge
and wisdom.162

The same basic truth may be seen in the natural
mysticism of the seventeenth century Englishman Traherne.
Seeing human enjoyment as complete only in association with
nature, he explains the world is a mirror of infinite beauty, yet no
man sees it. It is a Temple of Majesty, yet no man regards it. It is a
region of Light and Peace, did not man disquiet it. It is the Paradise
of God. It is more to man since he is fallen than it was before. It is the

160 Winkworth (2004) Chapter 2
16! Winkworth (2004) Chapter 1
162 St John of the Cross (1975) Stanzas XIV-XV
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place of Angels and the Gate of Heaven.'®®> While some may
interpret this as simple pantheism, we may see it as an
evocative elaboration of the Protestant mystic Boehme, who
influenced Law. And it was Law’s eighteenth century insights,
shared as a Fellow of Emmanuel College Cambridge, that
described our indwelling divine nature that constantly seeks
to reunite us with its source, God. He uses, among other
devices, the parable of the Prodigal Son which Christianity
shares with Buddhism, to explain God as the mutual attraction
of the divine in us and in all things.'** We may also see it as
the same as Tillich’s later exposition on the theme of all nature
groaning to reunite with God.16

This unity of all things (as described in Chapter 3) is
significant for our consideration of sustainable agriculture.
Practising agriculture within this wholeness - or expressed in
another way, within natural processes and flows - defines the
moral dimension of agriculture. But to understand the
processes and flows of nature requires deep insight. Such
revelations are the gift of but a small and usually uninfluential
minority. Within this group, the practical approaches of post-
Reformation nature mysticism may offer a useful framework.

One nature-mystic, the nineteenth century Jefferies
described his experience of nature and soul without prior
knowledge of other mystical writings. He advocated
withdrawal from habitual worldly places and actions in order
to keep the mind open to spiritual insight. Notwithstanding
his isolation, his writings confirm eternity and immortality as
universal aspects beyond all cycles and measures of time.1%
However, as he reminds us that our attempts to control
anything cause us to forget that time is merely a convention,
we are tempted to dismiss his insights as impractical.

163 Traherne (1988)

164 1 aw quoted in Happold (1991) Pages 376-383
165 Romans 8:19

166 Jefferies (1991) Chapters I-IIT



Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism 74

One practical application of these emerging insights
came from the twentieth century prophet Emerson who linked
meditation to everyday life through agricultural metaphor in
such poetry as the prayer of the farmer kneeling in his field to weed
it. He observed that while most of us seek health and wealth, a
higher class lives for art, poetry, nature and science. That class
is in turn surpassed by those who live for reality itself. The few
who progress through the classes eventually pitch [their] tent on
this sacred volcanic isle of nature; [they do] not offer to build houses
and barns thereon, reverencing the splendour of the God which [they
see] bursting through each chink and cranny.1¢”

This transcendental vision conceived a unification of
souls with nature, a unity, that over-soul, within which every
man’s particular being is contained and made one with all other.
Emerson unwittingly commented on sustainability when he
went on to say the universe is fluid and volatile. Permanence is but
a word of degrees. His reaction against the mechanistic
rationalist lifestyle that accompanied the Protestant expansion
in the USA of his time caused him to observe that logic is the
procession of proportionate unfolding of the intuition; but its virtue
is as a silent method; the moment it would appear as propositions,
and have a separate value, it is worthless.1®® Today, most of our
sustainability research is based on propositions and separate
values.

Society has travelled a different path from Emerson’s
and it strives to sustain its hard won and illusory victory over
nature. We downgrade such emotions as being glad for the
gladness of another and in fact act as if the system is one of war,
of an injurious superiority - Emerson’s words for market
economics and competition. When he writes that the cow is
sacrificed to her bag, the ox to his sirloin ... stall feeding makes
sperm-mills of the cattle, and converts the stable to a chemical

157 Emerson (1900) Page23, 54
18 Emerson (1900) Pages 68, 75, 82
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factory,'®® we may be sure that he would deem these modern
infringements of animal welfare as unsustainable agriculture.

The rapidly developing industrial approach to
agriculture in his day was an affront to the spiritually
sensitized Emerson. He sought and saw a morality for humans
in nature. He was able to ask what is a farm, but a mute gospel 217
Yet he also noted (in words echoed by Tillich a century later)
that unsustainable practices make us as much strangers in
nature, as we are aliens from God. And such alienation from
reality shapes all in our society, even modern education.

If “the Laws, Divinity, Natural Science, Agriculture, Art,
Trade, Letters — have their root in an invisible spiritual reality, our
educational systems and society at large have strayed from
that reality. And it is here that we find that Emerson is read for
his ‘views, prose and poetry’ rather than as a prophet. But like
all prophets, Emerson was a product of his time - for if it was
otherwise, we would have acted long ago. We note his
anomalous support for the felling of previously impenetrable
forests to create new agricultural land that could flourish
through the application of science and so disprove Malthus’
apocalyptic predictions. Rather than reconcile such a statement
with his rejection of the reductionist science that fuels
technology, which he describes as hunting for life in graveyards,
we reduce him to one more opinionated writer. But as part of
his society, he was advocating such actions within careful
tending of new lands as a spiritual activity.1”!

The spiritual activity of agriculture was further noted
in the commonality of agricultural metaphor across traditions.
In the Norse legend of our ancestors, Odin dwells in a fisher’s hut,
and patches a boat. In the Hindoo legends, Hari dwells a peasant
among peasants. In the Greek legend, Apollo lodges with the
shepherds of Admetus; and Jove liked to rusticate among the poor

19 Emerson (1900) Page 166, 254
0 Emerson (1900) Page 320
17! Emerson (1900) Pages 371, 442, 575
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Ethiopians. So, in our history, Jesus is born in a barn and his twelve
peers are fishermen. Tis the very principle of science that nature
shows herself in the leasts; twas the maxim of Aristotle and
Lucretius; and in modern times of Swedenborg and of
Hahnemann.172

Emerson spoke on sustainability when he observed the
common rejections of the transcendental message of
Christianity, noting that we delight in stability, and really are
interested in nothing that ends.7® This defines the Western
‘industry” of sustainability that at its worst disguises selfish
ends by rhetoric of future generations, fellow creatures, and
the intrinsic value of nature, and which is now embraced by
the church. And such ethical issues sit uncomfortably with
both the transcendental message of the church and its dogma.
This discomfort provided a fertile ground for the West's
understanding of itself through prophets steeped in the
Christian tradition, such Jung.

Jung explained religion in terms of historical origins
and the adjustments of culture. He saw that a spiritually
disoriented Roman Empire had required the compensatory
effect of a religion such as Christianity. Once elevated to the
state religion, Christianity found itself in the position of
needing on the one hand to rationalize its doctrines as a
defence, and on the other in order to counter irrationality
among its own adherents. This produced that strange marriage
of the original irrational Christian message with human reason,
which is so characteristic of the Western mentality.'7* Reason
dominated and Christianity evolved as part of the modern
technological age, but at a psychological cost.

Today primarily read for his psychological insights,
Jung also interpreted our unconscious yearnings as
reconciliation with God, other persons and nature. The

2 Emerson (1900) Page 445
'3 Emerson (1900) Page 651
174 Read (1970) Volume X1, Page 17
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message is now familiar - religion consists of the belief that there
is an unseen order, and ... our supreme good lies in harmoniously
adjusting ourselves thereto.'”> This is seen in the seamless
association religion and ecology in India and Southeast Asia.1”
Today in the West this is often expressed in religious
approaches to ecology that seek to reunite us with the divine.

Re-unification, the etymological origin of ‘religion’,
may also be expressed in terms of healing the pervasive
neuroses of society. In Christian terminology, we are re-
unified when we accept ourselves and live according to our
own ‘inner calling’, in the same manner that Jesus lived his
life. This is the meaning of the imitation of Christ.'77 It differs
from the usual rational interpretation of parables, stories and
myths, which has sacrificed much of the non-rational reality
that myths seek to convey. Jung considered the demise of
myth a consequence of rationalism and a cause of modern
psychological disorders. One of those disorders in turn is a
constant sense of insecurity for which sustainability is grasped
at as an answer.

To Jung, Christianity retains a salvific message that
incidentally addresses the insecurity of change. He describes
Christianity as a story of how God created our world and found his
creation to be good. In the course of time, and almost from the
beginning, the world, in its freedom, became separated, alienated
from its Creator. Yet God so loved the world that a particular time,
now long ago, he sent his son, not to condemn, but to redeem the
world through the power of love. In our state of separation (sin), we
killed the very one he sent. God’s love, however, was not thwarted.
The story goes onto say that God demonstrated the power of love by
using that death as a means of our salvation, raising the one he sent
from the grave, empowering us with his own holy spirit, and offering

175 James (1994) Page 27
176 Gosling (2001)
177 Clift (1983) Page 72
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us also a new life as participants in his new creation, the church, the
body of Christ’s resurrection.178

Thus the Christian story is a concept; the ‘sending’ of
God’s son and the ‘exchange’ of his life for human ‘sin’
portray the redemption of those persons who are reconciled to
reality. The story is about reconciliation and salvation.
Through discussion of myth, Jung revealed the role of
symbolism in Christianity and so provided interpretations of
ancient rituals as part of a universal psychological process.
Such symbolism may be seen in the ritual of the Eucharist in
terms of unification of substance, impermanence and inter-
relationships.

So why do we miss the application of the essential
teachings to sustainability? It is because dogma and creed
have become so codified over the centuries that they have lost
their original experiential element even though they have
retained the symbols important to our unconscious. Deeply
embedded in the Western collective unconscious, this
symbolism is more powerful on a person from within that
culture than on one who adopts a foreign culture.’”® In this
manner, Western culture has formed Western minds such that
the same symbols evoke consistent reactions. The same
mechanism may be noted within all cultures, but here we are
concerned primarily with Christianity.

In the Christian context, Jung's struggle to
accommodate his experience of God described in his Answer to
Job revealed a God that is both good and bad. The usual lop-
sided God that is only good depreciated spiritual matters in
parallel with appreciation of the physical world, which may
have been what Nietzsche was getting at in his Beyond Good
and Evil. Tentatively concluding that God is only about three-
quarters good, Jung added the power of evil (symbolized in the

178 Clift (1983) Pages 88-89
17 Clift (1983) Pages 90-91
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God-created serpent of Eden) to the Trinity. From his own and
patients” psychological experiences, he noted the congruence
of this Quaternity with such other insights as Taoism, the four
sons of Horus in ancient Egypt, the four Evangelists, and even
the design of rose windows.180

Myth also allows us to interpret the historical traditions
of Judaism.!8! God in fact needs us. God is made in our image.
God, after having created all things, was only able to find
fulfilment through that one created form that has the freedom
to reject his creative force of love.1¥ God may be seen to draw
us to him through his love expressed in creation - a love that
exceeds all other loves, is unbounded and is an evocation to
wholeness, as expressed in the lines heading this chapter, Love
Divine, All Loves Excelling.18

The ‘new creation’ that is ‘perfectly restored in thee’
referred to in that hymn is the “unified psyche’ of Jung. It may
be understood as a union of opposites that is a psychological
healing - an unification with ourselves and the natural world.
Thus, taking up the cross of Christ1% becomes the first step of a
reconciliation process towards maturity, characterized by
internal misgivings. Reconciling opposites is the true symbolic
intent of the Cross, it is just a matter of translating the
Christian language. For instance, instead of using the term God
you say ‘unconscious’, instead of Christ ‘self, instead of incarnation
‘integration of the unconscious’, instead of salvation or redemption
‘individuation’, instead of crucifixion or sacrifice on the cross
‘realization of the four functions’” or of ‘wholeness’.18 A yearning
for the calm of psychic unification fuels our fixation with
sustainability.

180 Clift (1983) Pages 131, 137

181 Miles (1997)

182 Tillich (1976) Page 422

183 Charles Wesley in Methodist Hymn Book: Hymn 426
184 1 uke 9:23

185 Read (1970) Page 153
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Merton expressed our yearning for unity in the
following way - the world itself is no problem, but we’re a problem
to ourselves because we are alienated from ourselves, and this
alienation is due precisely to an inveterate habit of division by which
we break reality into pieces and then ponder why, after we have
manipulated the pieces as they fall apart, we find ourselves out of
touch with life, with reality, with the world and most of us with
ourselves.'8 This speaks not only of reductionism, but of our
essential craving for stability - for sustainability, even though
it is screened by the diversity, novelty and inventions of
modern lifestyles.

Dulled by lifestyles of distraction, we are intellectually
and spiritually asleep, unaware of the flash of intuition by
which multiplicity is suddenly comprehended as basically one -
penetrated through and through by the logos, the divine fire.1¥” So
we can see from this perspective that sustainability is based on
a deluded conception of reality. The points of this discussion
may be summarized in the following:
¢ Since the Reformation, insistence on rationality has diluted

the Christian message and made many insights about our
unity with an unseen order into potential heresies; yet this
very fact can assist our understanding of sustainability as
the ill-conceived self-will that has been defined in Christian
insights as sin.

e Ex-church insights have commonly described a divine
indwelling that permeates all nature and its flows,
suggesting that agriculture may only be sustainable when
practiced within those flows, which may be only
understood by the wise.

e We have rejected the myths and symbols that inform us of
change and our role and the healthy unification of our

185 Cunningham (1992) Page 387
187 Cunningham (1992) Page 287
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psyches lies in accepting the integrity and impermanence
of all things, which is the first premise of sustainability.

If there are prophets of agricultural sustainability - as we
might expect to find in a subject that often resorts to religious
language and unsupported statements of belief - then we must
count those mentioned in this and the previous chapter and
their peers, for they have preached the integrity of all nature.
At this stage in Western self-understanding, a self-
preoccupation has been turned into a rational approach to
understanding the psyche, and it is in this modern milieu that
one should expect to regain respect for ancient insights. It is
also a field that is finding affinity with Eastern traditions, and
that in itself is causing us to consider Oriental insights more
generously. The next chapter introduces some aspects of
congruence between Western and Eastern traditions.
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Chapter 7

West Meets East:
The Salvation of Agriculture

The reality is that all religious truths come from an original
experience, that of the seer, the prophet, the saint. The
experience always has to be interpreted in the light of
rational, conceptual thought.

Griffiths

Modern communication offers us the gift of
understanding our global similarities and the artificiality of
separating one religion from another. In pre-agricultural times
until the evolution of complex language our ancestors may
well have lived without sophisticated awareness of past or
future. With the abstraction of language, they learned to
communicate without pointing and touching, and were
eventually able to develop such concepts as remembrance of
the past and anticipation of the future. This probably occurred
before the time that human economies shifted from hunting to
agriculture. Yet in the knowledge handed down to us, history,
the afterlife, and agriculture were triplets born.

Hunters are romantically said to have lived day to day,
eating as they hunted food. They lived in the present.
Agriculture, on the other hand, requires more planning for the
sowing of crops, for harvest, for comparing harvests across
years, and for learning the complexities of interfering with
natural systems. Of course, both hunting and agriculture
require planning. The point is that humans gradually ceased to
be moulded only by the environment and began to mould
themselves and their environment. This evolutionary
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conception of agriculture varies from the Christian
misconception that agriculture was a ‘religious injunction’
against the unruly and unsophisticated herders and their
nomadic lifestyles.’ In both agriculture and herding
communities, a religious dimension was integral with
everyday activities.

The psychological and religious significance of the
development of language is easily underestimated. Our
forebears probably did not consider trees as either objects for
investigation or for unconsidered use, but rather more like
‘nymphs’” within an overall conception of a living cosmos.18
With agriculture, storage of food for the future became
common and led to exchange and eventually to the
introduction of currencies - precursors of today’s spiritless
‘commodities’. Surpluses of food also created the civilizations
of great river valleys of the Euphrates, Nile, Indus and Yellow
rivers, and freed a portion of the populace to engage in other
pursuits - including writing. Good harvests were critical and
propitiation of gods to favour good harvests was a primary
focus of each developing civilization. Sacrifices became more
demanding over time, eventually including human sacrifice.
This contrasts with the pre-language social arrangements
where killing and warfare are romantically, and
unrealistically, held to have been unknown.

Logical thinking created a conceptual revolution that
led to wider communication and deeper investigation. It also
introduced the power to control ourselves and the external
world. It became logical to substitute sacrifices of one’s tribal
fellows with captured troops, for example. The next major
development was awareness of consciousness.

Awareness of consciousness is clear in the great period
of Indian spiritual development, which began in the second

138 Emerson (1900) Page 10
18 Griffiths (1992) Page 38
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millennium BCE. The pre-Vedic period may have been a
matriarchal society that worshiped a mother goddess in a
manner similar to Egypt and Mesopotamia - the origins of the
god Shiva lie in this early period. The Aryan influence from
southern Russia impacted on Greek, Latin, Celtic, Persian as
well as Indian thought and produced the major development -
the Vedas. The Vedas are among the most ancient poetry in the
world and reflect an extant desire to unify all gods. In the
Vedic conception, three components of the world - the
physical, psychological and spiritual - comprise a unified and
balanced whole. The psychological or spiritual sickness of
modern society introduced in the previous chapter can be
interpreted as resulting from its overemphasis on the physical
or material more than the spiritual dimension. By contrast, the
integrated vision of early communities seems to have
produced a sort of sustainable agriculture, one that lasted for a
millennium. It is this line of thought that produces today’s
romantized view of third world farmers, an aspect we will
investigate in a later chapter.

According to the Vedas, a fulfilling life was one lived in
harmony with the cosmos and its rhythms. Selfishly taking
more than necessary is contrary to the natural order. This is
clear in the later Bhagavad-Gita, which considers stealing to be
the taking of food without acknowledging the natural order by
making an appropriate sacrifice or thanks. By 800 BCE the
Aranyakas, or forest books, mark a further development with
the external rituals and myths evolving into a search for the
inner self. The sacrificial fire became an internal fire to which
fears, sins, thoughts and desires might be offered. This shift in
consciousness is evident in the Upanishads, written around the
time of the Buddha. Greek philosophers of the time such as
Heraclitus were similarly developing the consciousness of a
transcendent god. This period produced the major religious
systems of the world - each as an evolution of self-
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understanding, including the Hebrew branch onto which
Christianity is grafted.

The Hebrew God was separate from the world. The
universe was an output of God’s work rather than, as in India,
being the mind itself, albeit often a god’s mind. Understanding
the immanent presence described as God in Judaism
developed slowly. Nevertheless, the unity of creation is
indicated where the creation story describes every tree as
pleasant to the sight and good to eat'®® and in God walking in the
garden in the cool of the day.** The arrival of the serpent that
disrupted this harmony symbolized our falling away from that
natural unity. We were described as being seduced by our
lower nature, which became known as ‘sin’. The historical
conflict between agriculturists and pastoralists told in the
story of Cain and Abel'? links sin to the expansion of
agriculture. The agriculturists were the Babylonians and
Egyptians that pestered the Israelite pastoralists.

The danger of selfishness accompanies agriculture, and
remains embedded in our anguish over agricultural
sustainability. The story of the Tower of Babel, built up to
heaven,' depicts in architectural metaphor the same
dominance of the physical world over the spiritual. But it was
not sustainable agriculture that produced the evils of Cain or
the arrogance of Babylon, but an attitude that fractured
understanding the integrity of all things. Re-uniting is the
salvation theme of the Judeo-Christian and other traditions.

The repetitious Old Testament theme of reconciliation
with God corresponds to our fundamental desire for re-
unification with nature. We ‘fell” by turning away from the
spirit and focusing on ourselves, yet the spirit moves to
reconcile us with God to restore us to the paradisiacal state

190 Genesis 2:9
! Genesis 3:8
192 Genesis 4:2
193 Genesis 11:4
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referred to in Isaiah. This is interpreted by Christians as a
prediction of the arrival of Christ,1** a product of metaphorical
genius that is so often misunderstood by literal interpretations.
The same error of literal interpretation of Judeo-Christian
myths about agriculture overlooks the association of selfish
flouting of natural flows with unsustainable outcomes - the
wide assumption of a duty to use the earth for our own ends
derives from such literal understanding of the creation myths.

The Genesis instruction to fill the earth and subdue it'*
has licensed widespread environmental violence. It forms part
of a replacement of the interdependent religions of
agriculturists with a hierarchical religions of aggressive
pastoralists. This licence is a repetitive theme in the Old
Testament. God instructs Israel to utterly destroy and
otherwise dominate other peoples, thus defining the common
theme of violence of the Semitic religions of Judaism,
Christianity and Islam.1% Yet this mandate to subdue betrays a
potential higher consciousness that is explained more clearly
in later scriptures of more limited social impact. For example -
you shall no longer be forsaken nor shall your land be called
Desolate; but you shall be called My Delight and your land Married,
for the Lord delights in you and your land shall be married'?”
indicates reconciliation with nature.

The symbol of one’s land is also powerfully used to
similar effect in the New Testament. This is beyond
misinterpretation in such versus as, if they had been thinking of
the country they had left, they would have had opportunity to return.
Instead, they were longing for a better country - a heavenly one.1%
Seeking a homeland is a metaphor for a concept elsewhere
called “the kingdom of God” and other similar references. The

194 Isaiah 51:3, 53:12

195 Genesis 1:28

19 Griffiths (1992) Page 87
197 Isaiah 62:4

1% Hebrews 11:14-16
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same message of reunification is indicated from Romans - all
creation groaning in travail for reunification!® to Revelations - I
saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first
earth have passed away and the sea was no more.20 So, the
Christian message of reconciliation with nature is not merely
an ecological vision but a complete self-transformation, one
that reforms our attitudes from partial and controlling to
living in the unity of all nature.

We may see the perfect unity depicted in the Eden
myth as an undifferentiated consciousness and the Fall as our
failure to listen to our immanent spirit. Separation from the
unified whole of creation produces the social divisions of
individuality. Divisions between genders occur, then between
tribes, then between individuals, and eventually between what
we think is our self and our own consciousness. This is what
Paul was expressing in his contrast between the psuchikos - the
‘soul or ego man” who focuses on himself, and the pneumatikos
- the “spiritual man” who remains at one with all things.?01

When we are not at one with the spirit of nature in our
agriculture, the earth will bring forth thorns and thistles.202 This
integrated vision contrasts with the separation required to use
language. Rational minds require dualism to function and our
science, philosophy and theology are built on it. Our normal
way of perceiving the universe around us is in terms of an inner and
outer world.?® A wunited spirit is the higher states of
consciousness referred to in Buddhism, the Brahman-Atman
referred to in the Upanishads, the Al Haqq referred to by Sufi
mystics, and the kingdom of heaven in the Christian gospels.
We will return to this theme in later chapters as it is critical to
our discussion of sustainability, as well as to sound

199 Romans 8:21-23

200 Revelations 21:1

211 Corinthians 2:14-15

202 Genesis 3:18

203 Griffiths (1992) Page 100
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understanding at all levels from the personal to international
development assistance.

These are not new thoughts.?** There are indications that
the Greeks were influenced by Indian thought. Pythagoras lived in
the fifth or sixth century before Christ, around the time of the
Upanishads and the Buddha. It is said that he had been to India and
there is little doubt that his works show Indian influence. He believed
in reincarnation for instance, when the doctrine was rare in Greece,
and he practiced vegetarianism and taught the practice of silence in
an organized community — all elements that seem to derive from
Hindu and Buddhist traditions. Plato himself was profoundly
influenced by Pythagoras and inherited this mystical tradition. But
again Plato, in his written works, always used the language of
‘rational analytical thought’, though there is obviously behind it a
mystical vision which comes out especially in some of his letters.
There is certainly a tradition of some hidden mystical wisdom in
Plato, but what stands out in his writings is the highly rational
intellectual character.?05

Greek influence is evident in the Christian concept of
salvation as an emerging consciousness that conforms to
Upanishad and Buddhist teachings. It is also another indication
of theological and philosophical interaction between the
Mediterranean regions and India. Likewise, the inter-
relationships of the Trinity can represent the inter-
relationships in nature in a unity understood by some deep
ecologists. The complete knowing of this unity is what
spiritual writings call ‘love’ - caring for everything as if it is
part of us.20

In such insights East and West have ever met.
Universal truths have informed spiritual development, even if
cultural differences fostered division. When we understand
the West’s religious heritage, we see that its emphasis on

204 Balvey (2002)
205 Griffiths (1992) Pages 230-231
26 Griffiths (1992) Page 234-239, 254



89  Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism

rational thought has locked it into pre-conceptions of what
sustainability must be. This orientation defines sustainability
as meeting our desires before those of all others. And that
definition conflicts with the sustainability that can be derived
from the spiritual intent of the West's primary espoused
religion.

There is much on which to reflect in the West’s rediscovery of

its Eastern heritage. It may be summarized the following:

e Congruence of spiritual insights across major religions,
often subverted by religio-cultural differences, indicates
our potential for higher forms of consciousness, allusions
to which are misinterpreted in our usual rational discourse.

e As the ancients progressively described their own
consciousness in scriptures, they realized the ideal of
balance between physical, psychological and spiritual
development - a balance that is biased by modern
emphasis on the physical.

e Judeo-Christian and other myths that associate agriculture
with evils have the intent of highlighting motivations as
the issue, not agriculture; they suggest that we cannot
expect to sustain agriculture or anything else if we serve
impure ends.

Most interpretations of sustainable agriculture are either of
two things: (1) a rational if not realistic desire to maintain
things the way we crave as a form of agricultural salvation, or
(2) a misinterpretation of the mythological and allegorical
intentions that convey a spiritual message of our oneness with
all things. One such misinterpretation, often aligned with
opinions about ecological and agricultural sustainability, is
pantheism. This tendency to project our spirituality into all
things is treated in the following chapter.
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Chapter 8

Pantheistic Agriculture:
Investing the Gods in Agriculture

Whoso reveres me as abiding in all things,
adopting the belief in oneness,
though abiding in any possible condition,
that disciplined man abides in Me.

Bhagavad-Gita

Pantheism sees the divine in nature. This is quite
different from the concept of Buddha-nature in all things as
used as a didactic device in some branches of Buddhism, as
discussed in later chapters. It also differs from the Gita’s lines
above, which exist within an early conception of
interrelatedness and responsibility to act within it
Nevertheless, modern interpretations of pantheism evoke
powerful images that can engender sensitivity to nature that
can seem unworthy of criticism. Pantheism pervades Western
romanticism of the peasants in poor countries and their
various nature spirits. And because such traditional
agricultural systems are often claimed to be sustainable, a
pantheistic association with sustainability develops. The
search for sustainable agriculture can indeed be informed by
understanding low-input traditional agriculture and its
human interactions with nature, though it does not offer the
answer in itself as we consider later in this journey. In this
chapter, we concentrate on the enduring appeal of pantheism
itself, and consider its relevance to sustainable agriculture.

Our cultural assimilation of pantheism may be readily
seen in a comparison of such symbols as World Mother,
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Mother Earth, the world as a dance, play, theatre, or even as a
mechanical work. The World Mother symbols offer the feeling
of being comfortable and safe in a warm amniotic world that
offers no fears and all sustenance. This is often interpreted to
mean that spirit is immanent in everything. “‘Mother Earth’, on
the other hand, places us on the earth rather than in the earth
(mother), and thereby raises questions of hierarchy, which we
answer by placing ourselves above nature. Dance, play and
theatre are metaphors for interaction and reunification with
the immanent spirit. However, the conception of the world as
a machine has the opposite effect of suggesting a world devoid
of spirit.

We can now view these symbols as a progression from
maternal to paternal. This is reflected in Greek myths where
the Mother cults of Delphi were replaced by that of Apollo, a
shift strengthened by monotheism with its patriarchal
hierarchy. Messianism is possibly a reaction to the repression
of maternalism. As the central message of all scriptures is self-
transformation to see natural unity, it is relayed through both
matriarchal and patriarchal models, often through metaphors
of siblinghood and friendship. However, there seems to be a
difference; the patriarchal and mechanical culture of the West
makes appreciation of an ecological model more foreign than
it would be to a cooperative community imbued with
matriarchal symbols.?” Modern Western interest in pantheism
is not necessarily a continuation of a past maternal model, but
does represent a yearning for something more than the
mechanistic model can deliver.

Modern Pantheism draws support from all religions
and results in ‘scientific’ pantheism. This teaches that the
universe and nature are divine. It purports to align religion and
science, and concern for humans with concern for nature. It also
claims to explain life after death, and [to provide] the most solid

27 Moltmann (1985)
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basis for environmental ethics [yet] requires no faith other than
common sense, no revelation other than open eyes and a mind open
to evidence, no guru other than [one’s] own self.28 However, it is
not as a formal belief that pantheism is most prevalent, but as
a worldview of literate and secular persons who seek an
acceptable cosmology separate from church dogma, and who
find pantheism compatible with their reading of the classics.

It is claimed that most of the early philosophers
considered some unspecified and unseen essence to imbue all
life and all things, which was recycled by life and death.?*
According to Thales, the essential substance was water with all
other matter composed of deities,?® while according to
Anaximenes it was air. To Heraclitus it was fire, and to
Anaximander it was an ethereal apeiron that existed before the
gods. Anaximander (611-546 BCE) considered that the infinite is
the divine, for it is immortal and indestructible, and that the parts
undergo change while the whole is changeless and has no
beginning or end.?!!

Stoic belief that the universe is animate, rational and
possessed of a soul similarly suits the doctrine of pantheism.
Zeno of Cittium (300-260 BCE) placed man in the role of
accepting destiny and living according to nature
unquestioningly because all things are imbued with the will of
the universe. God was conceived as the cosmos (a Stoic term)
and as the culmination of all gods and identical with a sentient
being which is animate and rational.?'2 Man himself has come to
be in order to contemplate and imitate the world. But the world,
since it embraces everything and there is nothing which is not
included in it, is perfect from every point of view.?3

208 Harrison (1999)
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Marcus Aurelius (reigned 161-180) accepted the Stoic
belief of an intelligent universe with a soul, together with the
fatalistic conclusions that the philosophy implies. In his
Meditations he advises to constantly regard the universe as one
living being, having one substance and one soul; and observe how all
things have reference to one perception, the perception of this one
living being; and how all things act with one movement; and how all
things are the cooperating causes of all things which exist; observe
too the continuous spinning of the thread and the contexture of the
web ... all things are implicated with one another, and the bond is
holy; and there is hardly anything unconnected with any other
things. For things have been co-ordinated, and they combine to make
up the same universe. For there is one universe made up of all things,
and one god who pervades all things, and one substance, and one
law, and one reason.?14

Thus the universe changes constantly to create new
things, and our striving against change is futile. This
realization caused Marcus Aurelius to advocate the laying
aside of carelessness, unreasonable action, hypocrisy, self-love,
and discontent with one’s lot, in a manner suggestive of the
Buddhist causative arguments. Thus if you work at that which is
before you, following right reason seriously, vigorously, calmly
without allowing anything else to distract you, but keeping your
divine part pure, as if you might be bound to give it back
immediately; if you hold to this, expecting nothing, fearing nothing,
but satisfied with your present activity according to nature [you will
be happy]. And there is no man who is able to prevent this. ... Every
part of me will be reduced by change into some part of the universe,
and that again will change into another part of the universe. and so
on for ever. And by consequence of such a change I too exist, and
those who begot me, and so on forever in the other direction.?15

So already at this time it was known that sustainability
cannot involve striving against nature or acting with an impure

214 Hadas (1960) Sections 4.40, 7.9
215 Hadas (1960) Sections 3.12, 5.13



Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism 94

attitude. By the time of Plotinus (died 270), an impersonal,
infinite, eternal, unified, and omnipresent god had been
conceived?'® who had no thought, knowledge or movement,
which was like a limited form of the Tao. Describing out-of-
body experiences in which he saw the higher soul extending
almost into plants, Plotinus assisted our understanding of the
interdependent relationships of the seer with the seen?” -
although his visions tempt some to literal pantheistic
interpretations stripped of their more likely intent of
transcendence.

To briefly consider an Eastern tradition that is also
manipulated to serve modern pantheism, we can look to the
Tao in its lines:

Being one with Nature, he is in accord with the Tao.

Being in accord with the Tao, he is everlasting.?18
and
The universe and I exist together and all things and I are one
and
He who regards all things as one is a companion of Nature.?1

But just as the Tao was interpreted politically by
Confucians as preaching inactivity and social irresponsibility,
so the pragmatist dominates the spiritual in modern society.
Perhaps this explains the modern subversive appeal of
pantheism over traditional Christianity. Of course, in
disparaging the Tao as inactive and irresponsible, the
Confucians were judging the non-rational in rational terms, an
omission later perpetrated by modern pantheists.

Within Western culture, it is easy to see the pantheistic
appeal of such words:

Whither shall 1 go from thy spirit?
Or whither shall 1 fall from thy presence?

218 Gerson (1996)
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If I ascend to heaven, thou art there!
If I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there!
If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the
sed,
even there thy hand shall lead me,
and thy right hand shall hold me.’?20

But this is a poetic expression of rising consciousness of
personal spirituality and is, in any case, far from the final
word of the Judeo-Christian tradition that continued to evolve
for centuries after such Psalms were written.

Christianity understands the mystical union that is all
things as transformational in the same way as other great
religions, such as in Islam. The Koran records wheresoever you
turn, there is the face of God.??' The New Testament epistles
record with the same intent that He is before all things and in him
all things hold together??> and Know ye not that ye are the temple of
God, and that the spirit of God dwelleth within you? If any man
defile the temple of God, him shall God destroy; for the temple of God
is holy, which temple ye are.??> Also in the Gospel of Thomas,
Jesus says cleave the wood, and I am there; lift the stone, and you
will find me there.2* But no such references are limited to
pantheistic interpretations. Neither do they speak directly
about sustainability, no matter how much we might like them
to do so.

Pantheism as a modern religion appropriates
whomever it desires as its prophets. One can claim pantheism
in the insights of Hildegard of Bingen (born 1098) who
understood the Holy Spirit to be present in all things,?? of
Aquinas (born 1224-5) who reasoned that God must be present
in all things yet also separate, of Eckhart (born 1260) who saw

220 psalm 139:7-10

21 Koran 11115
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man’s unity with God, of Spinoza (born 1632) who concluded
that God exists beyond the sensed world,?? and of Rousseau
(born 1712) who revelled in nature and disdained the church.
Coleridge, Wordsworth, Keats, and Shelley speak of a
universal spirit, as does Blake in his oft quoted lines:??

To see a World in a grain of sand
And Heaven in a wild flower,
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand,
And Eternity in an hour.

Pantheism is, in the main, a beneficial platform for
environmental awareness. It provides a useful contrast with
the environmentally destructive image of Christianity.
Pantheism views nature to be sacred and thus worthy of
preservation in terms of its beauty, diversity, and health, and
encourages us to wider contact with nature. It has been
represented both as a plausible religion in its own right and a
belief system that can be practised in parallel with other
religions. Pantheism also differs from the Gaia hypothesis,??
which is a useful conception of the interconnectedness of all
things without a belief structure - although it too seems to be
being taken literally as a belief system by some. But while
pantheism highlights our relationship with our surroundings,
it falls short of our more critical relationship with our own
consciousness. It can even be a stumbling-block when the
examples it choses for its verification are misinterpretations of
metaphors and allegories for the fruits of a higher
consciousness.

Regardless of its limitations in religious terms,
pantheism remains a useful device to consider the divine in all
things. In agriculture it encourages care for land, soil, rocks,
insects, plants, animals, and ourselves - and surely this can

226 Elwes (1989)
227 Blake (1996)
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only be good. But in missing the central message of the sages
and scriptures, modern pantheism limits us to the small and
uncertain gains of rational processes uninformed by
significant spiritual development. It assists sustainable
agriculture in the form of making the best out of a bad job.

We might summarize this as follows:

e In considering the divine in all nature, pantheism
encourages a maternal and interrelated conception of life
that fosters positive emotions toward the environment.

¢ In the story of human realization of consciousness, rational
interpretations coupled with domineering paternal
religious symbols have produced a reactionary seeking of
maternal metaphors, which can support pantheism as an
end in itself.

e Even though the classics and scriptures confirm the
message of transcendence more than pantheistic beliefs,
the respectful practice of agriculture as if all parts of it are
imbued with one spirit is more supportive of sustainability
than is a mechanistic attitude.

So while pantheism might be a step toward sustainable
agriculture, it favours literalistic interpretations of scriptures
that have other intentions. Its popularity is enhanced by our
general reliance on the same rationality that has caused much
of what would have otherwise been explained through
religion to become the province of other philosophical fields.
Such philosophical fields as ethics and the evolution of rights
might thus be seen as part of the West's modern religion. This
is introduced in the following chapter.
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Chapter 9

Agricultural Philosophy and Rights:
From Natural Rights to Rights for Nature

The fairest thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is
the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true
art and true science. He who knows it not and can no longer
wonder, no longer feel amazement, is as good as dead, a
snuffed-out candle. It was the experience of mystery — even
if mixed with fear - that engendered religion. A knowledge
of the existence of something we cannot penetrate, of the
manifestations of the profoundest reason and the most
radiant beauty, which are only accessible to our reason in
their most elementary forms - it is this knowledge and this
emotion that constitute the truly religious attitude; in this
sense, and in this alone, I am a religious man.
Einstein??

In this expression of religion, Einstein provides the
unifying context of wonder to science, art, philosophy and
religion. Without mentioning it, he also stimulates us to recall
a past when the arts included the natural sciences, and when
philosophy was integral with religion. It recalls the spirit of
the Greek philosopher who lived his philosophy in a stratified
society. In contrast, we can see modern philosophy as a means
for consolidating disparate views to support revolutionary
social change, such as the rejection of slavery or gender
exploitation.

Notwithstanding Einstein’s broad definition of being
religious, it is easy to emphasize the rational over the

22 Einstein (1996)



99  Falvey - Religion and Agriculture: Sustainability in Christianity and Buddhism

experiential in Western societies. In addition, Western ethics
are today influenced by social permission. While some may
see a decline in the influence of Christianity, the society is
simply a wider context for decision-making that itself is a
product of historical changes in ethical values. Religiosity is
far wider than institutionally sanctioned actions, and can be
appreciated through those social historians styled as
philosophers. From these persons, we might expect to find a
‘religious” understanding of sustainability. And these modern
philosophers are building on the ‘major spiritual tradition of
the West’, seen by some as Neoplatonism,?* especially in the
last four centuries.

Since the Reformation, secular expressions of spiritual
values in the arts, science, and philosophy have served us well
- with science exploring the external world while literature,
music and the fine arts explored the inner world. Psychology
integrated the two worlds to help understanding of personal
consciousness. So it is from rational interpretations of the
collective insights of these pursuits that we arrive at the
modern shorthand of many ethical questions - rights. That
individual humans have rights is almost axiomatic to
Westerners; now the concept is being extended to animals or
even nature in general.

At this point it is worthwhile reminding ourselves that
‘rights” in the legalistic Western sense do not necessarily have
any tangible basis. The concept of rights is a tool in the service
of a political goal of equality, which itself is an idyllic
conception. And just as tools can be misused or ascribed a
mystical value, so has been the concept of rights. I am not
simply appealing for rights to be re-linked with
responsibilities - though that is a good first step. I am trying to
maintain an open perspective on our limited appreciation of
reality. That open perspective allows us to see, for example,

230 Sangharakshita (1994) Page 17
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that the concept of rights even when attached to
responsibilities, is but a partial response to deep insights about
nature, many of which are clearer in the non-theistic Eastern
tradition of Buddhism.

Without pre-empting a later discussion, we may
usefully note that the central Buddhist understanding of co-
dependence relates treatment of all other things, living or not,
to each other. It thus raises our perspective to a level of
universal inter-relationships. Buddhist understanding can go a
step further and reveal Western attachments to ‘rights’ as a
source of angst when they are seen to be an individual’s
property. Asserting ‘my right' to free choice/equal
treatment/free speech/health care/safe streets and so on is
accepted in many Western contexts as appropriate social
behaviour and obviously produces stress. Rights can be
divisive and can be more a source of conflict than a permanent
solution in many cases. Notwithstanding this insight, the
pervasiveness of the concept of rights makes the concept
another tool in our examination of sustainability. So, we return
to consider the rights of nature.

The history of the rights of nature that culminates in
modern environmental ethics has been comprehensively
traced through changing attitudes to religion. Describing the
Western moral relationship with nature as one of the most
extraordinary developments in recent intellectual history,”®! Nash
documents a pre-ethical past where one’s primary concerns
were expressed through family, tribe, and region. This
situation evolved into current ethical values relating to nation,
race, humans, and to an extent animals. It may even be leading
us towards a universal environmental ethic. These steps are as
significant as the revaluation of slaves from owned chattels to
humans with equal rights to all others. In this way, the concept
of legal rights can be presented as a complement to the

! Nash (1989) Page 4
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evolution of ethics and reveal sharp shifts in social perception
often associated with ‘movements’ to convince, educate and
lobby for change.

If every great movement must experience the three stages of
ridicule, discussion, and adoption,?? an ethical shift towards
agricultural sustainability would seem to be barely out of the
first stage, for unsustainable actions mock our well-meaning
discussions. Doubts about technological salvation exist, but
they are not within the output-oriented mainstream of
agriculture. Nevertheless, we can see changes in Western
ethical perceptions in the rejection of animal cruelty. From
such consideration of the rights of living beings, we might next
consider life-supporting matter and then ascribe rights to
ecosystems, with persons speaking on their behalf. All of these
matters affect agriculture and are related to the revolution that
may make agriculture closer to the ideal of sustainability. So,
rather than view agriculture as having sold its birthright for a
mess of technological pottage, it makes more sense to view it
as part of an evolving ethic of environmental rights - and
indeed one that may yet end in a Jacob-Esau reconciliation.

Whether the liberal tradition of natural rights assigned
to slaves, women and other groups can be expanded to non-
human interests including all of nature depends on its validity
within the evolving ethics of the West. While not using the
language of rights, Greek and Roman philosophers assumed a
pre-existing natural law distinct from the common law
developed by states. This distinction allowed the Roman jus
animalium to complement the jus naturae and jus commune with
the effect that animals possessed independent natural rights.
Following this ethic, it seems that legal courts in the Middle
Ages heard cases of animals against humans.??> However, the
post-Reformation church assumption of the right to dominate

32 Nash (1989) Page 8
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nature has reduced animal rights to the service of human
needs. Such utilitarian values remained until after the
seventeenth century when human rights became
paramount.?* Descartes was thus able to declare our
superiority over all other life because of our ability for
conscious thought.?® So the West has moved away from the
rights accorded to animals for nearly two millennia, and may
now be slowly redressing this lapse.

As introduced in the preceding chapter, the continuity
of pantheism was partly a reaction to the Renaissance
developments, which in challenging anthropocentric
perspectives have provided much of the basis for allocating
rights to nature in the modern era.??¢ In pantheist mode,
Spinoza thoughts were amplified in Pope’s popular lines:

Know Nature's children all divide her care;
The fur that warms a monarch, warm'd a bear.
While Man exclaims, ‘See all things for my use!’
‘See man for mine’ replies a pamper'd goose:
And just as short of Reason he must fall,
Who thinks all made for one, not one for all. 237

But questioning anthropocentrism has little impact on
Western society when it clings to a belief in legitimized control
of nature. Yet a change is occurring, influenced by biological
logic that questions absolutist interpretations of Descartes and
his followers. Western sensitivities seem to now allocate rights
to higher or useful animals, particularly when they are as cute
as dolphins. This is part of a continuum of gradual reassertion
of animal rights through the eighteenth century when
agriculturally useful animals were afforded an ethical status in
a hierarchy that placed them above other life forms and below
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slaves.??® From this time, English laws that prohibited
bearbaiting and cockfighting were initiated, although the issue
of owner-inflicted cruelty to animals remained outside all such
laws.

The Englishman Salt lived according to his principles of
moral identification with animals.?*® His association of animal
mistreatment with social decline may be seen as a precursor of
deep-ecology.?40 Expressed as an enslavement of animal and
even human rights to profit-motivations, his coining of the
term ‘liberation” allowed consideration of humans as
oppressors who could make amends by accepting the
oppressed as full members of the community. By modern
times, a century after Salt's 1885 rebellion against the English
establishment, the idea of extending natural rights to include the
rights of nature could no longer be brushed aside as a perversion of
liberalism. For increasing numbers it was the new frontier of that
philosophy.241

Within agriculture, animal welfare became an accepted
component of ethical management. While animal welfare is
still not respected by all, it daily makes inroads into Western
consciousness and in so doing increases our knowledge of
ourselves. And ethical reassessment of animals stimulated
consideration of all components of nature. This slow crawl
towards an ideal of sustainable agriculture, while apparently
secular in origin, honours our spiritual need to act in accord
with nature.

So we see that secular philosophy is integral to an
understanding of social and religious development as part of
sustainability. The discussion may be summarized as follows:

238 Bentham (1843)
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e If we conceive philosophy and science as expressions of
spirituality in the same manner as religion, then we can see
a gradual development of improved ethical approaches to
each other and to nature.

e Within the evolution of ethics, just as we have conceived
rights for slaves and animals, we may conceive the wider
rights of nature and thereby find an ethical context for
sustainable agriculture.

¢ An overemphasis on mechanistic explanations of nature
has revealed that single-minded pursuit of profit from
agriculture leads to unethical treatment of animals and
nature that is not conducive to sustainable agriculture.

The emergence of rights is Western society’s expression of an
evolving individual self-consciousness. We should not expect
to find the same reaction in cultures that have maintained
greater balance between material and spiritual aspects of life.
Yet today Western culture inevitably influences other cultures.
In the ensuing cultural interaction, alternative means of the
West conceiving man’s integrity in nature became clear, as is
discussed later. Meanwhile, the next few chapters amplify the
evolving Western ethical understanding, beginning with the
rise of secular ecological ethics.
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Chapter 10

Sustainable Agriculture and Secular Environmentalism:
Emerging Ecological Understanding

As scientists, many of us have had profound experiences of
awe and reverence before the universe. We understand that
what is regarded as sacred is more likely to be treated with
care and respect. Our planetary home should be so regarded.
Efforts to safeguard and cherish the environment need to be
infused with a vision of the sacred. At the same time, a
much wider and deeper understanding of science and
technology is needed. If we do not understand the problem,
it is unlikely we will be able to fix it. Thus, there is a vital
role for both religion and science.

Leading Scientists?42

Feelings of awe and respect may be shared by
technologists and environmentalists, but perhaps their
approaches to ‘fixing’ the environment may vary. Such
statements as that above are useful dialogues between science
and religion but ultimately assume that the two fields remain
separate. Coupled with this non-unifying approach is a
somewhat patronizing assumption among some parts of the
environmental movements that social modification is part of
the ‘answer’. Thus the ideology of environmentalism may be
traced from the types of rights - often guaranteed by
constitutions - that are limited to white and propertied
males.? Against this background, the speed of acceptance of
rights in nature beyond utilitarian aspects is surprising,

24 Open Letter (2000)
243 Nash (1989) Page 33ff
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considering the pioneering encounters of the new world with
their inexhaustible natural resources by an anthropocentric
culture. Perhaps it is this orientation to our own species that
has favoured the first steps toward rights for nature in such
forms as the establishment of national parks for recreational
benefit. But the philosophers concerned are not necessarily
those most popularized.

Folkloric comment often designates Thoreau as the
source of modern Western sensitivities to nature, although his
‘theological ecology’ of a universe integrated under God’s care
derived much from Emerson, and his reputation is the product
of Salt’s early retirement writings.?** Rather than project the
next stage of rising Western social awareness onto Thoreau,
we may do better to follow more worldly thinkers who
influenced ethics within the continuing Western
anthropocentrism,?® for it is these that lead more clearly to the
current contorted definitions of sustainable agriculture.

Our modern sensitivities to ecology are evident in the
1860s” works of Muir who proclaimed that all matter and life
forms possesses a non-utilitarian value.?*¢ In so doing he
indicated interdependencies between all matter within an
ecosystem. His astute influence on environmental legislation
was guided by an understanding of the spirituality of nature,
which he described in his writing. His acceptance of small
environmental legislation gains in the face of unbridled
capitalism foreshadowed the techniques of present-day
ecologists. The intellectual support provided by Darwin’s
contemporary work, which placed humans within rather than
above nature,?¥ provided a new context for Muir’s arguments
against hitherto unchallenged anthropocentrism.
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Our expanding view of life forms has remained
anthropocentric, as is evident in the preferential rights
ascribed to selected large animals. Even when the American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was
eventually established in 1866, it mixed its ethical debate with
consideration of animal souls and their coexistence with
humans in heaven.?*8 And the ethical principle was oriented to
human needs rather than any inherent natural rights of
animals. From such a milieu, animals and nature ethics were
reinforced as utilitarian in the form of economic evaluations of
environmental conservation.

Economic evaluations are also applied to measures that
purport to make agriculture more sustainable. Occasionally
we consider the immediate durability of the agricultural
ecosystem itself. But actions aimed at sustainable agriculture
are not current with society’s ethics and this will be of concern
to democratic countries where the urban populace can now
influence policies that affect agriculture. In terms of our
discussion, it suggests that we may learn more about
sustainable agriculture from developments of ecological
thought beyond agriculture. By this I do not mean that we
should slip into the terminology of ‘ecologically sustainable
agriculture’, which is often a fiction of naive political-
correctness.?® Rather I suggest that we consider general
ecological ethics and their application to sustainable
agriculture.

As is widely repeated, the word ‘ecology’ is derived
from the Greek oikos meaning house, as is ‘economics’, and
was probably first coined by Haeckel in 1866.2° By the 1890s,
its meaning consolidated around the interaction of organisms
with each other and their environment. It was implicit in the
means by which God managed creation according to the

28 Steele (1942)
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theological ecology of Thoreau, and possibly even in the
underpinning assumptions of Darwin. It finally entered the
agricultural sciences through Bailey’s influence in the 1920s.25

By 1927, Elton?32 explained ecology in terms of the ‘food
chain” which, notwithstanding some implications of a
hierarchy of life forms, confirmed our mundane role within
nature. The term ‘ecosystem’ was widely used by the 1930s to
describe interdependent relationships between living
organisms and non-living materials.?® Whitehead?* provided
a philosophical basis in his description of the continuous flux
of all things at all times, which defined the purpose of each
object to be fulfilment of its relationship to all others. His hope
that this organic approach to science would lead to recognition
of the intrinsic worth of every component of the environment has
yet to be realized in the sciences.

Around the same period, Schweitzer argued that our
reverence for life should engender a responsible
understanding of our influence on nature. Concerning our
primary essential interaction with nature he noted that the
farmer who has mowed down a thousand flowers in his meadow in
order to feed his cows must be careful on his way home not to strike
the head off a single flower by the side of the road in idle amusement,
for he thereby infringes the law of life without being under the
pressure of necessity.?> The element of necessity accords with
Eastern conceptions of not producing or acquiring above
essential needs, and has spurred further thought around the
rights of life forms to their place in an ecological cycle.
Carson’s influential book Silent Spring,2¢ which warned of

3! Bailey (1915)
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many environmental impositions related to agriculture, was
dedicated to Schweitzer.

Even more influential, the works of Leopold re-
introduced the agricultural sciences to an organic conception
of nature with other species able to be considered essential to a
well functioning ecology. He argued that land ownership
should be abolished and provided a foundation for both a land
ethic and a scientific rationale for an expanded environmental
ethic in which the individual only exists as a member of a
community of interdependent parts.?” The poor or short-term
management of privately owned land as a consumable
commodity contrasted with communal associations of love
and respect for land. This thought had hitherto been lost in
mainstream Western agricultural writings.

As a biologist, Leopold understood the impossibility of
avoiding human impact on the environment, and it was such
practicality that fostered a wider understanding of the
environmental ethic. However, his proposals were considered
extreme in the post-depression 1940s of his USA. So
mainstream ecology progressed through an alternative
quantitative and reductionist approach, and adopted the
methodologies of technological science. Agriculture adopted
some of the approaches of ecology, such as the modelling of
crop production systems, but largely omitted the evolving
ethical aspects. Interdependence was thus reduced to a task of
modelling in service to cellular and molecular research in a
combined quest for higher productivity.

Post-war scientific and technological expansion further
separated such applied ecology from its ethical associations,
which in turn sought refuge in the humanities, religions, and
the alternative organizations emerging around environmental
issues. In an age of increasing economic rationalism, Krutch?#

37 eopold (1949)
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popularised the ideas of Leopold among philosophically
oriented scientists and thus retained some linkage between the
ethics and science of ecology. Subsequent thought recognized
disease as part of a system rather than an enemy to be
eradicated on all occasions, and heralded an ‘enlightened
anthropocentrism’, a term which might also be applied to the
works of Carson, in which she ultimately advocates a balance
of nature which favours humans while minimizing the use of
toxic chemicals.

However, behind Silent Spring, Carson’s ethics
followed those of Schweitzer, and her life and other writing
bring the rights of nature into sharper focus, particularly
where they confronted agriculture. Agribusiness opposed
Carson’s protection of insects and in their pique unwittingly
amplified her voice to the public.

But it is always the utilitarian viewpoint that wins,
which may be illustrated by Wilson's?®® successful argument
that loss of species may work against future human interests
as they might have potential for food, medicines and other
purposes. Such selfish reasoning is claimed to be the only
practical means by which ethical action can be stimulated. As
scientific disciplines broaden their philosophical orientation
over time, individual species may eventually be ascribed an
‘existence value’ simply on the basis of their presence in an
ecosystem. Favoured by those who advocate sustainability, the
sophistication of recognising the naturalness of the demise of
some species can easily escape enthusiasts. The gradual
appreciation in the broader public has reinforced these
successive ethical shifts, which while apparently secular in
their orientation, have often assumed a Christian cosmology.

This brief consideration of environmental ethics, means that:

2% Wilson (1984)
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e Anthropocentric attitudes to sustainable agriculture have
produced a utilitarian basis for valuing nature.

e Ecological conceptions of the large-scale environmental
interventions of agriculture that assume the necessity to
sustain original ecosystems are impractical when they
ignore the necessity of food production.

e Manipulation of ecological rhetoric in agriculture
ultimately exposes claims of sustainable agriculture to a
public with an emerging ecological empathy and a poorly
informed understanding of food production.

The artificial separation between secular and religious
evolution that we have accepted here serves to highlight the
role of philosophical interpretation in the fields that surround
agricultural sustainability. The next two chapters continue this
approach by looking at the interface of religion and
philosophy with nature.
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Chapter 11

The Religion of Sustainable Agriculture:
Philosophy and Ethics

This is my simple religion. There is no need for temples; no
need for complicated philosophy. Our own brain, our own
heart is our temple; the philosophy is kindness.

Dalai Lama

To see the origins of our fascination with sustainable
agriculture we must peer peripherally around our secular
spectacles. As we have seen in chapters 3 through 6, a
Christian environmental ethic is variously claimed as the
source of modern Western concern for the environment.
Within those claims, agricultural sustainability is also seen as a
continuing Christian ethic - but as the more recent chapters
indicate, it may more reasonably be described as building on
ethical shifts in secular thinking. Even the religious tone of
Leopold’s observations?® may be seen as a secular statement
expressed in the language of his social group, for his main
concern was the economic trivialization of conservation
policies. In this chapter some of the religious language
surrounding sustainable agriculture in secular contexts is
discussed further in an attempt to understand its position in
the modern emergence of ethical awareness.

If religion has determined most of the West’s moral
codes including rights,2! it has also created an ethical
separation between human rights and those of the
environment. We have seen that revisionist interpretations

2601 eopold (1949)
21 Wood (1985)
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now perceive the Judeo-Christian worldview as an extreme of
anthropocentricity.?62 Following this reasoning, White sought
a biblical basis for environmental care, and concluded that just
as the Bible had been misused to defend slavery, so it had been
erroneously interpreted to support human domination of
nature. His thesis is supported by linguistic analysis of the
operative Hebrew verbs of Genesis 1:28 where kabash is
translated as subdue and radah as rule, whereas other uses of
these words are more aggressive and are associated with
violence and crushing an enemy, sometimes in association
with enslavement.?6® Agriculture was a battle against nature.
This allowed any manipulation of nature to be justified if it
served man’s ends. All that has changed recently is the
realizations that this attitude can work against our long-term
interests.
Respect for all beings and even inanimate objects as

God’s creation would once have been deemed animist by the
Christianity. Now, as it responds to social pressures for
improved environmental responsibility, the church seems set
to embrace aspects of pagan religions that it once sought to
eliminate. Nevertheless, the church has yet to catch up with
secular thought and action. Past intransigence of Christianity
in this instance has led many to seek new approaches through
such means as:
e an interest in Eastern religions which have apparently

retained an integrity between humans and nature,
e an interest in the animistic traditions of American Indians,

and
e a reinterpretation of Jewish and Christian beliefs in

positive environmental terms.

All three paths are contributing to environmental

awareness in modern Christianity. White’s search for a basis to

262 White (1967)
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reform Christianity drew on these sources and assumed that,
as environmental degradation appeared to be caused by
religion, the solution must be similarly found in religion.?s4
This assumption has allowed such influential changes as St
Francis of Assisi being recognized, in 1980, as the Patron Saint
of Ecologists - his mythical disinterested love of all life
amplified the prudential ethic expressed in such general terms
as the golden rule. However, the major reform of Judeo-
Christian interpretations was an enhanced concept of
stewardship based on Biblical reinterpretation.

Reinterpretation of Genesis 1:28 and related verses to
favour trusteeship of nature rather than selfish exploitation
retained the superior role of humans - in a new form as God'’s
stewards. This was justified by the Genesis 2:15 command for
man to till and keep the Garden of Eden. It is this association of
stewardship with agriculture that has provided a significant
basis for subsequent thought concerning sustainability. In this
approach, the natural environment is sacred, as in pantheism.
Of course, actions reveal the underlying motivation of
sustaining profits, when required by an ethic of ‘enlightened
self-interest’.

It was the approach of enlightened self-interest that
stimulated Dubos?% to suggest the sixth century St Benedict of
Nursia was a more ecologically representative patron than St
Francis, insofar as he promoted the reverential draining of
swamps, clearing of forests, and improvement of agricultural
fields for human benefit - all actions that simple critiques of
modern agriculture list as suspect.

However, before environmental saints were popular,
the soil conservationist Lowdermilk closed the loop between
sustainable agriculture and popular Christian thought of the
1930s when he argued that an omniscient God would have

264 White (1967) Page 57
285 Dubos (1972)
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foreseen the impact of thoughtless agricultural management

and have intended an eleventh commandment, such as:
Thou shalt inherit the holy earth as a faithful steward,
conserving its resources and productivity from generation
to generation. Thou shalt safequard thy fields from soil
erosion, thy living waters from drying up, thy forests from
desolation, and protect the hills from overgrazing by thy
herds, that thy descendants may have abundance forever. If
any shall fail in this stewardship of the land, thy fruitful
fields shall become sterile stony ground and wasting gullies,
and thy descendants shall decrease and live in poverty or
perish from off the face of the earth.26¢

Strengthening of the link between conservation and
morality caused some American churches to reconsider the
implications of stewardship in the dim light of the great dust
storms of the mid-west through the 1930s. By the 1960s,
religion seemed to have embraced conservation, often using
agricultural examples, and by the 1970s and 1980s the human-
environment relationship was a major preoccupation of
theologians, and to an extent, even church goers.

Coincident with Lowdermilk, parts of Christian
theology morphed into a unity of God, humans and nature
that ascribed religious status to enjoyment of the earth rather
than its simple use.??” This theological ecology considered all
creation as of God and therefore worthy of reverence, which
led directly to land misuse becoming a theological concern.268
Old views seemed to have evolved into acknowledgment that
even if humans are superior to the land and other beings, they
remain inferior to God and are therefore charged with caring
for his creation, for God saw everything that he had made, and
behold, it was very good.?®°

266 Helms (1984)
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Such universalism within eco-theology rendered
destruction of the ‘web of life’ a sin. Agriculture received
special dispensation as it was seen as essential to human life,
although not essentially tied to private ownership of land.
Theological thought then evolved to link environmental
degradation with human suffering as a form of divine
retribution. The new Christian theology of the 1967 conference
Christians and the Good Earth?° walked a fine intermediate line
where the earth and its resources were seen as God's gifts,
which humans are entrusted to manage. Once again, this is a
version of stewardship. Later, the liberation of nature was
paralleled with the past slave liberation rhetoric producing
such terms as ‘eco-justice’, which in some conceptions cast
agriculture as alienating the rights of nature.

As ‘the inalienable rights’ of nature pervaded at least
USA religious consideration of the environment,?”! secular
philosophies such as those of Whitehead re-entered Christian
responses to the ecological “crisis’ from the 1970s. Natural
rights liberalism emerged to conceive that the non-human world
has just as much right to its internal integrity as does the human
world [and] human beings transgress their divine authority when
they <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>