Biocentric theology

Christianity celebrating humans as an
ephemeral part of life, not the centre of it

Rev. Jason John
B. Sc. (hons), B. Min., Post Grad. Dip. Env. Stud.

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy, February 2005

School of Theology, Faculty of Education, Humanities, Law and Theology

Flinders University



1 TABLEOFFIGURES. ... 5
2 AB ST RA CT 6
3 DECLARATION ..t e e e e e eaa s 8
4  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ... ..ot eaa e 9
5 INTRODUCTION ..ottt e e e eaaas 11
6 ANTHROPOCENTRIC AND BIOCENTRIC THINKING IN THE
UNITING CHURGCH ... e e 16
6.1 Anthropocentrism and biocentrism defined..........cccocoeiiiiniii e, 16
LS00 IR RN 4 11 0o oo o= 0 L1 11 1 D TR PRTPR 16
L0 T = 1o o= = 1 o O O RPRTPR 22
6.2 Chronology- from anthropocentrism to biocentrism .........cccocoeevieiiiecnieneienene, 25
6.2.1  TheBasisof Union and Satement to the Nation............cccccceviiiiiiiccien e 25
6.2.2  Aboriginal Opposition to Uranium Mining 1977 .........cccoociiieiinineniee e 28
6.2.3  Nuclear issuesin the wider church 1982-1985..........ccocceeiiiiiiiiinie e 28
6.24  Assembly Statement to the Nation 1988...........cccooiiiiiiiiiiiniii e 29
6.25  Socia Justice Sunday 1990- Healing the Earth. ... 32
6.2.6  Rights of Nature and Rights of Future Generations 1991 ...........ccccoevieevieniiennnnn 37
6.2.7  Commission for Mission report to Assembly 19971 ..........ccoviiiiiiiinie e 38
6.2.8  SIS1993- The Land our MONES .........ooiiiiiieiiiii e 40
6.2.9  Statement on Covenanting 1994: Congress RESPONSE........ccoverrrieeereeeriieesieeeanens 41
6.2.10 SJS1998- International Year of the OCEaN .........ccooeiriiii e 42
6.2.11 Nuclear Energy revisited 2000.........cccooiuieiieeiiie i 43
6.2.12 World Environment Day 2001- Connect with the World Wide Web of Life......... 44
6.2.13 SIS 2002- SUStAINING CrealiON ......ccoiveieiiieeiiee ettt e 48
6.2.14 WED 2002- Give Earth @ ChanCe...........cocvriiiiiriiiiese et 52
6.2.15 WED 2003- Water, two billion people are dying for it...........cccoveiiiinieniiennnn 56
7 METHODOLOGY: HOW TO JUDGE BETWEEN THE TWO
PARADIGMS ... e e e e ee 58
7.1 Therelationship between theology and SCIENCE........ccceeviiiiiieiiee e 58
7.1.1  Conflict and the attempt to control each other............cocoeiiiiiiii e 58
7.1.2  Separation of science and theology ........c.oovveeiiiiiriii e 61
7.1.3  Theology in dialogue- seeking consonance with, and integration of, science. ....... 63
7.2 The Uniting Church isadialogue church ... 68
7.3 Uniting Church dialogue with the SCIenCes............cccoiiiiiiiine e, 69
7.4 The Uniting Church within thechurch.............cooo e 73
7.5 Thechurch asapilgrim People.........cooiiii e 77
7.6 Landmarksfor the church’Smap ........coceiiiiii e 80
7.7 Scripture (the biblical WItNESSES) ......o.veiiiiiiii e 83
7.71  Thebiblical withesses and the ordination of WOMEN ...........ccccoeeieiinieeiien e 87
7.7.2  Thebiblical withesses and SEXUAILY.........coiueiiiiiiriie e 90
7.8 B =76 [ o] o TSRO RTOURRRPRRR 96
7.8.1 TheApostles and NIiCENE Creads.........oouieiiiiiiii et 96
7.8.2  TheReformation Witnesses and WeSI@Y .........ccccoeeiriieiiiei e 97
7.9 Reason- contact with contemporary thought ..o 101
8 THE SCIENTIFIC STORIES OF LIFE ....ccovviiiiiiieiiieeeieeee e 104
8.1 The story of the UNIVEr Se.........oo s 105
8.1.1 Thescaleof the universe (time and SPACE)........c.cevreeeriieriieriee e 105

8.2 The Story Of Earth........cooii e 107


http://....

821 Thetimescale of lifeonN Barth ... 107

822  WHhal iSEVOIULIONT........eiiiieitiesieertee et 112
8.2.3  D0esGod guide BVOIULION?...........eiiieiaiiie ettt see e 134
8.24  Highlights of the evolutionary StOrY ..........ccccoiuieieniii e 142
8.24.1  Theorigin Of Hfe. .. ..o 142
8.24.2 Thedevelopment of multicellular life.........ocoiiiiiiii e 143
8243  The evolUtion OF SEX.......cieiiiiiiiiieriie et 144
8.24.4 H. Sapiens. birth and other COMPromMISES.........ocouieiieeiiieeiie e 150
8245 The"fals’ of Creation- mass extinCtion eVents...........coccevvereereereeneeneenenn, 152
8.24.6 Thehumaninitiated “fall” in the context of preceding Ones...........ccccceeveeene 157
8.24.7 Thestory of the Webh Of Life .....coouiiiiiiiiiei e 162
8.25  Morality emerges from the amoral WED ...t 166
8.26  Biophilia- lifEaS OthEr ......cooeiiiie e e 176
827  GENEtiCS: [ITEBSONE.....ccctiiieiiieree e 181
8.27.1  Thehuman animal .........ccceeiiiiiiiieiie e 181
8.2.7.2  The SPECIES CONSIIUCT .....eeuviiiiii ettt ettt ettt ettt sbe e saee e saneea 186
8.2.7.3  Theextended PhENOLYPE. .....ccoiueiiiiieiiee ettt 190
8.28 Theimage of life- Other and ONe...........ccoiuiiiiiiiii e 195
8.29  Therest of theimage of life: Earth’s four billion year future............cccoooeeeiies 207
8.2.10 Therest of the image of life: spread throughout the universe ... 213
8.3 SUMIMBIY ettt et a bt e e e st b e e e e sab e e e e s bbe e e e aabee e e e anbe e e e anreeesanres 213
9 THEOLOGICAL EVALUATION. ...ttt 218
9.1 H. sapiensastheimage Of GOd...........cociiiiiiiiiiiii e 218
9.1.1 Summary of the SCIentific data..........ccoeieiiiiie i 218
9.1.2  TheolOgiCal ESPONSES. .......eieiieeiiee ettt ettt et et e et saee e sabe e s be e e bee e saeeesabeaans 218
9.1.21  Thereisno image Of GO .........ccoiuieiiieiiie ittt 224
9.1.2.2  From an androcentric to anthropoCentric image............coeeveeineeeneeenieenieens 226
9.1.2.3  Broadening the anthropocentric image: humans at the pinnacle..................... 232
9.1.24  Thebiocentric image Of GO ..........coiuiiiiiiiiii e 240
9.2 H. sapiens as divinely appointed stewards of Creation............cocevceeeieeeiieenieens 244
9.21  Summary of the SCIentific data..........ccoieiiiiie i 244
0.2.2  TheolOgiCal IESPONSES. .......uieieieeiieeetee ettt ettt et ettt e s be e s sbe e saee e sabeeans 245
9.22.1  Continued defense of H. sapiens as steward or priest.........cccooveeeveeeiieeniiennns 245
9.22.2  From Steward tO CO-CrEAION ........ccrveerieerieerieesieesteesiee st 247
9.2.2.3  From co-creator to humble Servant ............coeeveeneiniiiee s 251
9.22.4 Radical reformulation of therole of thehuman ..., 252
9.3 H. sapiensasthe agent of thefall ... 256
9.3.1  Summary of the SCIentific data..........ccoieiiiiieiiee e 256
9.3.2  TheolOgiCal IESPONSES. .......eieieiee ettt ettt et et et saee e st e be e e sbee e saee e saneans 258
9.321  FNItUAE ES VIl .ccieiiieiiieeee s 262
0.3.2.2  FiNItUE @S gOOM. ... ..eeeiuieeiieieiee ettt ettt sbe e saee e saneaea 273
94 Can theology embrace the extinction of HOMO sapiens?..........cccocveevieeiieciiienns 276
9.4.1  NO: ANthrOPOLEIISM ...t 276
9.42  Yes CONSCIOUSNESSTEIISM....cciuiiiiieiieiieiee et 280
9.4.3  Yes For everything there iS @ Season. .......ccoueeiieiiei i 283
9.5 Biocentric pProCeSStNE0IO0Y ........coeiieiieiiiiiie it 288
10 A BIOCENTRIC FRAMEWORK ......coiiiiiiiiicicee e 294
101 A DIOCENTIIC VISION ..eotiitieiieite ettt ettt ettt e e 295
10.2  Biocentrism: What'sin it for hUmans?..........cccceoieiiiiieiicne e 296
10.3  BIOCENTIIC MISSION ..eoutieiieiieitieite ettt ettt ettt et r e e r e e e 305
104  Jesustheimage Of GOU.......cccioiiiiiiiiiiei et 307
10.5  Jesusagainst @VOIULIONT .....cccuieiiieiieie ettt 315

10.6  Jesus ethic: “human versuscreation” t0 " rich VErsus poor” ........cccccceeveeeereeenne 320


http://8.2.4.1
http://8.2.4.2
http://8.2.4.3
http://8.2.4.4
http://8.2.4.5
http://8.2.4.6
http://8.2.4.7
http://8.2.7.1
http://8.2.7.2
http://8.2.7.3
http://9.1.2.1
http://9.1.2.2
http://9.1.2.3
http://9.1.2.4
http://9.2.2.1
http://....
http://9.2.2.2
http://9.2.2.3
http://9.2.2.4
http://9.3.2.1
http://9.3.2.2

10.7 Bioregional ethics- where might ethics“Work” ........ccocccoiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 323

10.8 A Biocentricethic—abrief SKetCh .........ccocoeeiiiiiii 331
F10.9  SUMMAIY ..ottt e b e e s bt e e s bt e e e e s bb et e e anbe e e e s anbeeeesnneeans 332
10.10 Reading the Basis of Union biocentrically.........cccoieeiiiiiiiii e 336
11 APPENDICES ... o e 344
111 Appendix 1, Basis of Union, 1992.........ccooiiiiiiaiiiaiiee it 344
11.2  Appendix 2, Statement to the Nation, inaugural Assembly, June, 1977 .............. 352
11.3  Appendix 3, Statement to the Nation, Australian Bicentennial Year, 1988......... 353
11.4  Appendix 4, Assembly resolutions on the Rights of Future Generations and
RightS Of NatUIe, 1991 ... ..ottt ettt et e e sbe e e saee e sareens 355
1141  A. Rights of FUIUre GENEratioNS.........coveiiiiieieieriie ettt 355
11.4.2  B. RGOS OF NGIUI......oiiiiiiiiieiie ettt 356

12 REFERENCES.. ... e 357



1 Table of figures

Figure 1. One reconstruction of the human ancestral tree. For most of the span of what he think of
as being ourselves, human beings, there were actually at least three species of humans, H.
sapiens; H. neanderthalensisand H. erectus. H. ergaster, which may or may not overlap
with H. sapiens, is considered by some to be the first human............ccococoiiiiiiniinens 109

Figure 2. A consensus phylogeny of eukaryotes, according to Baldauf. The relationships look
more like atop down view of a groundcover, than thetall, hierarchical trees, in which smple
life forms were thought to give way to more complex ones. Animals are part of the
OpiSthokonts, DOEOM TEFT. ... 137

Figure 3. A history of marine invertebrate extinctions. Palaeontol ogists agree that there were at
least five of the larger peaks represent mass extinction events on the entire Earth. The last
peak represents the mass extinction event which brought the dinosaurs to an end. Note that
thisincludes only the last 550 million years, before which the data are too sketchy.......... 154

Figure 4. Growth in number of genera over time, a very rough measure of diversity ................. 160

Figure 5. The evolution of the image(s) of God, based on the text in Baring and Cashford, The
Myth of the Goddess: Evolution Of an IMage..........cooieieiieiiieeiieeeie e 179

Figure 6. Homo ergaster, neanderthalensisand €reCtUS.............cooeieiiiiiieeniee e 183

Figure 7. Homo ergaster, from Zimmer, which he calls the earliest species to warrant the term

Figure 8. Sketch of the web of interactions of an ecosystem, from an American education web site
(http://www .alligatorfur.com/education/web2.jpg), author unknown. The arrows show the
flow of aresource from one element to the other. So humans hunt alligators, which eat
raccoons, which eat berries, which need sunlight t0 grow. ..........cccoovieiieiiiniiie e, 196

Figure 9. A traditional tree of life, and a symbiogenic "mangrove.” ...........ccocoeeieeeneeenieenieene 199

Figure 10. The'tree of life' from a symbiogenesis perspective. An "individual" animal or species
such as a seagull is not the result of genetic mutations through a single line of common
ancestors, but islargely the result of the merging of the DNA of several distinct species, and
even kingdoms, at various points in evolutionary history...........cccoceieienieniee e 201

Figure 11. Very simplified, conceptual evolutionary tree showing major extinction events.
Adapted from annotated version by Grigg for his course, Oceanography 201, taught at the
UNIVErSItY OF HBWEIT. ...eeeieiiiiii ettt sae e saee s 203

Figure 12. Photo of ariver retouched by an anonymous artist, and further modified by myself. Itis
the best illustration of some of the major features of evolution mentioned in this thesis; some
tributaries rgjoin (following Margulis & Sagan); only a small fraction of life that has existed
persistsin the present (top of diagram); the termination of some tributariesis associated with
rapid expansion in others, as in mass extinction events; microbial life (the centre stream)
generates the tributaries, and remains a significant force throughout time. ....................... 206

Figure 13. Figure from Ward & Brownlee, showing the short span of Earth history over which
animals will exist in any significant numbers. Life will not go on gaining in complexity
until the end of Earth, but will soon begin to become increasingly simplified, as oxygen
hungry nervous systems become increasingly selected against..........cccooceevceeeieeiieeenenen. 210

Figure 14. The tributaries showing a possible full history of life on Earth, including the impending
extinction of complex plants and animals, following the scenarios described by Ward &
BIOWNIEE. ...ttt 212



6/387

2 Abstract

When the Uniting Church formed in 1977, its Basis of Union envisaged afinal
reconciliation and renewal for al creation, not just humans. It did, nonetheless,
reflect the anthropocentric assumptions of its day, as did other official documents
released in the first decade of the Uniting Church’s life. Anthropocentrism
assumes that human beings alone are created in the image of God, charged with
dominion over Earth', and responsible for the fallenness of creation, though not
necessarily through the actions of a literal Adam and Eve. This basic framework
did not shift in the first decade, even though Earth began to be talked about not as
an inanimate resource for human consumption, but something good and valuable
in and of itsalf.

In 1990 this anthropocentric paradigm began to be challenged, and during 2000-
2002 two quite irreconcilable understandings of the relationship between God and
Earth, and thus humans and other animals existed side by side in Uniting Church

worship resources.

Having listened carefully to the story of life astold by ecological and evolutionary
scientists, | conclude that the traditional anthropocentric paradigm is no longer
tenable. Instead | propose that all of life isthe image of God, in its evolutionary
past, ecologica present and unknown future. All of lifeisin direct relationship
with God, and exercises dominion of Earth. Evidence traditionally used as
evidence of the fallenness of creation isinstead affirmed as an essentia part of
life, though life on Earth has experienced a number of significant “falls’ in

biodiversity.

Even the more biocentric thought in recent Uniting Church resourcesis
inadequate, because its language implies that life is simple, static, benign, and to

! Inthisthesis | usethe convention of referring to our planet as Earth, rather than earth or the
earth. Some authors do thisto imply that Earth is a subject, or even being. | do it smply because
it seems more correct, it is the proper noun for this planet, just as| say | livein Australia, not the
Australia. When quoting other authors | have retained whatever convention they used, for it isfar
too clumsy to change every reference.
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some extent designed by God. In order to be adequately consonant with the life
sciences, theology must be able to accept that finitude (pain, suffering and death)
isagood part of creation, for without it there could be no life. Thisisan
emphasis of ecofeminism, which | extend to affirm not only individual death, but
the extinction of whole species, including humans.

| argue that the purpose of creation was not the evolution of humans, but to make
possible God' s desire for richness of experience, primarily mediated through
relationships. Whilst thisideaiswell established in process theology, it must be
purged of its individualistic and consciousness-centric biases to be adequately
consonant with the scientific story of life.

The resulting biocentric paradigm has several implications for our understanding
of Jesus. | argue that he offers salvation from the overwhelming fear of finitude,
rather than finitude itself. Against the trend in ecotheology, | propose that this
saving work is directed in the first instance to humans only. | tentatively propose
that it isdirected to only some humans. This, paradoxically, is more affirming of
God' s relationship with the rest of creation than most ecotheology, which
proclaims Jesus as a global or universal saviour. Salvation for some humans, and
al non human creatures, happens only in a secondary sense, because this isthe
only sense in which they need saving. | then speculate on whether and how it

might be possible for a Christian biocentric community to live out its salvation.

Finaly, | revisit the Basis of Union and argue that although the biocentric
theology | have proposed goes well beyond the Basis, it is not at odds with the
Basis' directions and intentions. Biocentric theology is, rather, an extension of
the trgjectories already contained within the Basis, with its trust in the eventual
reconciliation and renewal of al creation.
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