
And it was good 
Responding to God’s Gift of Creation 



Ind it was good provides an opportunity for  
Anglicans around the Communion to explore together two vital 
themes:

Our understanding of and responsibility for creation, 
taking seriously the commitment expressed in the 
Anglican Fifth Mark of Mission ‘To strive to safeguard 
the integrity of creation, and sustain and renew the life 
of the earth’.

How Anglicans in different parts of the world use and 
interpret the Bible.

And it was good comes out of the ongoing work of The Bible 
in the Life of the Church project,  it offers individuals and groups 
across the Anglican Communion an opportunity to join in the 
work of this international project,  and to share their insights with 
others. 

And it was good�LV�D�÷YH�VHVVLRQ�FRXUVH�DLPLQJ�WR�KHOS�XV�
discover how key aspects of the life, ministry and death of Jesus 
Christ shed light on these two themes.



            Each session contains these sections:

Bible Exploration���two biblical passages related to 
aspects of creation. Brief notes are linked to each 
passage.

5HøHFWLRQ on how our understanding of the 
biblical text and the theme can be enhanced by 
the different experiences of Anglican Christians 
throughout the world. 

5HDGLQJ�WKH�%LEOH�ZLWK�$QJOLFDQV�DURXQG�WKH�
world, UHøHFWLQJ�RQ�ZKDW�RXU�H[SORUDWLRQ�VXJJHVWV�
to us about the ways that other Anglicans read the 
Bible.

4XHVWLRQV�IRU�GLVFXVVLRQ linked to the theme of 
creation and to our use of the Bible. 

 

 

&ORVLQJ�3UD\HU



Session One:   
The Hope of Something New

Session Three:   
Jesus: The Centre and Heart of All Creation

Session Two:   
Our Place in the Created Order

Session Five:   
Creation Groans in Painful Hope

Session Four:   
Creation Blesses the Lord



THE HOPE OF 

Session One  

SOMETHING NEW



Isaiah 11.1-9

Reading the Book of Isaiah immediately faces us with the dark 
history of the Middle East in the eighth to the sixth centuries 
BC.  The story of God’s people that it tells was forged amid the 
dominance of the ‘world powers’ of the day, the elephant-sized 
empires of Assyria and Babylonia, renowned for their brutality.  
The people of small nation states, such as Israel and Judah, were 
like ants, easily exploited or trodden down.  

0DQ\�FKDSWHUV�LQ�,VDLDK�UHøHFW�WKLV�GDUNQHVV�DQG�WKH�VXIIHULQJ�RI�
the people. Yet from time to time – as here in chapter 11 – we are 
given a glimmer of something very different, a vision of the world 
as God wants it to be.  The harmony that this chapter speaks of is 
not simply a harmony between the warring parties of humanity, 
but extends to and transforms the entire creation, even those 
creatures traditionally most hostile to each other. 

This work of transformation is linked to the ‘branch’ that will come 
‘out from the stump of Jesse’, (Isaiah 11.1)  the royal House of  
David which ruled in Jerusalem until the people were exiled in  
����%&���&KULVWLDQV�KDYH�VHHQ�WKHVH�ZRUGV�DV�UHøHFWLQJ�WKH�OLIH��
and ministry of Jesus Christ, born of the family of David, Jesse’s 
son.  (cf Matthew 1.6, Romans 1.3). 

One of the most powerful images and metaphors used in the Book 
of Isaiah to describe the situation of God’s people throughout the 
Book of Isaiah is that of a ‘tree’.  Cut down to a stump it may be 
(Isaiah 6.13; 11.1) or burnt to a cinder (Isaiah 11.1��DIWHU�D�EXVK÷UH�
(Isaiah 10). Yet, like the olive trees of Israel/Palestine or Australian 
gums, which sprout new stems out of ancient roots,   this tree 

The life and ministry of Jesus Christ impacts 
on creation, and offers us a vision of ‘new 
creation.’ 

THE HOPE OF SOMETHING NEW
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will grow again from Jesse’s stump even more abundantly, so 
that eventually the whole people can be described as ‘oaks of 
righteousness, the planting of the Lord.’ (Isaiah 61.3)

Mark 1.9-15

These verses from the beginning of Mark’s Gospel tell of Jesus’ 
baptism and wilderness experience and are often read at the 
beginning of Lent.  Yet we are so familiar with the account of Jesus’ 
WHPSWDWLRQV�LQ�0DWWKHZ�DQG�/XNH��WKDW�LW�LV�VRPHWLPHV�GLI÷FXOW�
WR�UHDG�0DUNÚV�DFFRXQW�ZLWKRXW�WU\LQJ�WR�÷OO�LW�RXW�IURP�WKH�RWKHU�
gospels. But Mark’s brief, sharp verses have an important message 
to share in their own right. 

First the baptism of Jesus, in which water and the Spirit play 
prominent parts, recalls the story of creation through water and the 
Spirit told in Genesis 1. However, this ‘new creation’ offered at the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry goes further. In Genesis, God’s creative 
work proceeded by establishing a series of boundaries separating 
light and dark, sky and earth, sea and land, humankind and other 
creatures. By contrast Mark 1.10 tells us of heavens ‘torn open’ to 
enable the Kingdom of God to ‘come near’ (Mark 1.15). Also, Jesus’ 
experience in the wilderness ‘with the wild beasts’  which follows 
‘immediately’ after his baptism offers us a picture of what the 
Kingdom of God, this new creation, might mean.
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There is a painting by the artist Stanley Spencer called ‘The Scorpion’,  
one of a series,which were together called   ‘Christ in the Wilderness’.    
The paintings ‘relocate moments from the teaching ministry of Jesus 
EDFN�LQWR�WKH�GHVHUW��DV�WKRXJK�WKH\�KDG�DOO�øRZHG�RXW�RI�WKDW�IRUPDWLYH�
ZLOGHUQHVV�H[SHULHQFH�

Ü7KH�6FRUSLRQÝ�LOOXVWUDWHV�WKH�V\PEROLVP�RI�ZLOG�EHDVWV��ZKLFK�UHSUHVHQWV�
D�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�EORRG�OXVW�DQG�WKH�KDUPRQ\�RI�SDUDGLVH�UHJDLQHG��DQG�
WKDW�WHQVLRQ�-HVXV�DOOXGHV�WR�DV�WKH�VWUXJJOH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�KLGGHQQHVV�RI�WKH�
.LQJGRP�RI�*RG�DQG�WKH�SRZHU�DQG�SUHVHQFH�RI�LWV�UHDOLW\�

â��-HVXV�VLWV�RQ�WKH�JURXQG��KROGLQJ�LQ�FXSSHG�KDQGV�DQ�DQJU\�VFRUSLRQ��+H�
ORRNV�DW�WKLV�OLWWOH�FUHDWXUH�ZLWK�FRPSDVVLRQ�DQG�DFFHSWDQFH��NQRZLQJ�WKDW�LWV�
QDWXUH�LV�WR�LQøLFW�GHDGO\�SDLQ�ZKHQ�LW�LV�WKUHDWHQHG�

7KH�VFRUSLRQ�LV�D�VLJQ�RI�WKH�GHVWUXFWLYH�IRUFH�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG��%XW�WKH�
KROGLQJ�RI�LW�E\�-HVXV�VXJJHVWV�VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH��'LYLQH�ORYH�FRQVXPHV�WKLV�
UDJLQJ�IRUFH�DQG�ZLOO�EHDU�LWV�SDLQ��2XW�RI�WKDW�EHDULQJ�GLYLQH�ORYH�ZLOO�UHYHDO�
WKH�SHDFH�RI�WKH�.LQJGRP�RI�KHDYHQ�WKDW�OLHV�KLGGHQ�ZLWKLQ�ORYHÚV�P\VWHULRXV�
ZD\V�Ú�(Martin Warner)S
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Reading the Bible with Anglicans around the World

One of the parts of the Communion which has already engaged  
with The Bible in the Life of the Church project is the Episcopal 
Church of Sudan. 

Sudan was a country torn by civil war over several decades (it has 
now become two independent states) and many of the Christians  
RI�6RXWK�6XGDQ�KDG�WR�øHH�DV�UHIXJHHV�×�WDNLQJ�VKHOWHU�IRU�ZHHNV��
or months in the jungle. Their experiences of living as refugees  
KDYH�LQøXHQFHG�KRZ�WKH\�UHDG�WKH�%LEOH��

In a leadership seminar for Anglican clergy of Sudan held in July 
2010, and linked to the project, a number of principles for reading 
WKH�%LEOH�ZHUH�LGHQWL÷HG��

Ù$�NH\�RQH�ZDV�WKDW�WKH�%LEOH�LV�UHDG�LQ�FRQWHPSRUDU\�FRQWH[W��7KH�%LEOH�LV�
FRQVWDQWO\�UHODWHG�WR�PDQ\�DVSHFWV�RI�6XGDQHVH�OLIH��VRFLDO��HFRQRPLF��DQG�
SROLWLFDO�KLVWRU\��HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�UHFHQW�H[SHULHQFH�RI�ZDU���$IULFDQ�7UDGLWLRQDO�
5HOLJLRQ��WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG�DQG�WKH�ULFK�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�LW�ZKLFK�KDV�EHHQ�
FKDUDFWHULVWLF�RI�YLOODJH�OLIH�WKURXJK�WKH�JHQHUDWLRQV��

2QH�RI�WKH�LPSRUWDQW�÷QGLQJV�ZDV�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�WUDGLWLRQDO�SUDFWLFHV�
DUH�FRQJUXHQW�ZLWK�WKH�YDOXHV�WKDW�WKH�%LEOH�XSKROGV��)RU�H[DPSOH��KXPDQV�
DUH�PHDQW�WR�KDYH�D�JHQXLQH�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�DQLPDOV��DV�LQIHUUHG�IURP�
$GDPÚV�QDPLQJ�RI�WKH�DQLPDOV�LQ�*HQHVLV�����D�YDOXH�WKDW�ZDV�PXFK�EHWWHU�
KRQRXUHG�E\�QRQ�&KULVWLDQV�LQ�WKH�YLOODJH�WKDQ�LW�LV�QRZ�E\�&KULVWLDQV�LQ�WKH�
FLW\��ZKHUH��IRU�LQVWDQFH��GRQNH\V�DUH�ZRUNHG�ZLWKRXW�VXI÷FLHQW�FDUH���3HRSOH�
VSRNH�ZLWK�JUHDW�VHQVLWLYLW\�DERXW�WKH�SUREOHP�RI�GLVKDUPRQ\�EHWZHHQ�
SHRSOH�DQG�DQLPDOV�WKDW�*HQHVLV�UHSUHVHQWV�DV�DQ�HIIHFW�RI�ÜWKH�IDOOÝ��+RZ�
FDQ�ZH�OLYH�LQ�KDUPRQ\�ZLWK�VQDNHV��VFRUSLRQV��DQG��HVSHFLDOO\��WKH�1LOH�
OHRSDUG"�

0DQ\�SDUWLFLSDQWV�NQHZ�VWRULHV�RI�VQDNHV�DOORZLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�EH�XVHG�
DV�SLOORZV�E\�SHRSOH�øHHLQJ�LQWR�WKH�EXVK�GXULQJ�WKH�ZDU��EXW�WKH\�VDLG�WKDW�
ZRXOG�QR�ORQJHU�KDSSHQ��WKDW�VQDNHV�DUH�DJDLQ�IHDUIXO�RI�SHRSOH��%LVKRS�
+LODU\�RI�0DODNDO�VDLG�WKDW�ZKHQ�WKH\�KDYH�D�UDW�LQIHVWDWLRQ�LQ�WKHLU�KRXVH��
WKH�÷UVW�WKLQJ�WKH\�GR�LV�SUD\�WKDW�WKH\�PD\�VHH�DQ\�GLVKDUPRQ\�LQ�WKHLU�
LPPHGLDWH�VRFLDO�ZRUOG�×�DQG�WKHQ�WKH\�VWRS�XS�WKH�KROHV�

$QRWKHU��SULQFLSOH�DJUHHG�E\�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LQ�WKH�VHPLQDU�LV�WKDW�WKH�%LEOH�
LV�WKH�EHVW�FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�LWVHOI��DQG�ELEOLFDO�VFKRODUVKLS�VKRXOG�EH�UHDG�
FULWLFDOO\�DQG�VHOHFWLYHO\��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�KRZ�IDU�LW�DFFRUGV�ZLWK�WKH�EDVLF�SUH-
VXSSRVLWLRQV�RI�ELEOLFDO�IDLWK��)RU�H[DPSOH��FRPPHQWDWRUV�ZKR�H[FOXGH�WKH�
SRVVLELOLW\�RI�PLUDFOHV�D�SULRUL�VKRXOG�QRW�EH�WUXVWHG���Ú�(OOHQ�'DYLV�
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1. What do you understand by ‘new creation’?  How do you understand 
the hope expressed in Isaiah for the harmony of all creatures?  How far does 
your understanding about ‘new creation’ link to the way you read the Bible? 
In what ways does the experience of Christians in the Sudan inform your 
understanding? 

2. In what ways do you think that the hope for a ‘new creation’ is linked to 
the life and ministry of Jesus Christ (cf 2 Corinthians 5: 14-17)?  What does 
this suggest about the relationship between the Old Testament and the 
New? 

3. What does it mean for you to read these biblical passages as Anglicans 
in your contemporary context?

4. What do you think about the comment made by Anglicans in Sudan – 
that biblical commentators who exclude the possibility of miracles should 
not be trusted? 

Questions for Discussion
S

e
s

s
i
o

n
 O

n
e

  



Closing Prayer

Let us encourage our hearts in the hope of God     
Who once breathed the breath of life into the human body.   
God’s ears are open to prayers;      
The Creator of humankind is watching;     
The Lord reigns from his high place, seeing the souls of those who die. 
Turn your ears to us: upon whom else can we call?   
Is it not you alone, O God? Let us be branches of your Son.

(Mary Alueel Garang, 

Episcopalian Christian of the Diocese of Bor, Sudan)
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OUR PLACE IN THE 
CREATED ORDER 

Session Two   



Genesis 1.1-2.25

The Bible begins with creation. Its whole story of the 
relationship between God and humanity is framed by the 
proclamation that God is the creator of heaven and earth.  And 
this creation is ‘good’.  God takes pleasure in creation. That is 
DI÷UPHG�RYHU�DQG�RYHU�DJDLQ�LQ�*HQHVLV�����,W�LV�WKDW�UHSHDWHG�
phrase And God saw that it was good which we have drawn on as 
the title of this course. 

%XW�ZKDW�LV�*HQHVLV���VHHNLQJ�WR�WHOO�XV"��([DFWO\�how the world 
FDPH�LQWR�EHLQJ"�,W�LV�VHW�RXW�DV�D�SRHP�RI�SUDLVH�FHOHEUDWLQJ�
truths about God’s love for the earth and for humanity.  Perhaps 
the key message is not ‘what actually happened’ but telling 
us of a God who creates order out of chaos, and offers human 
beings partnership in the sustaining of creation.  The rhythm of 
WKH�VL[�Ùand it was good’, culminating in the Sabbath, reinforces 
this sense of ordered calm.

*HQHVLV��������D�LV�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW�LQ�IHHO�DQG�ODQJXDJH�WR�
*HQHVLV����E�����,Q�WKH�÷UVW�DFFRXQW��KXPDQ�EHLQJV�DUH�
made as the pinnacle of creation, in the image of God (Genesis 

1.26-27).  In the other, the human being is formed of the dust 
of the earth (Genesis 2.7) and before the plants and animals.  
But both passages – in their different ways – make clear the 
responsibility that God has given to human beings in relation to 
the rest of creation. 
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Bible Exploration

This session digs down into 
RXU�ÙHDUWK\Ú�JURXQGLQJ��DV�
ÙHDUWKOLQJVÚ�VKDSHG�E\�*RGÚV�
creative work – and how we 
as human beings have taken 
*RGÚV�ÙJRRGÚ�ZRUN�DQG�XVHG�
it for our own ends.  Getting 
the relationship between 
humanity and the rest of 
creation wrong might lead to 
ÙXQFUHDWLRQ�Ú

OUR PLACE IN THE 
CREATED ORDER



This is often talked about as human beings having ‘stewardship’ 
RYHU�FUHDWLRQ���,Q�*HQHVLV���������*RG�EOHVVHV�KXPDQNLQG��PDOH�
and female together, with an instruction to subdue and have 
dominion over other living creatures.  Some see this is a rather 
harsh and dangerous way of thinking about the relationship 
between human beings and creation, one of the factors that has 
OHG�WR�FUHDWLRQ�EHLQJ�GDPDJHG���+RZHYHU�LQ�*HQHVLV������*RG�
SXWV�WKH�KXPDQ�EHLQJ�LQ�WKH�*DUGHQ�RI�(GHQ�WR till the garden 
(literally to ‘serve’ it).  This relationship is reinforced by a pun: the 
Hebrew word for a human being (’adam) is very similar to the 
word for ‘ground’ (’adamah), which suggests that the well being 
of humanity and of the earth belong together. Can (and should) 
KXPDQ�EHLQJV�ERWK�VXEGXH�DQG�VHUYH�FUHDWLRQ"�+DYH�ZH�RIWHQ�
GRQH�RQH�×�EXW�QRW�WKH�RWKHU"

Jeremiah 4.11-28

The prophet Jeremiah was writing in some of the darkest days 
of Old Testament history – shortly before much of Jerusalem 
and Judah was destroyed by an invading Babylonian army and 
PDQ\�SHRSOH�ZHUH�NLOOHG�RU�H[LOHG���,Q�WKLV�SDVVDJH�WKH�IXWXUH�
destruction is pictured as an ecological disaster which suggests 
there is an intrinsic connection between the earth and its 
creatures, the health of the land and the spiritual and moral 
condition of humankind, especially God’s people.  Creation 
VHHPV�WR�VXIIHU�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�VLQ�RI�KXPDQLW\��9HUVHV�������DUH�
particularly powerful: they remind us strongly of the creation 
DFFRXQW�LQ�*HQHVLV����

%XW�QRZ�FUHDWLRQ�LV�EHLQJ�XQGRQH���-HUHPLDK�LV�SUHGLFWLQJ��
ÙXQFUHDWLRQÚ���1RWLFH�SDUWLFXODUO\�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�waste and void 
LQ�������LQ�+HEUHZ tohu wa-bohu���7KLV�LV�WKH�VDPH�H[SUHVVLRQ�
DV�LV�XVHG�LQ�*HQHVLV�����WR�GHVFULEH�WKH�HDUWK�EHIRUH�*RGÚV�
creative work commenced. It is very rare in the Bible, so readers 
are meant to make the connection between Jeremiah and 
Genesis.  When one Bible passage alludes to another in this way, 
the effect is very powerful. The following modern poem also 
XVHV�WKH�EDFNJURXQG�RI�*HQHVLV���WR�VSHDN�VWULNLQJO\�DERXW�WKH�
relationship between human beings and creation:
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Re!ection

2134

In the beginning 

was the earth.

And it was beautiful.

And human beings lived upon the earth. And they said: 

‘Let us build skyscrapers and expressways.’

And they covered the earth with steel and concrete.

And they said, ‘It is good.’

On the second day,

humanity looked upon the clear blue waters of the earth.

And  said, ‘Let us dump our sewage

and wastes into the waters.’ And they did.

The waters became dark and murky.

And they said ‘It is good.’

On the third day,

humanity gazed at the forests on the earth.

They were tall and green. And the human beings said:

‘Let us cut the trees and build things for ourselves.’

And they did. And the forests grew thin.

And they said ‘It is good.’

On the fourth day,

KXPDQLW\�VDZ�WKH�DQLPDOV�OHDSLQJ�LQ�WKH�÷HOGV
and playing in the sun. And they said: ‘Let us trap

the animals for money and shoot them for sport.’

And they did. And the animals became scarce.

And they said ‘It is good.’
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2Q�WKH�÷IWK�GD\�
humanity felt the cool breeze in their nostrils.

And they said: ‘Let us burn our refuse

and let the wind blow away the smoke and debris.’

And they did.

And the air became dense with smoke and carbon.

And they said ‘It is good.’

On the sixth day,

humanity saw the many kinds of people on the earth –

different in race, colour and creed.

And they feared and said: ‘Let us make bombs

and missiles in case misunderstandings arise.’

And they did. And missile sites and bomb dumps

chequered the landscape.

And they said ‘It is good.’

On the seventh day, 

humanity rested.

And the earth was quiet and deathly still.

For humanity was no more.

And it was good! 

(Anon) 567
Of course neither Jeremiah, nor this poem, are the end of the 
VWRU\�DV�IDU�DV�WKH�%LEOH�LV�FRQFHUQHG��,W�LV�VLJQL÷FDQW�WKDW�WKH�
Bible ends (Revelation 21  22) with a picture of new creation, 
which also uses vivid language and images drawn from the 
Book of Genesis.



Reading the Bible with Anglicans around the World

In Hebrew, the same word  ’eretz can be used to describe both 
a particular land or country and the whole earth. It reminds 
XV�WKDW�WKH�ZHOOEHLQJ�RI�VSHFL÷F�FRXQWULHV�RU�UHJLRQV�RI�WKH�
world, and the wellbeing of the whole earth cannot ultimately 
EH�VHSDUDWHG���1RU�×�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�ELEOLFDO�SDVVDJHV�ZH�
KDYH�H[SORUHG�×�FDQ�WKH�ZHOOEHLQJ�RI�WKH�ODQG�DQG�WKH�DFWLRQV�
of human beings. What does this mean for Anglicans who read 
the Bible in parts of the world where the issue of the ownership 
DQG�XVH�RI�ODQG�LV�D�GHHSO\�SUHVVLQJ�TXHVWLRQ"��:KHUH�WKH�
relationship between human beings and the land is undermined 
so people are denied the right to be stewards"�:KHUH�DOO�WRR�
RIWHQ�ODQG�LVVXHV�DQG�LQMXVWLFH�JR�KDQG�LQ�KDQG"�

One of the regional groups working on The Bible in the Life 
of the Church project is based in South Africa. Members 
of the group were involved in the production of  a 
Report of the Southern African Anglican Theological 
Commission, 1995 entitled, ‘The Land and its Use in 
South Africa’.  The report gives important insights 
into how Anglicans in South Africa read the Biblical 
passages relating to land. It says:

 ‘Fundamental to the Old Testament view of land is the 
belief that the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness 
thereof (Psalm 24. 1). Land cannot be owned in an 
ultimate sense by human beings, but only derivatively and 
conditionally. The earth is created by God and for God’s 
glory. As God’s creation the land is fundamentally good. 
The land and all that is in it belongs to him and is in his care 
(Psalm 50.9-1 1; 104.10-30). While there is the theme in 
the creation story of God’s command to human beings ÷OO�
the earth and subdue it, this is subordinated to the theme 
of Sabbath rest, of blessing, in praise of God’s work. 

There are limits placed on the dominion of humanity, as 
symbolized by the forbidden fruit. There are consequences to 
overstepping the limits, as symbolized by the expulsion from the 
garden. The same process is at work in the story of Noah: human 
sinfulness results in natural disaster and human loss. God makes a 
covenant with Noah, guaranteed by the sign of the rainbow. 

Blessing and fertility of the land are dependent on right relationships 
between God and human beings. The theology of covenant underpins the 
understanding of land as promise and gift. Intertwined with the stories 
of the conquest of the land of promise, which have had very harmful 
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consequences in Southern African history, as legitimation of white conquest 
of African land, is the underlying principle of the land as gift. It is God who 
apportions the land, and even then conditionally. This is the fundamental 
principle, and not expulsion or conquest or sacred war. Land is held in 
covenant with God, and ownership is conditional on the preservation of 
right relationships between God and human beings.

Because the land is gift, it is held as a sacred trust. The land cannot simply 
be bought and sold, as if it is property like shoes and grain. As the story of 
Naboth’s Vineyard shows, the links of family and blood to the land cannot 
be set aside by an act of the king, even by offers of just compensation. 
Indeed, attempting to subvert the gift of land by changing the boundaries 
is an offence against God (Deuteronomy 27.17: Proverbs 23. 10). The 
ties between family and land are so important that special marriage laws 
(Levirate) exist to preserve the family’s rights to continue on the land when 
someone dies without an heir.

The Old Testament laws recognize the propensity of the land to become 
alienated from its owners under the pressure of drought and debt. Provision 
is made for the restoration of the land to those families who had lost it, 
every seventy years in the Jubilee Year. Whether or not this law was ever 
successfully implemented is not the important question, but it upholds 
the principle that land cannot be permanently alienated from the poor 
and powerless, but must be periodically redistributed to prevent unjust 
accumulation of resources in the hands of a few.

The land is not unreservedly at the disposal of its human tenants, but has 
rights of its own. In this regard, the land must be left fallow on the seventh 
year, its own sabbath rest. During this period of recovery of the fruitfulness 
of the cultivated land, its fruit is available to the poor and to the wild 
animals and birds. The land is for sustenance and enjoyment not for the few 
but for all.

The mark of blessing is that every person shall sit under her/his own 
YLQH�DQG�÷J�WUHH (Micah 4.4). All of these basic principles with regard to 
the land seem to have originated in the period before the emergence of a 
strong central monarchy in Israel/Judah. The adoption of the Canaanite 
model of kingship legitimated by a central temple led to the emergence of 
an aristocracy and to the accumulation of land in the royal domain. On the 
one hand, the origin of the Davidic kingship is in the popular election of a 
king to deal with foreign invasions.

On the other, the Davidic monarchy developed a theory of special election 
RI�WKH�IDPLO\�RI�'DYLG�LQ�SHUSHWXLW\��$�FRQøLFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�FODLPV�RI�WKH�
monarchy for land, labour and tribute and the older land traditions of the 
tribes was the background to the attacks of the prophets on injustice and S
e

s
s

i
o

n
 T

w
o

  



exploitation and the impoverishment of the ordinary people by the 
monarchy and temple.

The history of the people of Israel in the Promised Land is a continuous 
story of disobedience and punishment, restoration and hope. God 
continues to honour his covenant with his people despite their failure to 
honour their side of the agreement. It is this constancy and goodness of 
God which holds out the promise of restoration to the land, even in times 
of exile or catastrophe.  The hope grew of a new covenant which would 
establish God’s people in a renewed land in renewed blessing, peace and 
security (e.g. Isaiah 32.15-17; Micah 4.3-4).’

The full report can be read at:     
KWWS���FKXUFKODQG�RUJ�]D�SXEOLFDWLRQV�%XOOHWLQ��SDJH����SGI

7KHUH�LV�D�FKXUFK�EDVHG�RUJDQLVDWLRQ�LQ�6RXWK�$IULFD�The Church 
Land Programme whose website http://churchland.org.za/
publications.php# Bible RIIHUV�PDQ\�XVHIXO�UHVRXUFHV�IRU�H[SORULQJ�
WKH�WKHPH�RI�%LEOH�DQG�ODQG�IURP�WKH�6RXWK�$IULFDQ�FRQWH[W.
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Questions for Discussion
��� What does the fact that the Bible begins with creation suggest to 
\RX�DERXW�WKH�QDWXUH�DQG�SXUSRVH�RI�WKH�%LEOH"�

��� How far do you take the pictures of the relationship between 
KXPDQ�EHLQJV�DQG�FUHDWLRQ�JLYHQ�LQ�*HQHVLV���DQG���DV�QRUPDWLYH�IRU�
XV�WRGD\"��7R�ZKDW�H[WHQW�LV�\RXU�YLHZ�DIIHFWHG�E\�ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�\RX�
WKLQN�FUHDWLRQ�ÙhappenedÚ�H[DFWO\�DV�GHVFULEHG�LQ�WKHVH�FKDSWHUV"�

��� 7KH�QRWHV�RQ�-HUHPLDK�VD\�WKDW�WKH�SURSKHW�VXJJHVWV�Ùthere is an 
intrinsic connection between the earth, the creatures, the health of 
the land and the spiritual and moral condition of people, especially 
God’s peopleÚ��'R�\RX�WKLQN�WKLV�LV�WUXH"��+RZ�FRPIRUWDEOH�DUH�\RX�LQ�
reading the parts of the prophetic books in the Bible that link disaster 
DQG�KXPDQ�EHKDYLRXU"�

��� 7KH�UHøHFWLRQ�IURP�6RXWK�$IULFD�FRPPHQWHG�RQ�WKH�GLI÷FXOW\�RI�
relating to the parts of the Bible, such as Deuteronomy and Joshua, 
which focus on land in terms of conquest.  In what other parts of the 
ZRUOG�PLJKW�D�VLPLODU�GLI÷FXOW\�EH�IHOW"��+RZ�GR�ZH�LQWHUSUHW�VXFK�
ÙGLI÷FXOWÚ�SDUWV�RI�VFULSWXUH"�



Closing Prayer

Holy God, Creator and Lover of all that is,
we confess to you that we have sinned.
We have failed in our care for the land and its creatures,
we have been greedy, destructive, and wasteful
of the resources you entrusted to us.

Polluted air and water,
eroded soil and salty earth,
birds and animals deprived of habitat,
DQG�QHLJKERXUV�OHIW�KXQJU\�DQG�WKLUVW\�E\�RXU�VHO÷VKQHVV�
all these cry out against us.
We do not know how to restore what we have damaged,
and we repent in sorrow and distress.

Forgive us, we pray, and have mercy.
Give us grace to change our ways,
to make amends,
and to work together for the healing of the world,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.

The priest pronounces this Absolution:

Our Saviour died and rose again
so that for all who live in him
there is a new creation.
Therefore I declare to you:
your sins are forgiven,
through Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen.  Send out your Spirit, O Lord.

Renew the hearts of your people.

Renew the face of the earth.

(© Liturgy Commission, Anglican Church of Australia, 
used by kind permission)S
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JESUS
THE CENTRE & HEART 
OF ALL CREATION

Session Three   



Colossians 1.9-29

At the heart of this passage (1.15-20) is a lyrical hymn of praise 
in honour of Jesus Christ who is the heart of creation. The 
words and phrases used deliberately remind us of the beginning 
of the Book of Genesis. There is a ‘play’ on the Hebrew word 
Reshith with which Genesis begins. (It is translated in Genesis 1.1 

as ‘beginning’.)  The word Reshith itself is closely related to the 
Hebrew word Rosh – which means head. 

So in verse 18 the writer of Colossians seeks to exploit and list all 
the possible meanings of 5RVK�5HVKLWK��KHDG��EHJLQQLQJ��÷UVWERUQ��
÷UVW�SODFH (NRSV translation). It was a way of saying that Jesus 
Christ summed up every possible aspect of Genesis 1.1! 

To explore the meaning of words in this way is a traditional 
Jewish way of interpreting scripture. Many of the writers of the 
New Testament were well versed in Jewish traditions of biblical 
interpretation. But it is clear from the following verses that the 
focus on Christ at the centre and head also has implications for 
all of us – if Christ is the head then we too are part of the body. 
And just as today we see creation suffering, so Paul saw himself as 
sharing in that, as a member of the body (verses 23-24). The Christ 
we proclaim to everyone (verse 26) is the RQH�WKURXJK�ZKRP�*RG�
ZDV�SOHDVHG�WR�UHFRQFLOH�WR�KLPVHOI�DOO�WKLQJV��ZKHWKHU�RQ�HDUWK�RU�LQ�
KHDYHQ��E\�PDNLQJ�SHDFH�WKURXJK�WKH�EORRG�RI�KLV�FURVV (verse 20).

Mark 4.30-41

The importance of creation is a motif which runs through Mark 
4. The processes of growth which form part of the natural cycle 

This session we ask how ‘creation’ as 
experienced in different parts of our 
world, can offer us new insights into these 
central mysteries of our faith. 

JESUS - THE CENTRE & HEART OF 
ALL CREATION
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Bible Exploration



of creation are repeatedly used as a symbol of God’s kingdom. 
So we hear of a sower sowing seed – and the varied results that 
spring from that. We hear of seed scattered and growing without 
DQ\�DWWHQWLRQ��DQG�÷QDOO\�RI�WKH�PDUYHOORXV�PXVWDUG�VHHG�×�VR�
tiny yet becoming big enough to offer shade and blessing to 
other parts of God’s creation. 

In telling these parables, Jesus does not focus upon himself 
(although he probably alludes to himself when he speaks of the 

work of the VRZHU� Mark 4.3). Instead, his focus is on the kingdom 
or reign of God. But who Jesus is, and his role in relation to 
creation, lies at the heart of the story which follows, describing 
what happens when Jesus and his disciples cross the Sea of 
Galilee in a storm (4.35-41���7KH�WHUUL÷HG�GLVFLSOHV�FDOO�XSRQ�
Jesus to calm the storm – but when he does they are awe-struck. 
For the Old Testament (especially the book of Exodus) had taught 
them that God alone can control the sea. So the chapter ends 
with a question :KR�WKHQ�LV�WKLV��WKDW�HYHQ�WKH�ZLQG�DQG�WKH�VHD�
REH\�KLP"�(4.41) Mark does not answer this question – at least 
not straight away. It can, however, be discovered as we read on 
in this Gospel and are prompted to make our own response to 
Jesus.

What is it that makes a bridge between these two very different 
parts of Mark 4 – the stories of seed and then the calming of the 
storm? At a recent international meeting in Jamaica, a preacher 
from the Caribbean (West Indies)  drew out a fascinating and 
challenging link. The end of the parable of the mustard seed 
speaks of the way God’s kingdom bears fruit – and is immediately 
followed by Jesus’ encouragement to his disciples Let us go over 
to the other side (4.35). This means the other side of the Sea 
of Galilee, a Gentile region, culturally and religiously different 
to Jesus’ Jewish homeland near Capernaum. The preacher in 
Jamaica suggested that this contains an important message 
×�LI�WKH�.LQJGRP�LV�WR�IXOO\�øRXULVK�LW�FDQQRW�UHPDLQ�VWDWLF��
Disciples of Jesus then and now are called to ‘cross over to the 
other side’, to encounter difference and to move outside their 
FRPIRUW�]RQHV��$QG�LQ�GRLQJ�VR��WKH\�ZLOO�÷QG�WKH�SRZHU�RI�&KULVW�
travelling with them in perhaps surprising ways. 
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Re!ection
The picture by Sarah Prentice 
is a marvellous portrayal of 
the ‘mustard seed’ parable. 

But at the same time she 
makes clear the interconnec-
tion of all creation.



Reading the Bible with Anglicans around the World

The story of the ministry and death of Jesus Christ is our central 
focus. Yet if Jesus is at the heart of creation, as our biblical 
readings this session suggest, how is our faith affected when we 
remember events in the life of Jesus at very different times of 
the year.  Historical movements have led to the pattern of the 
European northern hemisphere’s seasons shaping the way that 
the Church has thought of the spiritual ‘seasons’ of the Christian 
year. For example many Christmas carols link the birth of Christ 
to ‘the bleak midwinter’.

In fact the word Lent actually comes from an Anglo-Saxon word 
that means spring. There is a traditional Lenten hymn that 
explicitly proclaims: 

/HQW�FRPHV�LQ�WKH�VSULQJ��

$QG�VSULQJ�LV�SLHG�ZLWK�EULJKWQHVV�

7KH�VZHHWHVW�øRZHUV��

.HHQ�ZLQGV��DQG�VXQ��DQG�VKRZHUV

7KHLU�KHDOWK�GR�EULQJ

7R�PDNH�/HQWÚV�FKDVWHQHG�ZKLWHQHVV�

But it is interesting to ‘cross over’ and discover how the 
different seasons in other parts of the world can affect and 
enrich our understanding of Lent. 

7KH�IROORZLQJ�UHøHFWLRQ�E\�%RVFR�3HWHUV��DQ�$QJOLFDQ�SULHVW�LQ�
New Zealand, describes how it feels to experience Lent in the 
non-tropical parts of the southern hemisphere. 

Ù/HQW�LQ�WKLV��VRXWKHUQ��KHPLVSKHUH�KHUDOGV�WKH�DXWXPQ��1DWXUH�SDUHV�
GRZQ�WR�KHU�HVVHQWLDOV��6KH�FDUULHV�ZLWK�KHU�WKH�VHHGV�RI�WKH�IXWXUH��6KH�
FRQFHQWUDWHV�KHU�HQHUJLHV�RQ�WKH�RQH�WKLQJ�QHFHVVDU\��WKDW�OLIH�PD\�EH�
UHQHZHG�ZKHQ�WKH�JOREH�WXUQV�RQFH�PRUH�WRZDUGV�WKH�VXQ��*DUGHQHUV�GR�
WKHLU�HVVHQWLDO�WLG\LQJ�DQG�SUHSDUDWLRQ��:H�SODQW�RXU�EXOEV��KRSLQJ�IRU�QHZ�
OLIH�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�
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:H��WKH�FKXUFK��DOVR�SDUH�GRZQ�LQ�/HQW��/HQW�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�HVVHQWLDOV��
WKH�QHZ�OLIH�LQ�WKH�GHDWK�DQG�UHVXUUHFWLRQ�RI�-HVXV�DQG�RXU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�
LQ�WKLV�WKURXJK�RXU�IDLWK�DQG�EDSWLVP��$IWHU�WKH�EXV\QHVV�RI�WKH�VXPPHU�
WKHUH�LV�D�WLPH�WR�OHDUQ�WR�SDXVH��:H�&KULVWLDQV�FDQ�SODQW�VRPH�EXOEV�
WRJHWKHU��SUD\LQJ�WKDW�WKURXJK�RXU�FHOHEUDWLRQ�RI�/HQW�QHZ�OLIH�PD\�VSULQJ�
XS�LQ�RXU�FRPPXQLW\�DQG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ZRUOG�

,Q�PRGHUQ�OLWXUJ\�WKH�SHQLWHQWLDO�øDYRXU�LV�QRZ�PRUH�FRQFHQWUDWHG�RQ�
$VK�:HGQHVGD\��&UHDWLRQ�DOO�DURXQG�XV�LV�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�GLH��1DWXUH�VHHPV�
WR�HFKR�WKH�DQFLHQW�ZRUGV�DGGUHVVHG�WR�HDFK�SHUVRQ�DW�WKH�LPSRVLWLRQ�RI�
DVKHV�ZKLFK�PDUNV�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�/HQW��5HPHPEHU�\RX�DUH�GXVW��DQG�WR�
GXVW�\RX�VKDOO�UHWXUQ�

7KHVH�IRUW\�GD\V��DSSUR[LPDWHO\�D�WHQWK�RI�WKH�\HDU��DUH�RXU�WLWKH�RI�WKH�
\HDU��2XU�SHUVRQDO�/HQWHQ�GLVFLSOLQHV��KRZHYHU��DUH�QRW�MXVW�DQRWKHU�
VHOI�LPSURYHPHQW�FRXUVH��7KH\�DUH�WR�SUHSDUH�XV�IRU�D�SDUW\��WKH�SDUW\�RI�
(DVWHU�â

7KH�VWDUN�VLPSOLFLW\�RI�/HQWHQ�ZRUVKLS�FDQ�SURYLGH�D�VWULNLQJ�FRQWUDVW�
ZLWK�WKH�MR\IXO�FHOHEUDWLRQ�RI�(DVWHU�â�7R�JURZ�FORVHU�WR�&KULVW�ZH�QHHG�
WR�WDNH�WLPH�WR�UHøHFW�DQG�SUD\��7KH�GDQJHU�RI�/HQW�LV�WKDW�LW�WHQGV�WR�EH�
WKH�FKXUFKÚV�EXVLHVW�WLPH�DV�ZH�DGG�H[WUD�VHUYLFHV�DQG�VWXG\�RQ�WRS�RI�
RXU�IXOO�SDULVK�SURJUDPPH��,Q�WKH�JRVSHO�RI�WKH�÷UVW�6XQGD\�RI�/HQW�ZH�JR�
ZLWK�-HVXV�LQWR�KLV�IRUW\�GD\V�LQ�WKH�GHVHUW��2XU�WLPHV�DW�FKXUFK�DQG�WKH�
/HQWHQ�SURJUDPPHV�FDQ�EH�RDVHV�LQ�WKH�GHVHUW��HQFRXUDJLQJ�XV�RQ�WR�WKDW�
LQWLPDF\�ZLWK�*RG�DQG�D�UHDOLVWLF�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�RXUVHOYHV�ZKLFK�WKH�
GHVHUW�SURPLVHV�Ú
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Questions for Discussion
1. What do the links between Colossians 1 and the beginning 
of Genesis suggest to us about the relationship between the Old 
Testament and the New? 

2. In our study of Mark’s Gospel we noticed that by linking two 
different episodes together we can discover something new. How far is 
it important, when reading the Bible, to look at a passage in its context 
– noting what comes before and afterwards?

3. How much is our celebration of the church’s year and our reading 
RI�WKH�%LEOH�LQøXHQFHG�E\�WKH�VHDVRQV�ZKHUH�ZH�OLYH"

4. What does the Sarah Prentice picture say to you about creation?



Closing Prayers

Gloria

*ORULRXV�DUH�\RX��0\VWHU\�RI�/LIH,
essence of all creation.
You are the symphony of stars and planets.
You are the music of the atoms within us.
You are the dawn on mountain peaks,
the moonlight on evening seas.
Forest and farm, the rush of the city,
everything is embraced in your love.

:H�UHMRLFH�DV�ZH�VLQJ�RXU�JUDWLWXGH�
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*ORULRXV�DUH�\RX, 2�-HVXV�&KULVW�
&RVPLF�ORYH�LQ�KXPDQ�øHVK�
You graced the smallness of time and place
to teach us to dance to the music.
You walk on our seas and heal in our streets.
You make your home in our lives,
revealing that cross and resurrection
are one on the road to freedom.

:H�UHMRLFH�DV�ZH�VLQJ�RXU�JUDWLWXGH�

*ORULRXV�DUH�\RX� 2�6SLULW�RI�7UXWK�
wisdom and breath of our being.
You are the wind that sweeps our senses.
<RX�DUH�WKH�÷UH�WKDW�EXUQV�LQ�RXU�KHDUWV�
You are the needle of the inner compass,
always pointing to true North,
guiding us on the sacred dance
into the Mystery of Life.

:H�UHMRLFH�DV�ZH�VLQJ�RXU�JUDWLWXGH�

(© Joy Cowley, New Zealand, used by kind permission)



All-embracing God,

We thank you that your good news – that life conquers death
And faith overcomes fear – 
Is for the whole creation,
And not for humankind alone.

We thank you that the universe itself –
Suffering now as if in the pangs of childbirth –
Waits with us, in eager expectation of deliverance,
And looks forward to a new freedom
From pain and frustration,
Torture and abuse.
We thank you that your promise to reconcile
The whole cosmos to yourself
Began to be realised in the self-giving of Christ,
Whose cross stretches from earth to heaven,
Gathering up the wounds of the universe
And offering them as harbingers of the resurrection.

We thank you for the shining dream
Of a new heaven and a new earth,
Where you will be seen at last
As undergirding, permeating and transforming all things.
In the light of that vision, may we live together now
With hospitality and gentleness, longing and love. 
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(© Kate Compston, used by kind permission)



CREATION

Session Four

BLESSES THE LORD



Psalm 104

Both the passages suggested for this week were probably 
written to be part of worship – which is certainly how we 
generally use them today.  In this worshipping spirit they offer 
us a sense of joy and wonder in the Lord’s creation. Psalm 
104 expresses with vivid detail God’s intimate care for and 
delight in every aspect of creation – grass grows for cattle, 
high mountains form a habitat for wild goats, the dark gives 
opportunity for night creatures to feed – and all things look to 
the Lord for their nourishment.

The psalm also stresses the importance of times and seasons in 
the rhythm of creation, and that animal and human alike need 
to live according to the patterns imposed by the sun and the 
moon, and the cycle of life. This is all part of the wisdom (verse 

24) that God shows in the divine work of creation. Further, and 
this is only remarkable to modernist urban westerners, in this 
psalm humans are not singled out from other animals: their life 
is interwoven with nature as a whole.  Everything depends on 
God – it is God’s spirit or breath (verse 30) that brings creation 
into being.

Verses 6-9 describe the earth in the terms of traditional 
FRQFHSWV�WKDW�XQGHUVWRRG�LW�WR�øRDW�RQ�D�ODUJH�DE\VV�RI�VDOW�
water, waters which are hostile to God, whose divine power 
is shown in being able to control them.  The reference to 
Leviathan (verse 26) is striking evidence of this. Leviathan is 
D�÷JXUH�IURP�&DQDDQLWH�P\WKRORJ\��GHSLFWHG�DV�D�IHDUVRPH�
VHD�PRQVWHU��7KH�SVDOP�ERUURZV�IURP�WKH�&DQDDQLWH�LPDJHU\�
– and transforms it: now Leviathan is no longer fearsome but 
domesticated. We could almost suggest that it is depicted as 
God’s great bath-toy! 

So far these studies have explored scripture 
passages that form part of the story of God’s 
SHRSOH��DQG�UHODWH�WR�-HVXV�&KULVW�GLUHFWO\��%XW�
what of the many passages which are not tied 
directly to the story of God’s people? This study 
picks up two of these, one from the Psalms and 
the other being a song from the Apocrypha.

CREATION BLESSES THE LORD
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Bible Exploration



&KULVWLDQV�DQG�-HZV�KDYH�IRU�FHQWXULHV�IRXQG�LQVSLUDWLRQ�LQ�XVLQJ�
this psalm in praise of God. It calls us to humility, to acknowledge 
that we are but one aspect of the immense inter-connectedness of 
nature, all of which depends on the powerful, life-giving breath of 
God. Psalm 104 is a good antidote to any dominating attitude we 
may have towards creation.

The Song of the Three Young Men / Prayer of Azariah
 [The text is printed at the end of this week’s study notes]

This song is not in the Aramaic text of Daniel, on which our Bibles 
are based, but was inserted between Daniel 3.23 and 3.24 in the 
*UHHN�YHUVLRQ��ZKLFK�HDUO\�&KULVWLDQV�XVHG�DV�WKHLU�VFULSWXUHV�

Anglicans throughout the world may know this text as the 
‘Benedicite’ (i.e. the command, in the plural, that we Bless God). It is 
XQGHU�WKDW�QDPH�WKDW�LW�DSSHDUV�LQ�WKH�%RRN�RI�&RPPRQ�3UD\HU��
as an alternative canticle at Morning Prayer. It is not part of the 
canonical Old Testament, but is included within the ‘Apocrypha’.  
Which provokes the interesting question – how should Anglicans 
use and interpret the Apocrypha, particularly this text, which 
appears in our foundational Prayer Book? What authority does it 
have for us?  

As with Psalm 104, human beings are not treated here as unique: 
they are summoned, along with the angels, animals, plants, 
landscape features and natural phenomena like frost, stars and 
heat to bless the Lord. The whole of creation is called upon to sing 
God’s praise. What is even more remarkable is to consider the 
context in which this song is set: it is sung by three young men 
being punished for being faithful to God by being thrown into a 
EXUQLQJ�÷HU\�IXUQDFH��7KHLU�RIIHQFH�ZDV�WR�UHIXVH�WR�ERZ�GRZQ�WR�
an idol of the king. The song therefore is a powerful response to the 
charge laid on them. Instead of worshipping a created object, they 
DUH�LQYLWLQJ�DOO�FUHDWLRQ�WR�VLQJ�XS�DQG�EOHVV�LWV�GLYLQH�&UHDWRU��

If Psalm 104 calls us to celebrate God’s delight in creation when we 
feel all is going well, the Song of the Three Young Men challenges 
us to do so when things look bleak, especially for our faith in God. 
Whatever our situation in life, we are to regard all creatures as 
those who can be summoned to bless God – which might change 
our attitude towards how we live with them.S
e

s
s

i
o

n
 F

o
u

r
  



These two prayers take their starting point from the ‘Benedicite’ – 
DQG�WKHQ�DGDSW�LW�WR�WKH�DXWKRUÚV�VSHFL÷F�FXOWXUDO�DQG�JHRJUDSKLFDO�
situation. 

What would you include if you wrote a ‘Benedicite’ linked to your 
country? 

O give thanks to our God who is good:

whose love endures forever.

You sun and moon, you stars of the southern sky:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

Sunrise and sunset, night and day:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

All mountains and valleys, grassland and scree,

glacier, avalanche, mist and snow:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

You kauri and pine, rata and kowhai, mosses and ferns:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

Dolphins and kahawai, sealion and crab,

coral, anemone, pipi and shrimp:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

Rabbits and cattle, moths and dogs

kiwi and sparrow and tui and hawk:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

You Maori and Pakeha, women and men,

all who inhabit the long white cloud:

give to our God your thanks and praise.

$OO�\RX�VDLQWV�DQG�PDUW\UV�RI�WKH�6RXWK�3DFL÷F�
give to our God your thanks and praise.

From A New Zealand Prayer Book/He Karakia Mihinare o Aotearoa page 457
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An African Benedicite (extract)

All you big things, bless the Lord

Mount Kilimanjaro and Lake Victoria

The Rift Valley and the Serengeti Plain

Fat baobabs and shady mango trees

All eucalyptus and tamarind trees

Bless the Lord

Praise and extol Him for ever and ever

All you tiny things, bless the Lord.

%XV\�EODFN�DQWV�DQG�KRSSLQJ�øHDV�

Wriggling tadpoles and mosquito larvae,

Flying locusts and water drops,

3ROOHQ�GXVW�DQG�WVHWVH�øLHV�

Millet seeds and dried dagaa,

Bless the Lord.

Praise and extol Him for ever and ever
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Reading the Bible with Anglicans around the World

Psalm 104 in particular reminds us that even within the Old 
Testament the traces of an earlier world-view can be discovered. 
Two of the groups who took part in the Bible in the Life of the 
&KXUFK�SURMHFW�UHøHFWHG�RQ�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�HQJDJLQJ�VHULRXVO\�
with an indigenous world-view – which may at times challenge 
XV�WR�H[SORUH�RXU�&KULVWLDQ�IDLWK�LQ�D�QHZ�ZD\��:KDW�FDQ�ZH�OHDUQ�
from the respect given to creation in many indigenous cultures to 
assist us in reading the Bible?

Listen to what the East African regional group reported: 

The East African Anglican community as well as the entire worldwide 
Anglican Communion should borrow from primal societies in order to 
make the Fifth Mark of Mission achievable…  Insights from  East African 
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primal religion and worldview were instrumental in the understanding and 
interpretation of the texts read during the contextual bible study. 

The point that came out very strongly was that in primal societies, 
creation was approached and treated with awe and reverence, devoid of 
exploitation. Before cutting a tree, the spirits of a tree had to be appeased 
lest they could get angry and revenge. The same applied to hunting and 
÷VKLQJ�H[SHGLWLRQV��7KH�LPSOLFDWLRQ�LV�WKDW�LI�RQH�FXWV�D�WUHH�WKHQ�WKHUH�LV�
QHHG�WR�SODQW�PRUH��,I�KXPDQ�EHLQJV�HDW�DQLPDOV��ELUGV�RU�÷VK��WKH\�PXVW�
not put their existence to jeopardy since the future generation equally 
needs them. 

This idea is widely held in other primal societies outside East Africa… It 
is critical that we begin to dialogue with primal religion and worldview, 
which has untapped resources that are radically helpful in engaging the 
Fifth Mark of Mission.’

In North America, the insights of Native American cultures were 
referred to, not only in relation to attitudes to creation, but also 
to our engagement with the Bible. One member of the group 
commented: 

It is important to understand the common approach and attitude of 
indigenous peoples: in the Navajo conception, for example, Truth is seen 
as a mountain with multiple angles and perspectives; you can only see it 
properly from a minimum of four sides.  Sacred truth—that is, about the 
universe and about God’s relation to creation—needs all four directions.     
It has a necessary complexity that implies an interpretive humility.  

This approach to truth is also applied to Scripture.  There is a truth 
inherent in these sacred words, but you can’t speak about it or engage with 
it respectfully and adequately without all four directions.   Hence, if and 
when First Nations people engage in these conversations, they are careful 
not to respond too quickly.  When it comes to scripture, many communities 
practice this in the structure of their gatherings.  

They begin by reading the text three times and, with each reading a 
question is asked: 

(1) what stands out for you, 

(2) what do you hear God saying, 

(3) what is God calling us to do?  



1. In what ways do we need to learn to live more in harmony with 
‘times and seasons’ than is the case in the Western world at the 
moment?  What might this mean for our life-styles?

2. How far can or should we learn from indigenous, pre-biblical 
cultures in our attitude to creation? Does the fact that Psalm 104 draws 
on non-Israelite mythology offer an example for us?

3. Does the fact that the ‘Benedicite’ comes from the Apocrypha mean 
that we read it differently to texts that come from the Old and New 
7HVWDPHQWV"��'RHV�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�ZH�FDQ�÷QG�LW�LQ�WKH�%RRN�RI�&RPPRQ�
Prayer make any difference to how we use it?

4. ‘Sacred truth—that is, about the universe and about God’s relation 
to creation—needs all four directions.  It has a necessary complexity that 
implies an interpretive humility.  This approach to truth is also applied to 
Scripture’.  How far do you agree with this comment about the need for 
an ‘interpretive humility’ in relation to scripture?

Questions for Discussion
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Closing Prayer - A hymn from Australia

Where wide sky rolls down and touches red sand,

where sun turns to gold the grass of the land,

let spinifex, mulga and waterhole tell

their joy in the One who made everything well.

Where rain-forest calm meets reef, tide and storm,

where green things grow lush and oceans are warm,

let every sea-creature and tropical bird

exult in the light of the life-giving Word.

Where red gum and creek cross hillside and plain,

where cool tree-ferns rise to welcome the rain,

let bushland, farm, mountain-top, all of their days

delight in the Spirit who formed them for praise.

Now, people of faith, come gather around

with songs to be shared, for blessings abound!

Australians, whatever your culture or race,

come, lift up your hearts to the Giver of grace.

May be sung to PADERBORN
© Elizabeth J. Smith 1956-
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The Song of the Three Young Men / Prayer of Azariah

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�\RX�ZRUNV�RI�WKH�/RUG��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�
him for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�KHDYHQV��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�KLP�IRU�HYHU�

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�DQJHOV�RI�WKH�/RUG��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�\RX�KLV�KRVWV��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�ZDWHUV�DERYH�WKH�KHDYHQV��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�
exalt him for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�VXQ�DQG�PRRQ��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�VWDUV�RI�KHDYHQ��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�UDLQ�DQG�GHZ��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�KLP�IRU�HYHU�

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�ZLQGV�WKDW�EORZ��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�÷UH�DQG�KHDW��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�VFRUFKLQJ�ZLQG�DQG�ELWWHU�FROG��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�
exalt him for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�GHZV�DQG�IDOOLQJ�VQRZV��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�QLJKWV�
DQG�GD\V��EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�OLJKW�DQG�GDUNQHVV��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�
him for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�IURVW�DQG�FROG��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�LFH�DQG�VQRZ��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�OLJKWQLQJV�DQG�FORXGV��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�KLP�
for ever.

2�OHW�WKH�HDUWK�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�PRXQWDLQV�DQG�KLOOV��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�WKDW�JURZV�LQ�WKH�JURXQG��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�
him for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�VSULQJV��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�VHDV�DQG�ULYHUV��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�ZKDOHV�DQG�DOO�WKDW�VZLP�LQ�WKH�ZDWHUV��á�VLQJ�KLV�
praise and exalt him for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�ELUGV�RI�WKH�DLU��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�EHDVWV�DQG�FDWWOH��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�SHRSOH�RQ�HDUWK��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�KLP�IRU�HYHU�

2�SHRSOH�RI�*RG�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�SULHVWV�RI�WKH�/RUG��
EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�VHUYDQWV�RI�WKH�/RUG��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�H[DOW�KLP�
for ever.

%OHVV�WKH�/RUG�DOO�\RX�RI�XSULJKW�VSLULW��á�EOHVV�WKH�/RUG�\RX�WKDW�DUH�
holy and humble in heart.

%OHVV�WKH�)DWKHU��WKH�6RQ�DQG�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW��á�VLQJ�KLV�SUDLVH�DQG�
exalt him for ever.

Common Worship: Services and Prayers for the Church of England (2000) 

(including the Psalter as published with Common Worship)S
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CREATION GROANS 

Session Five

IN PAINFUL HOPE



Romans 8.12-27

St Paul presumably did not have the modern anxiety about 
‘global warming’ in mind when he wrote these words to 
the Christians in Rome. But they strike a chord with our 
contemporary situation, reminding us once again of the 
interconnection between all living creatures, including 
humanity, and the natural world. 

In verses 19-23 the language is vivid: earth is pictured in 
feminine imagery struggling with labour pains to give birth to 
the new creation, in which humans can properly be called the 
sons and daughters of God. 

In Paul’s view, the hope that faith in Jesus brings is not just for 
people, but for the whole of creation. In our day, it is becoming 
clear that the more we are set free from our enthralment with 
consumerism, the better it will be for the earth and all life in it; 
the more we allow our status as children of God to critique our 
lifestyle, the less creation will groan under our oppression. [‘Lent 

2011: Creation’, The Church of Ireland, page 8]

This session, remembering the 
passion of Jesus, we are faced with 
the destructive power of creation 
which, according to one of our 
readings, is groaning in labour pains. 

According to Matthew’s Gospel, creation itself responded to Jesus’ 
FUXFL÷[LRQ��DQG�UHVXUUHFWLRQ��E\�GDUNQHVV�DQG�HDUWKTXDNH��Matthew 

27.45, 51). 

How far can we talk about creation itself being redeemed, rescued 
from death and decay, through the ministry of Christ? Both of this 
ZHHNÚV�SDVVDJHV�UDLVH�SDUWLFXODU�TXHVWLRQV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�FXUUHQW�
ecological crisis – and the passage from 2 Peter in particular, in its 
DWWLWXGH�WR�FUHDWLRQ��FKDOOHQJHV�XV�WR�UHøHFW�ZKHQ�ZH�FDQ�DQG�ZKHQ�
we cannot use the Bible as a tool for moral and practical guidance.

CREATION GROANS IN 
PAINFUL HOPE
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  Bible Exploration



This passage does indeed speak of pain, but pain suffered in hope. 
Paul’s words are notable for the way they reveal the intimacy of 
relationship between our Abba father and God’s human children: 
God’s Spirit and our spirits in deep communion. 

2 Peter 3.1-13

As in Romans 8, these verses offer us a picture of the world as we 
NQRZ�LW�VXIIHULQJ�SDLQ��\HW�LQ�KRSH����3HWHU�LV�VXFK�D�÷HUFH�ERRN�
that its place within the New Testament canon was disputed in a 
number of churches in the early Christian centuries.

It was common among Greek, Roman and Jewish writers of the 
1HZ�7HVWDPHQW�HUD�WR�UHøHFW�RQ�WKH�HQGLQJ�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�E\�÷UH��RU�
through a second deluge which would parallel the earlier deluge by 
water (2 Peter 3.6: cf Genesis 6  8). 2 Peter links this with ideas from 
Israel’s prophets about the coming of the day of the Lord �cf Isaiah 

13.6-9; Amos 5.18-20; Zephaniah 1.1418; Joel 2.28-31, cited by 

Peter on the day of Pentecost). The last verses of our Old Testament 
speak of this day �Malachi 4.5-6), which is seen by the Gospel 
ZULWHUV�DV�IXO÷OOHG�LQ�WKH�FRPLQJ�RI�-HVXV��7KH�÷UVW�&KULVWLDQV�
then looked for it in the return of Christ, the day of the Lord full of 
KRSH��3DXO�FDQ�FODLP��cf 2 Corinthians 1.14) as well as calling us to 
DFFRXQW��cf 1 Thessalonians 5.1-11).

Yet this letter looks beyond destruction to the new heavens and 
earth,�ERUQ�RXW�RI�WKH�SDLQIXO�GHDWK�RI�WKH�ROG��GHDWK�÷OOHG�RUGHU�
of things. It depicts, as it were, a reversal of Genesis: there, God’s 
good creation descends into deepening evil and destruction – in 
&KULVW��DOO�WKLQJV�DUH�PDGH�QHZ��as we saw in Week Two). Believers 
are called to live in the light of God’s new creation, in disciplined 
hope. There is an analogy here with human existence: though we 
are made in God’s image, left to our own devices we experience 
the law of sin, and cannot avoid the ending of our being through 
death. Even so, we live now in the light of the resurrection hope 
we have in Christ. 

However, where 2 Peter presents a particular challenge is in 
the instructions it gives to Christians in relation to these events. 
We are to live lives of holiness, demonstrating this by waiting for 
and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the 
heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will melt S
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ZLWK�÷UH (verse 12). It is the force of the word hastening that is 
especially problematic. The letter could be read as encouraging 
readers to behave in such a way that the earth will heat up more 
TXLFNO\�×�WKRXJK�WKDW�FRXOG�KDUGO\�EH�GHVFULEHG�DV�KROLQHVV��<HW�
some Christian fundamentalists argue that it is their duty to live 
so as to speed up climate change! Such a way of ‘using’ scripture 
has never been regarded as legitimate within the Anglican 
tradition. 
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Reading the Bible with Anglicans around the World

The year 2010 saw a number of cataclysmic events around the 
world, in which the earth really has seemed to be groaning in 
labour pains��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�3DFL÷F�UHJLRQ��7KHUH�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�
ZLGH�VSUHDG�VHYHUH�øRRGLQJ�LQ�3DNLVWDQ��7KDLODQG���$XVWUDOLD��
SDUWLFXODUO\�4XHHQVODQG�DQG�9LFWRULD���UHFXUUHQW�HDUWKTXDNHV�
in Christchurch, New Zealand and Turkey; rising sea levels in 
island nations such as Kiribati and Tuvalu; and there has been 
WKH�HDUWKTXDNH��WVXQDPL�DQG�QXFOHDU�WUDJHG\�LQ�-DSDQ��

How have Anglicans used and interpreted the Bible in relation 
WR�WKHVH�HYHQWV"�$W�÷UVW�VLJKW�WKH�DQVZHU�VHHPV�WR�EH�ÙZLWK�
FRQVLGHUDEOH�UHWLFHQFHÚ��$QJOLFDQV�GR�QRW��ÙRI÷FLDOO\Ú�DW�OHDVW��
seem to want to draw direct links between these natural 
disasters and biblical teaching about creation. In this Anglicans 
may differ from some other Christians who have linked the 
øRRGV��WKH�HDUWKTXDNHV�DQG�WKH�WVXQDPL�WR�ELEOLFDO�SURSKHF\�RU�
GLYLQH�SXQLVKPHQW��a quick trawl around Google will give plenty of 

examples!). 

One way Anglicans are using the Bible in response to these 
events is in the context of worship. In Australia, New Zealand 
DQG�-DSDQ��IRU�H[DPSOH��WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�GLJQL÷HG�DQG�SRZHUIXO�
services in which people have expressed their pain and loss 
and pledged to work together with their fellow citizens to help 
repair the world. In Christchurch, the liturgy drew on Habakkuk 
���which speaks of the earth quaking���3VDOP������in which the 

psalmist calls upon God in the day of distress), and the conclusion 
of Romans 8 with its assurance that nothing can separate us 
from the love of God in Christ Jesus. In services such as these 
the Bible is read and proclaimed without necessarily being 
‘explained’ or ‘interpreted’. What might this say to us about 
ways of ‘Using the Bible in the Life of the Church’? 



Look together in silence for 5 minutes at these pictures of creation 
JURDQLQJ���)ROORZLQJ�WKH�VLOHQFH�UHøHFW��DV�D�JURXS��RQ�ZKDW�WKDW�
experience was like in the light of this week’s session.
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(continued)
Reading the Bible with Anglicans around the World

At the time of the earlier Asian tsunami, in December 2004, 
$UFKELVKRS�5RZDQ�:LOOLDPV�UHøHFWHG�RQ�ZKDW�ZH�FDQ�VD\�DERXW�
God, creation and humanity on such occasions. This is part of what 
he wrote: 

In 1966, when the Aberfan disaster (a coal tip in Wales collapsed and 
buried a school in which many young children died) struck, I was a 
sixth former beginning to think about studying theology at university. I 
remember watching a television discussion about God and suffering that 
weekend – with disbelief and astonishment at the vacuous words pouring 
out about the nature of God’s power or control, or about the consolations 
of belief in an afterlife or whatever. The only words that made any sense 
came from the then Archbishop of Wales, in a broadcast on Welsh 
television. What he said was roughly this: ‘I can only dare to speak about 
this because I once lost a child. I have nothing to say that will make sense 
of this horror today. All I know is that the words in my Bible about God’s 
promise to be alongside us have never lost their meaning for me. And now 
we have to work in God’s name for the future.’

He was speaking from the experience of losing one child; but he was able to 
speak about a much greater tragedy simply because of that, not because of 
having a better explanatory theory.

‘Making sense’ of a great disaster will always be a challenge simply because 
those who are closest to the cost are the ones least likely to accept some 
sort of intellectual explanation, however polished. Why should they? 
Every single random, accidental death is something that should upset a 
faith bound up with comfort and ready answers. The question: ‘How can 
you believe in a God who permits suffering on this scale?’ is therefore very 
much around at the moment, and it would be surprising if it weren’t – 
indeed, it would be wrong if it weren’t. Effects follow causes in a way that 
we can chart, and so can make some attempt at coping with. So there is 
something odd about expecting that God will constantly step in if things 
are getting dangerous. How dangerous do they have to be? How many 
deaths would be acceptable?

So why do religious believers pray for God’s help or healing? They ask for 
God’s action to come in to a situation and change it, yes; but if they are 
honest, they don’t see prayer as a plea for magical solutions that will make 
the world totally safe for them and others. 

All this is fair enough, perhaps true as far as it goes. But it doesn’t go very 
far in helping us, with the intolerable grief and devastation in front of us. 
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If some religious genius did come up with an explanation of exactly why 
all these deaths made sense, would we feel happier or safer or more 
FRQ÷GHQW�LQ�*RG"�:RXOGQÚW�ZH�IHHO�VRPHWKLQJ�RI�D�FKLOO�DW�WKH�SURVSHFW�
of a God who deliberately plans a programme that involves a certain 
level of casualties?

The extraordinary fact is that belief has survived such tests again and 
again – not because it comforts or explains but because believers cannot 
deny what has been shown or given to them. They have learned to see 
the world and life in the world as a freely given gift; they have learned 
to be open to a calling or invitation from outside their own resources, 
a calling to accept God’s mercy for themselves and make it real for 
others; learned that there is some reality to which they can only relate 
in amazement and silence. These convictions are terribly assaulted 
by all those other facts of human experience that seem to point to a 
completely arbitrary world, but people still feel bound to them, not for 
comfort or ease, but because they have imposed themselves on the 
shape of a life and the habits of a heart.

Most importantly in this connection, religious people have learned 
to look at other human faces with something of the amazement and 
silence that God himself draws out of them. They see the immeasurable 
value, the preciousness, of each life.

[Rowan Williams, www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/649/the-

asian-tsunami] 
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Questions for Discussion
1. How important for you is our faith that nothing can separate us from 
the love of God in Christ Jesus at times of catastrophe? In what ways 
does Paul’s claim that the Spirit prays for us in our weakness offer you 
comfort and support? 

2. How do you respond to the depiction of ‘the day of the Lord’ in 2 
Peter What problems does it raise? What hope does it offer?  What can we 
learn from 2 Peter about how we should or should not interpret scripture? 
What are the criteria and assumptions you use?

3. We have noticed the way that one way of using the scriptures is as 
NH\�UHVRXUFHV�IRU�ZRUVKLS��without seeking to ‘explain’ them). How far do 
you think it is appropriate to use the Bible in such ways – or is it avoiding 
the challenge? 

��� /RRNLQJ�EDFN�RYHU�WKHVH�÷YH�VWXGLHV��KRZ�GR�\RX�WKLQN�FUHDWLRQ�PLJKW�
be redeemed��as Romans 8.21 suggests)? Consider how your responses may 
affect our lifestyles as Christian people. 



Closing Prayer

(Written at the time of the Asian Tsunami in 2004)
Where were you God?
Where were you when the ocean
broke the shore?
I was playing on the beach.

Fishing in my boat.

Eating breakfast with my family.

Where were you when the sea
sucked lives away?
I was holding on tight until I couldn’t.

Afraid and running.

Caught in the swirling chaos.

Where were you when all those
people died?
I was struggling to breathe.

Letting go.

Counting the lights entering eternity.

Where were you when the waters
receded?
I was standing on the shore.

Weeping with grief.

Aching to hold my lost people.

Where were you in the days that
followed?
I was searching and hoping.

Burying the dead.

Seeking shelter, food and comfort.

Where are you now God, where are
you now?
I am where you are.

Always.
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�k�-HQQLH�*RUGRQ��$XVWUDOLDQ�VFKRRO�FKDSODLQ��XVHG�E\�NLQG�SHUPLVVLRQ�



$QJOLFDQ�&RPPXQLRQ�2I÷FH
6W�$QGUHZÚV�+RXVH�

���7DYLVWRFN�&UHVFHQW�
/RQGRQ��:����$3
8QLWHG�.LQJGRP
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