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The goal of this course is to explore whether and how one might be able to read
the Bible from an ecological perspective. The few courses that I have seen on this
subject review a broad swath of biblical writings including the Creation
accounts, Job, Psalms, passages from Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah.

This course will differ markedly from such courses by examining the entire
corpus of Genesis and Exodus and corresponding psalms to determine the extent
to which ecological ideas and land matter in these texts.

In order to read our texts ecologically, we will need to ask different questions
than we normally ask the Bible. Generally our questions concern the characters
are their relationship to each other and their relationship to God; we are often
interested in how God acsin history.

In this course we will be looking at the place of both nature (and the land and its
produce) in the Bible, and God and humanity’s relationship to it. Our questions,
discussed below will differ (from those above). Obviously the Bible does not use
contemporary environmental language—there is no word for environment or
even for nature in the Bible. But this does not mean that nature and environment
are not important; it simply means that the Bible has its own vocabulary to talk
about nature and our relationship to her. The idea of “creation” is one of the
primary ways of understanding nature in the Bible; the idea of “land” is another.
Another goal of this course, then, will be to discern the language by which the
Bible speaks of ecological ideas.

In order to proceed, first we will need to define our terms and understand what
ecology means. While Ecology, literally the study of the “house,” is a scientific
concept, it can be extended to ethics and a spiritual sensibility. Aldo Leopold,
considered by many to be the father of modern day environmentalism,
understood land to mean much more than the ground upon which life happened;
land for Leopold is the community of all the intertwining, interdependent
components—organic and inorganic—that make up an ecosystem. “A sense of
place” or humanity’s relationship to the land, was critical to Leopold’s
understanding of environmental ethics. Similarly as we explore the Bible, an
understanding the ancestors’ journeys in the land and the particular places that
were meaningful for them will contribute to our understanding of their sense of
place and their view of environment.

We will begin by establishing a biblical ecological vocabulary that we can track
through the Bible. And we will proceed deliberately and methodically to see
what we might learn about land and nature in the language of the text. I
personally have come to love the Bible because it speaks to the two topics that
are most dear to my heart: that is land and literacy.



We can see this course as a journey. Our guiding questions include:

e Are nature and land valued? If so, how? How does nature and creation
function in the texts?

e What is humanity’s relationship to nature and the land?

e What is God’s relationship to nature and land?

e What words, phrases and concepts contribute to an ecological understanding?

We will be reading the Bible from a literary perspective; examining key words
and concepts and recurring vocabulary. We will also be examining various
biblical accounts in light of ancient near eastern mythology. An understanding
of the agricultural aspects of ancient Israel will help inform our study as will
anthropological comparisons.

Structure In each session we will examine a primary biblical text and you will
have a dozen questions or so to help you to understand the text. For each session
you will prepare the text by reading it 2-3 times: the first time you will read
straight through to try to get an overall feeling for the text. The second time you
will read with assigned questions in mind, and you will answer a certain number
of the questions. The third time you will read the text through again to see how
you understanding of the overall text may have changed.

You are also expected to read 1-2 of the “Readings” to help give further context
to the primary texts. Each week I will review which of the Readings will be most
helpful to you.

Requirements for matriculating students

The class is participatory. Class participation counts for 30% of your grade.

You will be required to either write one 10-15 page paper for the course or two
shorter papers (5-7 pages each). These papers can be on a broad range of topics
that somehow relate ecology, agriculture or environment to the Bible. You can
analyze a biblical text ecologically. You can examine a contemporary
environmental or agricultural text or nature writing in light of biblical ecology.
You can prepare a curriculum to teach a particular concept that we have learned.
You can develop a teaching device using google maps. Please speak with me
individually about the various papers. I will also ask for 1 page reflection papers
periodically throughout the semester—these will be more personal/journal like
entries. You will also present a 15-minute discussion of your paper (in progress)
with the class.

Large Papers will count 30% each or 60% if you choose to write one long paper.
Reflection papers will count for 10% of your grade.

Required Texts
* Your choice of a Bible: I suggest Richard Elliot Friedman or Robert Alter
or Everett Fox (Alter and Fox are English only so you would also need a
Hebrew /English as well). If you are Hebrew literate, do choose a
Hebrew /English Bible.
¢ Norman Habel, TheEarth Story in Genes's, Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1996
 Robert Cohn, TheShgpeof Sacred Space AAR Studies in Religion 23, Ca:
Scholars Press, 1981—out of print: will be available as a download



e All other required reading will either be available as downloads, pdf’s or
will be available on reserve in the library.



COURSE SCHEDULE

Session 1
¢ Introductions and course requirements
* Genesis 1

Readingsfor Session 2

¢ Genesis 1

* Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of the Environmental Crisis”
* Elspeth Whitney, “Since Lynn White”

* Ellen Bernstein, The Splendor of Creation

Session 2
¢ “The Historical Roots of the Environmental Crisis”

¢ Genesis 1

Readngsfor Session 3

e Genesis 1
http://www.js.emory.edu/BLUMENTHAL/GenTradRashiRashbam.html
http://www.js.emory.edu/BLUMENTHAL/GenTradlbnEzraRamban.html

Session 3
* Reading Genesis 1 with rabbinic commentary

Readngsfor Next Session
* Mark Brett, “Earthing the Human,” The Earth Story in Genesis, pgs. 73-80
* Mark Wallace, “Rest for the Earth,” The Earth Story in Genesis, pgs 49-59

Session 4
e Dominion and Shabbat
e Psalms 104; Psalm 8

Readngsfor Next Session

¢ Genesis 2-3

* Carol Newsom, “Common Ground,” The Earth Story, pgs. 60-72
* Mark Brett, “Earthing the Human,” The Earth Story, pgs. 81-86

Session 5
e Adam and Eve

Readngsfor Next Session
¢ Genesis 4-5.2
* G. Wittenberg, “Emancipation from Earth,”” The Earth Story, pgs. 105-116

¢ Genesis 6-11:32
* Aviva Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire, pgs. 37-71 (esp 53-71)
* Anne Gardner, “Ecojustice,” The Earth Story, pgs. 116-129

Session 6
¢ Cain and Abel



e Noah Part 1

Readngsfor Next Session
¢ J. Olley, “Mixed Blessings for the Animals,” The Earth Story, pgs.130-139
* E. Van Wolde, Earth Story in Tower of Babel, The Earth Story, pgs 147-157

Session 7
e Noah Part 2
¢ Babel

Readngsfor Next Session

¥ Genesis 12-23

* G. McAfee, “Chosen People Chosen Land,” TheEarth Story, pgs. 158-174
e Suzanne Boorer, “The Priestly Promise,” The Earth Story, pgs. 175-186

* Evan Eisenberg, The Ecology of Eden, pgs. 69-142

Session 8
* Abraham Cycle

Readngsfor Next Session

* Genesis 24-36:43

¢ L. Hobgood Oster, “For out of that Well. . .” The Earth Story, pgs 187-199
¢ David Abram, TheSpdl of theSensuous, pgs. 154-201

Session 9
e [saac
e Jacob

Readngsfor Next Session
* Genesis 37-50
* Carole Fontaine, “Forgotten Voices of Earth,” The Earth Story, pgs. 200-210

Session 10
e Joseph
e Jacob

Readings for Next Session

¢ Exodus 1-15:27

e T. Fretheim, “The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical Disasters” PDF
* R. Cohn, “Liminality,” TheShapeof Sacred Space pgs. 8-23

Recommenda
e Psalm 33, 65, 74, 89

Session 11
* Plagues



Session 12
e Red Sea
e Manna

Readings for Next Session
¢ Exodus 16-40
e J. Levenson, “The Temple and the World,” Journd of Rdigion, pgs. 275-298
e R. Cohn, The Sinai Symbol, The Shapeof Sacred Space pgs. 43-62
¢ Eric Elnes, “Creation and Tabernacle”
Recommended
¢ ] Levenson, Creation and thePersistence of Evil, Pgs.78-99

e Ellen Davis, Remembering the Land (unpublished)
e Psalm 92, 93, 24

Session 13

e Tabernacle

Readings for Next Session
Session 14
The content of Sessions 13-14 will be determined with class input. We will either
continue reading Leviticus, Numbers and / or Deuteronomy or we will study
other Biblical writings such as Psalms, Proverbs, Song of Songs and Job from an
ecological perspective.
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