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Introduction
This paper seeks to consider, through a theological lens, what it means to be human
and to do so in an ecologically mindful way. The usual starting point for such an
endeavour is with the creation stories in Genesis 1 and 2, and the place and role of
humanity in creation. In these stories, human beings are related to the earth, to the rest
of creation and to God, and it is from these primary and constitutive relations that
humanity finds its place and is given its role. There is a certain glory in humanity that,
of all creation, we were made in the image and likeness of God, and given dominion
over all the earth. There may of course be a certain bias towards humanity by the
humans who wrote these texts, but Christian theology holds the Bible to be
authoritative and these texts speak of humanity at its best, as we were meant to be.
Another perspective is brought into this picture from the story of what has become
known as the Fall, in Genesis 3. These original relations have become distorted and
human life now falls short of that glory, of what we could be. Human life, and our
relations with the rest of the earth and with God, is much more ambiguous and not as
clearly ‘good’ as it was declared to be at creation. For an ecological theology, how
‘sin’ is understood and judged is significant, for it must incorporate our relation to the
earth and all that is in it, not just our relations with each other and with God. That we
have failed adequately to carry out our mandate to exercise dominion, in terms of care
and enabling the flourishing of life, is a central focal point in naming sin in an
ecological perspective.
The next point at which an ecological view of humanity seeks wisdom and insight is
in the gospel, more specifically in Christ’s incarnation and redeeming work. More
will be said later about the difference Christ makes to understanding humanity. At this
point I am drawing attention to the usual pattern: creation, fall, redemption, and I have
no real argument with that. In fact it is better to note that there is an overall trajectory
rather than to launch in and attend to only one part without seeing how it relates to the
whole. It is just that, in a single essay, one cannot develop a whole and comprehensive
theological and ecological view of being human, from creation to eschatology. What I
do want to establish, though, is that the creation, fall, redemption model is not
necessarily and only to be read in a linear manner, as an unfolding history. Rather,
this model can be viewed as a revelation of our human condition within creation for
which each of these moments holds a truth about humanity (including our relation to
the earth and other creatures) and without which that truth would be distorted.
In saying this I am influenced by the work of Paul Ricoeur and his attention to
symbolic language as a first-level language.1 For Ricoeur, it is through metaphors and
symbols, the language of poetry and dreams, that our experience is first expressed.
Such language requires interpretation if we are to understand its meaning. This is the
case also for religious language, full of symbols, which gives rise to conceptual
thought – all the written theology that weighs down our library shelves. But the
symbols are where the life is, the energy and primary insight. Their truth is not
verifiable by scientific means. We cannot prove in a laboratory that humanity is made
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in the image and likeness of God. Rather, poetic works ‘aim at a reality more real than
appearances’.2 They are not limited by the empirical world, the world as it is.
Symbolic language opens up possibilities for thinking and being which allow for more
than the world as it is. It brings together the world as it is and as it should or could be.
In Ricoeur’s words, it ‘brings being as actuality and as potentiality into play’.3 The
truth of such talk is like the truth of poetry – it convicts and makes sense on another
(non-scientific) level, and it is verified as such by the community of readers and
believers who take it to heart and pass it on.
One more point needs to be made before we see how this approach will be fruitful for
an ecotheological view of humanity. Ricoeur allowed a critical stage in his theory of
interpretation. He sided with those who are suspicious of the way people tend to make
things say what they want them to say, and to carry their distorted beliefs and
ideologies with them, even (God forbid) in their theology. Not all symbols are good
and edifying, and we are all prone to putting too much weight on our favourites
without taking into account other equally valid symbolic language carried by a
tradition. So, Ricoeur’s second point is this. When seeking the truth about humanity
within, say, the Christian tradition, we must allow for a variety of symbols to speak
concurrently, even if they seem contradictory. That very clash may itself be an
important truth:
The world of symbols is not a tranquil and reconciled world; every symbol is
iconoclastic in comparison with some other symbol, just as every symbol, left
to itself, tends to thicken, to become solidified in an idolatry.4
This paper seeks to retrieve four basic clusters of symbols within the Christian
tradition each expressing a truth of our being human: that we are image, dust, fallen
and redeemed. They point towards a truth more true than that which the empirical
world could yield of its own. They speak of our relation to God and to the rest of the
created order – our place and our role as well as our being.
How we understand ourselves makes a difference to the kinds of ethics we will
develop and advocate, in our case around our mandate to exercise dominion. Behind
any particular ethics, ‘thou shalt’, lies a particular view of humanity, so ethics is not
the starting point for understanding humanity. As Graeme Garrett says, ‘beyond the
“thou shalt” in relationship with God lies a deeper word – “thou art”. Life is gift
before it is demand’.5 But who exactly are we?
Image, dust, fallen and redeemed
This section considers who we are, the ‘deeper word – “thou art”’, through a
theological view of humanity, that takes its clues from the rich store of symbolic
language within Scripture and developed in Christian theology. Each of these symbols
expresses a truth about being human, and is iconoclastic in relation to the others. They
need to be kept in tension with each other so that the fuller truth of being human is
held and not distorted. Each of these symbols is a part in relation to the whole truth
carried within Christian theology. Before considering each in turn, a word is needed
on the whole and the parts.
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What we are embarking on is a way of interpreting humanity. It has parallels with
interpreting the Bible, in that in biblical interpretation it is important to keep in mind
the whole and the parts. The meaning of any particular verse or text needs to be
interpreted as a part in a larger whole: a chapter, a book of the Bible, a Testament, the
whole canon of Scripture. Without this, the relation of any particular text to the
general thrust and message of Scripture could not be discerned. Is it in tension with
the whole message or adding an integral part? On the other hand, we cannot get to
what the whole message is about without adding this up from the different parts of
Scripture, the different voices and views within their contexts. Without a careful
relation of the whole and the parts, meaning becomes distorted.
This is also true when interpreting humanity. The symbols carried within Christian
theology about being human are each parts in a larger whole of theological
anthropology. Further, humanity is itself only a part in a much larger story of God’s
creative and redeeming work, and as important as we may think we are, we need to be
de-centred from this larger story if the meaning of human life is not to be distorted.
The whole story is not all about us. That would not be theology. Rather, the larger
story – or better still, the largest possible story – is about God. Good theology is Godcentred, not human-centred. This is an important point for an ecological view of
humanity within theology.
So we need to focus on the human (as this is our subject) while placing humanity as a
part within a larger whole of God’s work of creation and its redemption or fulfilment.
And our ‘part’ refers both to story or history, as well as to space or geography (we are
one small part in the network of relationships that make up the ecological system of
earth).
Image
This symbol expresses the highest, most significant view of humanity – that we were
created in the image (‘eikon’ in the Greek) and likeness of God (Gen 1:26-7).6 What
this means was not developed in Scripture, but has been fleshed out in later Christian
theology. Being in God’s image gives humanity an honour, significance and worth
compared with other creatures, while at the same time putting limits on these, that is,
putting us in our place. It does this in a number of ways.
First, this expression of humanity’s worth is a part within a larger creation story.
Whatever else it means, human life is created by God, along with all other life on
earth. We are creatures, brothers and sisters with all other creatures, as part of God’s
wider family.
Second, since we are creatures we cannot consider ourselves self-made. We did not
make ourselves and we cannot re-make ourselves, as St Augustine noted.7 We are
images, not the original, and an image in a mirror only has life from the original
standing in front of it. So while we have a certain glory according to our status as
images of God, it is a reflected glory.
Third, imaging implies both reflection and likeness. We cannot assume that we are
God-like creatures if we don’t also accept our derivative status. As Augustine argued,
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Every image is like that of which it is an image, but not everything which is like
something is also its image. Thus, because in a mirror or in a picture there are
images, they are also like. But if the one does not have its origin from the other,
it is not said to be in the image of the other. For it is an image only when it is
derived from the other thing.8
In making this same point in another text, Augustine gives the example of two
identical eggs, alike and equal, but ‘there is no image, because neither one is a copy of
the other’.9 This raises questions when applied to creation theology, for is not all
creation derived from God? How then is humanity in a special relation to God,
created to God’s image and likeness, which is not said of any other creature?
Augustine deals with this by saying that all creation was made through the image, but
humanity was made according to the image. In the rest of creation there are ‘vestiges’
of God, in humanity is the image of God.10 All of creation reflects God to some
extent, but humanity is more God-like than other creatures in its capacity to
participate in Wisdom.11
Fourth, although humanity as image of God implies reflected glory and derivation,
does this also apply to Christ, the true image of God, who ‘reflects the glory of God
and bears the very stamp of his nature’ (Heb 1:3)? Again, Augustine comes to our aid,
suggesting that in a mirror, the image is not of the same substance. However, where a
child is the image of its parent, you have a likeness and the same substance. In that
sense, humanity is more like the image in the mirror, Christ more like that of a Son to
his Father.12
In what has been said so far, humanity has been placed in relation to the rest of
creation, to Christ as the true image and to God as the original from whom our being
is derived and given as gift. Our glory and honour as humans, our original blessing, is
situated in this web of relationships, and finds its fulfilment in right relations within
this network. Further, to know ourselves as images of God is to move away from
narcissism. Rather than become self-absorbed, we realise precisely that we are images
and we see through ourselves to the original, just as an Orthodox icon invites the
viewer, not to look at it, but beyond it and through it to God.
Dust
While being an image speaks of our significance, dust speaks of our insignificance. It
relates us to the ground from which all other creatures were brought forth (Gen 1:24),
and from which we were also made (Gen 2:7).13 That in itself ‘earths’ us and prevents
us from thinking that we are somehow above it all. However, dust also symbolises our
mortality, of which we are reminded in funeral services (‘from dust you have come
and to dust you shall return’, Eccl 3:20), marked also by Ash Wednesday. No matter
how important or sexy we think we are, in the end we are ‘turned back’ to dust (Psalm
90:3). Even if we work within the largest possible story offered by science – the
universe story – whereby our significance is that we are stardust become conscious of
itself, it is still the case that to stardust we shall return.14
Our insignificant and fleeting lives are also compared with grass that withers and dies.
It is there one day, gone the next (Ps 90:5-6). That ‘all flesh is like grass’ is contrasted
to the word of the Lord that endures forever (Ps103:15-16; Isa 40:6-8; 1 Pet 1:24).
Who we are as human beings includes our mortality, our returning to dust, our
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insignificant existences being tossed around in a tsunami or buried under rubble after
an earthquake. This is a sobering counterpoint to being in the image of God. Yet
neither symbol rules out the other. Both bear a truth about who we are.
Fallen
Not only are dust and grass contrasting symbols in relation to being images of God, so
too is being ‘fallen’. Genesis 3 is the story referred to as ‘the fall’, a fall from what
was meant to be, expressed more generally in Rom 3:23 as a human condition: ‘all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’. There is a whole cluster of symbols
around this central expression of being fallen: humanity is corrupt (Gen 6:11-13; Jer
17:9); stained or blemished (Ps 51:2,7), lost or strayed (Ps 119:176; Isa 53:6),
burdened or heavy-laden (Matt 11:28), hard-hearted (Ezek 3:7; Mark 3:5), captive or
servile (Rom 7:23; Gal 5:1), dead (Eph 2:1,5; Col 2:13), and blind (Luke 4:18; John
9:40-1). All these imply a deficient or distorted identity and resultant behaviour
compared with what was originally given. We are less than what we could or should
be.
This fallen state is often referred to in the Christian tradition as ‘original sin’. This can
be somewhat misleading, since our creation as images of God is more original that
original sin. We could not be thought of as ‘fallen’ if there were not some standard or
expectation from which we have descended. Even psychotherapies and spiritual
practices aimed at healing, integrity and wholeness, assume that there is an original
goodness that can be recovered. Past the hurt and damage one has suffered, and past
one’s hard-hearted and hurtful behaviour that has caused damage to others, ‘healing’
means taking responsibility for one’s past and one’s behaviour, and being integrated
and at peace with oneself. We would expect that after such therapies, a person would
be less violent and hurtful, more peaceful and compassionate. Even when we fall
below society’s standards, the assumption is that that is not our true or better self. A
more original and good self is trying to come out. In Christian theology, this is
understood as the image being marred but not lost after the fall (Gen 9:6, Jam 3:9).
Knowing ourselves as fallen alerts us to our true selves, from which our hearts and
actions have been corrupted. It sets us on a search for healing, in relation to other
people, to the wider earth community and to God. And this path leads to a realisation
of an ever-expanding horizon of relationships of which we are a part. Knowing
ourselves to be interrelated in this way is a key insight of ecological theology.
Overcoming our blindness to being interrelated is part of its mission. However, it is
not sufficient merely to know that we are interrelated. The quality and care of those
relationships, in line with God’s heart, will and mission, also matters if we are not to
fall short of the glory of God.15
The value of a theological view of the human person is that it does name us as fallen
and offers insights into what we have fallen from and how we may be saved or
redeemed. This is what makes theological anthropology distinctive compared with
humanistic or scientific views that do not see us in any way as fallen.
Redeemed
Not surprisingly, perhaps, the symbolic language associated with redemption is
related to that of being fallen, though this time the fault is healed. God’s work of
redemption has been done for all and offered to all, hence it is a condition of being
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human in a theological view. Those who know God’s redemption express it as an
experience of being risen (living out of resurrection life: Eph 5:14; Col 2:12;), washed
or cleansed (through baptism: Acts 22:16; 1 Cor 6:11), sought out and brought home
(Luke 15:3-7, John 10:7-18; 1 Peter 2:25; 1 Cor 6:20), forgiven (Matt 9:2; Luke
23:34; Acts 2:38; Col 2:13) liberated (Rom 8:21; Gal 5:1,13), healed (Matt 8:16;
12:15; 14:14; 1 Pet 2:24), made alive (Eph 2:1, 5; Rom 6:11, 8:10), given sight/shown
the light (Matt 11:5; Luke 1:79; 4:18). It is the work of an ecological theology to
understand these symbols within the widest possible context of all our relations. Our
primary relation is to God, our creator and redeemer, who so loved the world that we
will have fallen short as images of God if we fail to do likewise.
I have been arguing that the question of who we are as human beings needs to
incorporate a number of basic symbols carried within the Christian tradition, each a
part of a larger picture that makes up a theological anthropology: that we are an
image, we are dust, fallen and redeemed. There is tension between them, but that is a
creative tension that stops any one symbol taking over, to become the absolute word.
Knowing who we are includes knowing that we are (very) small parts in a much
larger world and universe, both in space and time.
For an ecological theology, the approach I have taken works against self-absorption
and anthropocentricism, because even at our most significant we are images, not
originals, and at our most insignificant we are still related to the earth as the womb
from which we (along with all life on earth) emerged and the grave that will receive
us back again. And within these symbols there is a dynamism. Although I have argued
that they are all true all of the time, they are not static. Rather, we are pushed from
behind by creation theology to live up to the glory conferred on us, we are pulled
towards the future to grow into the glory of Christ, the true image of God, and in
between we are called to be transformed, reformed, renewed, to put on a new self, to
become a new creation (Rom 7:4-6, 12:2; 2 Cor 3:18, 5:17; Eph 4:22-24).
So, for the sake of the earth, let us live up to being true reflections of God, loving the
world; and love the dust from which, according to both faith and science, human life
came into being; and let the knowledge of our fallenness convict us of who we are
meant to be; and love God whose costly love redeemed the world. It is from this
ground of who we are that we then begin to think about what we should do, in an
ethic of care.
Heather Thomson
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Questions for Discussion
1.
2.
3.

What is it like to think of yourself as an image of God – an image, not the original?
How does this make a difference to your relationship with other people, the earth and all its
inhabitants?
In what ways do the biblical views of humanity as dust, fallen and redeemed relate us more
closely with the earth?
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