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Dr. Dee Carter’s rejoinder                                                    
Dr. Dee Carter, senior lecturer at the University of Gloucestershire 

 

Many thanks to Rob for his paper and the invitation to respond. This will not be a close 
(critical) response, but more a complementary, conversational contribution. Much could be 
said, but word limits require brevity. Suffice to say that I am in agreement with the thrust of 
his narrative, and should argue the need for theologians, scholars of religion/theology, and 
for the body of the church as a whole to think about this issue. For historically, the whole of 
creation – human and non-human – has not been adequately addressed, theologically; 
mainly the tradition has concentrated on humanity as the sole subject of God’s redeeming 
concern. 
 
The issue is not simply one of ethics, important though these are. For theology is an attempt 
to understand and articulate God’s engagement with the world; hence Christian hope in the 
ultimate goal, summed up in the concept of shalom - peace, justice and the integrity of 
creation – is a commitment that is not merely an ethical imperative. Rather, all the processes 
of life in its materiality are always already at stake in the theological task. 
 
Animal/creaturely theology is, as Rob alludes to, a form of contemporary contextual theology. 
It participates in modern, reconstructive theology alongside feminist and liberation theologies, 
et al, and is closely related to ecological theology. All of these have come to the fore over the 
past 40 years. But they should not be seen as ‘hyphenated’ or ‘partial’ theologies that depart 
from the Christian tradition. Rather they are legitimate developments of an always moving 
tradition of revelation and insight. That animal/creaturely theology, shaped by the particular 
context of developments in human awareness and concern, is a relatively new endeavour 
does not mean that the task has not always been there to be done; simply that certain 
theological issues have been marginalised or not addressed in the past, due to human short-
sightedness. Contextual theology should not be understood as somehow aberrant. All 
adequate theology should always be inclusivist and liberative. That it has so often failed to be 
so in the past bears witness to a falling short that needs to be addressed. 
 
So, Rob is here contributing to this lively endeavour of critical, reconstructive contemporary 
theology. He points to a paucity of sources in the tradition and his observation is reasonable 
in some measure. Indeed, as is well known, Christianity has been blamed, somewhat large-
scale, for the contemporary environmental situation due to its purported inherent 
anthropocentrism;1 that it established a dualism of humanity and non-human beings/nature 
and then fostered science and technology as instruments for the exploitation of animals and 
the natural world. Although this analysis has become accepted as common stock of 
‘knowledge’ among animal rightists and the environmentally aware, it is rather crude. It is 
more the case that Christianity, albeit without conscious intention, has served since the 17th 
century to legitimate developments that have had deleterious consequences for animals and 
nature.2 (Not that ‘without conscious intention’ lets Christianity off the hook; now, with raised 
consciousness, we need to do better.)  
 
Arguably, though, Rob understates the resources in the tradition for it is more promising than 
he suggests: in brief, Athanasius 3 ; the cosmic Christology tradition (from 
Colossians/Ephesians); St Francis of Assisi; the Celtic tradition. The latter two may be 

                                                 
1
 White, Lynn, "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis," Science 155 (1967):1203-7. This oft-cited 

and much reprinted short article has been widely and uncritically accepted in the ecological literature. 
2
 For an extensive discussion of this issue, see my article: Carter, Dee 'Unholy Alliances: Religion, 

Science and Environment,' Zygon 36/2 (2001): 357-372. 
 
3
 See, for example, De Incarnatione Verbi Dei (III/17) (London: Mowbrays, 1982). 
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ambiguous and problematic, but positive sources can be elicited from these. Rob provides 
various examples – a ‘mixed picture’ - from the biblical source. Other important scriptural 
references include Mark 1:13 where Jesus is with the wild animals in the wilderness.4 Also 
there is implicit witness to the universal scope of the redemption wrought by Christ; 
commenting on Ephesians 1.10, John McIntyre writes: “So God gathered up the entirety of 
the universe, nature as well as man (sic), in the single redemptive act of the death of Christ, 
and the benefits of that redemption were deployed cosmically into the whole of the universe, 
and God’s purpose for the whole creation was consummated.”5 Here one would quibble with 
McIntyre’s failure to reflect the eschatological nature of God’s purpose of universal 
redemption, but not with his construal of assumption.  
 
Looking at the Hebrew Bible it seems to me that there is a relevant and most eloquent text 
that is always ignored in discussions about the place of animals in divine purposes, and yet it 
is surely an extraordinarily strong statement. (It may have been cited somewhere, but I have 
never seen it.) This text is Genesis 49:5-7.6 We have here a narrative where a patriarch, 
Jacob, disinherits and indeed despises two of his sons on account of their behaviour. He 
does this for their violence not only to human beings, but also for cruelty to animals. This is 
surely a radical move - a rejection of blood family in a patriarchal, tribal culture, where the 
belief in ‘my family, right or wrong’ would likely prevail - and this cannot be explained away 
by reference to the stylistic conventions of Hebrew poetry. Parallelism could have been 
maintained by a second line referring to the murder of humans; that is, there was no need for 
the writer to mention animals. 
 
I hope here to contribute to the conversation by suggesting the need to think about the place 
of animals in terms of their inclusion in God’s broad redemptive remit. That is, to attend to 
central theological themes as well as to ethics. At heart, we are trying to specify relationships 
between God, humanity and non-human nature. Creaturely theology is right to collapse the 
false distinction between human and non-human beings, though we should not be ditching 
imago Dei. Humans are differentiated from non-humans but this is a relationship of partial, 
not total, differentiation. (Total differentiation is a past error.) And while humans are in the 
image of God, non human nature images God in that it mirrors God’s work.  
 
The most obvious ethical response will, of course, be what is often called the ‘stewardship’ 
model; the notion of a duty of care towards animals and the non-human world based on 
humanity’s priestly, mediatorial role in creation. This ‘functional’ response is, of course, 
important, but it does have inherent problems, theologically. That is, it is not sufficient on its 
own, for two main reasons: (i) it can fail to specify that human beings are also creatures and 
part of, not separate from and above, the created world. And (ii) by mediating between God 
and animals/nature, it precludes relationships directly between them: divine-nature 
relationships that do not depend on human mediation. E.g., Leonora has God-given 
‘cathood’: a divinely ordained good-of-her-own. 
 

                                                 
4
 On the significance of this, see Richard Bauckham, ‘Jesus and the Wild Animals (Mark 1.13): a 

Christological Image for an Ecological Age’, in Green, Joel B and Turner, Max (eds.) Jesus of 
Nazareth: Lord and Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994) pp 3-21. 
5
 McIntyre, John, The Shape of Soteriology, (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992) p 106. 

6
 Simeon and Levi are brothers; weapons of violence are their swords. 

  O my soul, come not into their council; O my spirit, be not joined to their company; 
  For in their anger they slay men, and in their wantonness they hamstring oxen. 
  Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce; and their wrath, for it is cruel! 
  I will divide them in Jacob and scatter them in Israel. (RSV)  
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Rob has raised various other issues but space inhibits engagement. Should Christians be 
vegetarians?7 I think probably ‘yes’, but admit to failure in this respect. 
 
A final word regarding ‘the purposes of God’ in Rob’s title: human redemption is bound 
irrevocably with the redemption of animals/nature, and it is this binding together that is 
expressed in the incarnation. God joins Godself to all creation. “Christ represents, and is, 
God-for-the-world, God involved in nature, God as part of his own creation.” 8  Through 
resurrection, Christ is brought into a constitutive relation with all creation, and it is his 
particularity that renders his universal salvific significance. 
 
 

 

 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 

This and other articles can be downloaded from the Encounters website (www.redcliffe.org/encounters). 

                                                 
7
 Arguments can be made for and against vegetarianism and these can’t be set out now. Certainly it is 

inadequate to say that because Jesus ate meat that it is permissible for us to do so. Against that, one 
might say that he would not do so now, given factory farming and the practice of rearing animals 
merely to kill and eat them. But it’s more complicated and there should be no acquiescing in the 
WWJD ethic, which is not only infantilising, but is also a contemporary heresy, given its by-passing of 
Cross and Resurrection! 
8
 Faricy, Robert, Wind and Sea Obey Him: Approaches to a Theology of Nature, (London: SCM, 1982) 

p 49.  
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