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The Gift Qf Good Land

(1979)

“Dream not of other Worlds . . .”
Paradise Lost VIII, 175

My purpose here is double. I want, first, to attempt a Bibli-
cal argument for ecological and agricultural responsibility.
Second, I want to examine some of the practical implica-
tions of such an argument. I am prompted to the first of
these tasks partly because of its importance in our unre-
solved conflict about how we should use the world. That
those who affirm the divinity of the Creator should come
to the rescue of His creature is a logical consistency of great
potential force.

The second task is obviously related to the first, but my
motive here is somewhat more personal. I wish to deal di-
rectly at last with my own long held belief that Christian-
ity, as usually presented by its organizations, is not earthly
enough—that a valid spiritual life, in this world, must have
a practice and a practicality—it must have a material re-
sult. (I am well aware that in this belief I am not alone.)
What I shall be working toward is some sort of practical
understanding of what Arthur O. Lovejoy called the “this-
worldly” aspect of Biblical thought. I want to see if there
is not at least implicit in the Judeo-Christian heritage a
doctrine such as that the Buddhists call “right livelihood™
or “right occupation.”
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Some of the reluctance to make a forthright Biblical
argument against the industrial rape of the natural world
seems to come from the suspicion that this rape originates
with the Bible, that Christianity cannot cure what, in ef-
fect, it has caused. Judging from conversations I have had,
the best known spokesman for this view is Professor Lynn
White, Jr., whose essay, “The Historical Roots of Our Eco-
logic Crisis” has been widely published.

Professor White asserts that it is a “Christian axiom that
nature has no reason for existence save to serve man.” He
seems to base his argument on one Biblical passage, Gene-
sis 1:28, in which Adam and Eve are instructed to “sub-
due” the earth. “Man,” says Professor White, “named all
the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them.”
There is no doubt that Adam’s superiority over the rest of
Creation was represented, if not established, by this act of
naming; he was given dominance. But that this dominance
was meant to be tyrannical, or that “subdue” meant to de-
stroy, is by no means a necessary inference. Indeed, it might
be argued that the correct understanding of this “domi-
nance” is given in Genesis 2:15, which says that Adam and
Eve were put into the Garden “to dress it and to keep it.”

But these early verses of Genesis can give us only limited
help. The instruction in Genesis 1:28 was, after all, given to
Adam and Eve in the time of their innocence, and it seems
certain that the word “subdue” would have had a different
intent and sense for them at that time than it could have for
them, or for us, after the Fall.

It is tempting to quarrel at length with various state-
ments in Professor White’s essay, but he has made that un-
necessary by giving us two sentences that define both his
problem and my task. He writes, first, that “God planned
all of this [the Creation] explicitly for man’s benefit and
rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save
to serve man’s purposes.” And a few sentences later he
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says: “Christianity . . . insisted that it is God’s will that
man exploit nature for his proper ends” [My emphasis).

It is certainly possible that there might be a critical dif-
ference between “man’s purposes” and “man’s proper
ends.” And one’s belief or disbelief in that difference, and
one’s seriousness about the issue of propriety, will tell a
great deal about one’s understanding of the Judeo-
Christian tradition.

I do not mean to imply that I see no involvement between
that tradition and the abuse of nature. I know very well
that Christians have not only been often indifferent to such
abuse, but have often condoned it and often perpetrated it.
That is not the issue. The issue is whether or not the Bible
explicitly or implicitly defines a proper human use of Crea-
tion or the natural world. Proper use, as opposed to im-
proper use, or abuse, is a matter of great complexity, and to
find it adequately treated it is necessary to turn to a more
complex story than that of Adam and Eve.

The story of the giving of the Promised Land to the Isra-
elites is more serviceable than the story of the giving of the
Garden of Eden, because the Promised Land is a divine gift
to a fallen people. For that reason the giving is more prob-
lematical, and the receiving is more conditional and more
difficult. In the Bible’s long working out of the understand-
ing of this gift, we may find the beginning—and, by impli-
cation, the end—of the definition of an ecological disci-
pline. ,

The effort to make sense of this story involves consider-
able difficulty because the tribes of Israel, though they see
the Promised Land as a gift to them fromﬁl{'}od, are also
obliged to take it by force from its established inhabitants.
And so a lot of the “divine sanction” by which they act
sounds like the sort of rationalization that invariably ac-
companies nationalistic aggression and theft. It is impossi-
ble to ignore the similarities to the westward movement of
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the American frontier. The Israelites were following their
own doctrine of “manifest destiny,” which for them, as for
us, disallowed any human standing to their opponents. In
Canaan, as in America, the conquerors acted upon the
broadest possible definition of idolatry and the narrowest
possible definition of justice. They conquered with the
same ferocity and with the same genocidal intent.

But for all these similarities, there is a significant differ-
ence. Whereas the greed and violence of the American
frontier produced an ethic of greed and violence that justi-
fied American industrialization, the ferocity of the con-
quest of Canaan was accompanied from the beginning by
the working out of an ethical system antithetical to it—and
antithetical, for that matter, to the American conquest
with which I have compared it. The difficulty but also the
wonder of the story of the Promised Land is that, there, the
primordial and still continuing dark story of human rapa-
ciousness begins to be accompanied by a vein of light
which, however improbably and uncertainly, still accom-
panies us. This light originates in the idea of the land as a
gift—not a free or a deserved gift, but a gift given upon cer-
tain rigorous conditions.

It is a gift because the people who are to possess it did
not create it. It is accompanied by careful warnings and
demonstrations of the folly of saying that “My power and
the might of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth” (Deu-
teronomy 8:17). Thus, deeply implicated in the very defini-
tion of this gift is a specific warning against hubris which is
the great ecological sin, just as it is the great sin of politics.
People are not gods. They must not act like gods or assume
godly authority. If they do, terrible retributions are in
store. In this warning we have the root of the idea of pro-
priety, of proper human purposes and ends. We must not
use the world as though we created it ourselves.

The Promised Land is not a permanent gift. It is “given,”
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but only for a time, and only for so long as it is properly
used. It is stated unequivocally, and repeated again and
again, that “the heaven and the heaven of heavens is the
Lord’s thy God, the earth also, with all that therein is”
(Deuteronomy 10:14). What is given is not ownership, but
a sort of tenancy, the right of habitation and use: “The
land shall not be sold forever: for the land is mine; for ye
are strangers and sojourners with me” (Leviticus 25:23).

In token of His landlordship, God required a sabbath for
the land, which was to be left fallow every seventh year;
and a sabbath of sabbaths every fiftieth year, a “year of
jubilee,” during which not only would the fields lie fallow,
but the land would be returned to its original owners, as if
to free it of the taint of trade and the conceit of human
ownership. But beyond their agricultural and social intent,
these sabbaths ritualize an observance of the limits of “my
power and the might of mine hand” —the limits of human
control. Looking at their fallowed fields, the people are to
be reminded that the land is theirs only by gift; it exists in
its own right, and does not begin or end with any human
purpose.

The Promised Land, moreover, is ‘a land which the Lord
thy God careth for: the eyes of the Lord thy God are al-
ways upon it” (Deuteronomy 11:12). And this care prom-
ises a repossession by the true landlord, and a fulfillment
not in the power of its human inhabitants: “as truly as I
live, all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the Lord”
(Numbers 14:21)—a promise recalled by St. Paul in Ro-
mans 8:21: “the creature [the Creation] itself also shall be
delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious
liberty of the children of God.”

Finally, and most difficult, the good land is not given as a
reward. It is made clear that the people chosen for this gift
do not deserve it, for they are “a stiff-necked people” who
have been wicked and faithless. To such a people such a gift
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can be given only as a moral predicament: having failed to
deserve it beforehand, they must prove worthy of it after-
wards; they must use it well, or they will not continue long
in it

How are they to prove worthy?

First of all, they must be faithful, grateful, and humble;

they must remember that the land is a gift: “When thou
hast eaten and art full, then thou shalt bless the Lord thy
God for the good land which he hath given thee.” (Deuter-
onomy 8:10).

Second, they must be neighborly. They must be just, kind
to one another, generous to strangers, honest in trading,
etc. These are social virtues, but, as they invariably.do, they
have ecological and agricultural implications. For the land
is described as an “inheritance”; the community is under-
stood to exist not just in space, but also in time. One lives
in the neighborhood, not just of those who now live “next
door,” but of the dead who have bequeathed the land to
the living, and of the unborn to whom the living will in
turn bequeath it. But we can have no direct behavioral
connection to those who are not yet alive. The only neigh-
borly thing we can do for them is to preserve their inheri-
tance: we must take care, among other things, of the land,
which is never a possession, but an inheritance to the liv-
ing, as it will be to the unborn.

And so the third thing the possessors of the land must do
to be worthy of it is to practice good husbandry. The story
of the Promised Land has a good deal to say on this sub-
ject, and yet its account is rather fragmentary. We must de-
pend heavily on implication. For sake of brevity, let us con-
sider just two verses (Deuteronomy 22:6—7):

If a bird’s nest chance to be before thee in the way in any tree,
or on the ground, whether they be young ones, or eggs, and the
dam sitting upon the young, or upon the eggs, thou shalt not
take the dam with the young:

i
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But thou shalt in any wise let the dam go, and take the young to
thee; that it may be well with thee, and that thou mayest pro-
long thy days.

This, obviously, is a perfect paradigm of ecological and ag-
ricultural discipline, in which the idea of inheritance is
necessarily paramount. The inflexible rule is that the
source must be preserved. You may take the young, but you
must save the breeding stock. You may eat the harvest, but
you must save seed, and you must preserve the fertility of
the fields.

What we are talking about is an elaborate understanding
of charity. It is so elaborate because of the perception, im-
plicit here, explicit in the New Testament, that charity by
its nature cannot be selective—that it is, so to speak, out of
human control. It cannot be selective because between any
two humans, or any two creatures, all Creation exists as a
bond. Charity cannot be just human, any more than it can
be just Jewish or just Samaritan. Once begun, wherever it
begins, it cannot stop until it includes all Creation, for all
creatures are parts of a whole upon which each is depen-
dent, and it is a contradiction to love your neighbor and
despise the great inheritance on which his life depends.
Charity even for one person does not make sense except in
terms of an effort to love all Creation in response to the
Creator’s love for it.

And how is this charity answerable to “man’s pur-
poses”? 1t is not, any more than the Creation itself is. Pro-
fessor White’s contention that the Bible proposes any such
thing is, so far as I can see, simply wrong. It is not allow-
able to love the Creation according to the purposes one has
for it, any more than it is allowable to love one’s neighbor
in order to borrow his tools. The wild ass and the unicorn
are said in the Book of Job (39:5—12) to be “free,” precise-
ly in the sense that they are not subject or serviceable to
human purposes. The same point—though it is not the
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main point of that passage--is made in the Sermon on the
Mount in reference to “the fowls of the air” and “the lilies
of the field.” Faced with this problem in Book VIII of Par-
adise Lost, Milton scrupulously observes the same reti-
cence. Adam asks about “celestial Motions,” and Raphael
refuses to explain, making the ultimate mysteriousness of
Creation a test of intellectual propriety and humility:

... for the Heav’n’s wide Circuit, let it speak
The Maker’s high magnificence, who built
So spacious, and his Line stretcht out so far;
That Man may know he dwells not in his own;
An Edifice too large for him to fill,
Lodg'd in a small partition, and the rest s
Ordain’d for uses to his Lord best known.
(lines 100~106)

The Creator’s love for the Creation is mysterious precise-
ly because it does not conform to human purposes. The
wild ass and the wild lilies are loved by God for their own
sake and yet they are part of a pattern that we must love
because it includes us. This is a pattern that humans can
understand well enough to respect and preserve, though
they cannot “control” it or hope to understand it complete-
ly. The mysterious and the practical, the Heavenly and the
earthly, are thus joined. Charity is a theological virtue and
is prompted, no doubt, by a theological emotion, but it is
also a practical virtue because it must be practiced. The re-
quirements of this complex charity cannot be fulfilled by
smiling in abstract beneficence on our neighbors and on the
scenery. It must come to acts, which must come from skills.
Real charity calls for the study of agriculture, soil husband-
ry, engineering, architecture, mining, manufacturing, trans-
portation, the making of monuments and pictures, songs
and stories. It calls not just for skills but for the study and
criticism of skills, because in all of them a choice must be
made: they can be used either charitably or uncharitably.
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How can you love your neighbor if you don’t know how
to build or mend a fence, how to keep your filth out of his
water supply and your poison out of his air; or if you do
not produce anything and so have nothing to offer, or do
not take care of yourself and so become a burden? How
can you be a neighbor without applying principle—with-
out bringing virtue to a practical issue? How will you prac-
tice virtue without skill?

The ability to be good is not the ability to do nothing. It
is not negative or passive. It is the ability to do something
well—to do good work for good reasons. In order to be
good you have to know how—and this knowing is vast,
complex, humble and humbling; it is of the mind and of
the hands, of neither alone.

The divine mandate to use the world justly and charita-
bly, then, defines every person’s moral predicament as that
of a steward. But this predicament is hopeless and mean-
ingless unless it produces an appropriate discipline: stew-
ardship. And stewardship is hopeless and meaningless un-
less it involves long-term courage, perseverance, devotion,
and skill. This skill is not to be confused with any accom-
plishment or grace of spirit or of intellect. It has to do with
everyday proprieties in the practical use and care of created
things—with “right livelihood.”

If “the earth is the Lord’s” and we are His stewards, then
obviously some livelihoods are “‘right” and some are not. Is
there, for instance, any such thing as a Christian strip
mine? A Christian atomic bomb? A Christian nuclear
power plant or radioactive waste dump? What might be the
design of a Christian transportation or sewer system? Does
not Christianity imply limitations on the scale of technol-
ogy, architecture, and land holding? Is it Christian to profit
or otherwise benefit from violence? Is there not, in Chris-
tian ethics, an implied requirement of practical separation
from a destructive or wasteful economy? Do not Christian
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values require the enactment of a distinction between an
organization and a community?

It is impossible to understand, much less to answer, such
questions except in reference to issues of practical skill, be-
cause they all have to do with distinctions between kinds of
action. These questions, moreover, are intransigently per-
sonal, for they ask, ultimately, how each livelihood and
each life will be taken from the world, and what each will
cost in terms of the livelihoods and lives of others. Organi-
zations and even communities cannot hope to answer such
questions until individuals have begun to answer them.

But here we must acknowledge one inadequacy of
Judeo-Christian tradition. At least in its most prominent
and best known examples, this tradition does not provide
us with a precise enough understanding of the common-
place issues of livelihood. There are two reasons for this.

One is the “otherworldly philosophy” that, according to
Lovejoy, “has, in one form or another, been the dominant
official philosophy of the larger part of civilized mankind
through most of its history. . . . The greater number of the
subtler speculative minds and of the great religious teachers
have . . . been engaged in weaning man’s thought or his af-
fections, or both, from . . . Nature.” The connection here is
plain.

The second reason is that the Judeo-Christian tradition
as we have it in its art and literature, including the Bible, is
‘so strongly heroic. The poets and storytellers in this tradi-
tion have tended to be interested in the extraordinary ac-
tions of “great men” —actions unique in grandeur, such as
may occur only once in the history of the world. These ex-
traordinary actions do indeed bear a universal significance,
but they cannot very well serve as examples of ordinary
behavior. Ordinary behavior belongs to a different dramat-
ic mode, a different understanding of action, even a differ-
ent understanding of virtue. The drama of heroism raises
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above all the issue of physical and moral courage: Does the
hero have, in extreme circumstances, the courage to
obey—to perform the task, the sacrifice, the resistance, the
pilgrimage that he is called on to perform? The drama of
ordinary or daily behavior also raises the issue of courage,
but it raises at the same time the issue of skill; and, because
ordinary behavior lasts so much longer than heroic action,
it raises in a more complex and difficult way the issue of
perseverance. It may, in some ways, be easier to be Samson
than to be a good husband or wife day after day for fifty
years.

These heroic works are meant to be (among other things)
instructive and inspiring to ordinary people in ordinary
life, and they are, grandly and deeply so. But there are two
issues that they are prohibited by their nature from raising:
the issue of life-long devotion and perseverance in unheroic
tasks, and the issue of good workmanship or “right liveli-
hood.”

It can be argued, I believe, that until fairly recently there
was simply no need for attention to such issues, for there
existed yeoman or peasant or artisan classes: these were
the people who did the work of feeding and clothing and
housing, and who were responsible for the necessary skills,
disciplines, and restraints. As long as those earth-keeping
classes and their traditions were strong, there was at least
the hope that the world would be well used. But probably
the most revolutionary accomplishment of the industrial
revolution was to destroy the traditional livelihoods and so
break down the cultural lineage of those classes.

The industrial revolution has held in contempt not only
the “obsolete skills” of those classes, but the concern for
quality, for responsible workmanship and good work, that
supported their skills. For the principle of good work it
substituted a secularized version of the heroic tradition: the
ambition to be a “pioneer” of science or technology, to
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make a “breakthrough” that will “save the world” from
some “crisis” (which now is usually the result of some pre-
vious “breakthrough”).

The best example we have of this kind of hero, I am
afraid, is the fallen Satan of Paradise Lost—Milton un-
doubtedly having observed in his time the prototypes of in-
dustrial heroism. This is a hero who instigates and influ-
ences the actions of others, but does not act himself. His
heroism is of the mind only —escaped as far as possible, not
only from divine rule, from its place in the order of crea-
tion or the Chain of Being, but also from the influence of
material creation:

A mind not to be chang’d by Place or Time.

The mind is its own place, and in itself .

Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.
(Book I, lines 253 ~255)

This would-be heroism is guilty of two evils that are pre-
requisite to its very identity: hubris and abstraction. The
industrial hero supposes that “mine own mind hath saved
me”’ —and moreover that it may save the world. Implicit in
this is the assumption that one’s mind is one’s own, and
that it may choose its own place in the order of things; one
usurps divine authority, and thus, in classic style, becomes
the author of results that one can neither foresee nor con-
trol. .
And because this mind is understood only as a cause, its
primary works are necessarily abstract. We should remind
ourselves that materialism in the sense of the love of mate-
rial things is not in itself an evil. As C.S. Lewis pointed out,
God too loves material things; He invented them. The Dev-
il’s work is abstraction—not the love of material things,
but the love of their quantities—which, of course, is why
“David’s heart smote him after that he had numbered the
people” (II Samuel 24:10). It is not the lover of material
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things but the abstractionist who defends long-term dam-
age for short-term gain, or who calculates the “acceptabil-
ity” of industrial damage to ecological or human health, or
who counts dead bodies on the battlefield. The true lover
of material things does not think in this way, but is answer-
able instead to the paradox of the parable of the lost sheep:
that each is more precious than all.

But perhaps we cannot understand this secular heroic
mind until we understand its opposite: the mind obedient
and in place. And for that we can look again at Raphael’s
warning in Book VIII of Paradise Lost:

... apt the Mind or Fancy is to rove
Uncheckt, and of her roving is no end;
Till warn’d, or by experience taught, she learn
That not to know at large of things remote
From use, obscure and subtle, but to know
That which before us lies in daily life,
Is the prime Wisdom; what is more, is fume,
Or emptiness, or fond impertinence,
And renders us in things that most concern
Unpractic’d, unprepar’d, and still to seek.
Therefore from this high pitch let us descend
A lower flight, and speak of things at hand
Useful . .. '

(lines 188 ~200)

In its immediate sense this is a warning against thought
that is theoretical or speculative (and therefore abstract),
but in its broader sense it is a warning against disobedi-
ence—the eating of the forbidden fruit, an act of hubris,
which Satan justifies by a compellingly reasonable theory
and which Eve undertakes as a speculation.

A typical example of the conduct of industrial heroism is
to be found in the present rush of experts to “solve the
problem of world hunger” —which is rarely defined except
as a “world problem” known, in industrial heroic jargon,
as “‘the world food problematique.” As is characteristic of
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industrial heroism, the professed intention here is entirely
salutary: nobody should starve. The trouble is that “world
hunger” is not a problem that can be solved by a “world
solution.” Except in a very limited sense, it is not an indus-
trial problem, and industrial attempts to solve it—such as
the “Green Revolution” and “Food for Peace” —have often
had grotesque and destructive results. “The problem of
world hunger” cannot be solved until it is understood and
dealt with by local people as a multitude of local problems
of ecology, agriculture, and culture.

The most necessary thing in agriculture, for instance, is
not to invent new technologies or methods, not to achieve
“breakthroughs,” but to determine what tools and
methods are appropriate to specific people, places, and
needs, and to apply them correctly. Application (which the
heroic approach ignores) is the crux, because no two farms
or farmers are alike; no two fields are alike. Just the chang-
ing shape or topography of the land makes for differences
of the most formidable kind. Abstractions never cross these
boundaries without either ceasing to be abstractions or
doing damage. And prefabricated industrial methods and
technologies are abstractions. The bigger and more expen-
sive, the more heroic, they are, the harder they are to apply
considerately and conservingly.

Application is the most important work, but also the
most modest, complex, difficult, and long—and so it goes
against the grain of industrial heroism. It destroys forever
the notions that the world can be thought of (by humans)
as a whole and that humans can “save” it as a whole—
notions we can well do without, for they prevent us from
understanding our problems and from growing up.

To use knowledge and tools in a particular place with
good long-term results is not heroic. It is not a grand action
visible for a long distance or a long time. It is a small ac-
tion, but more complex and difficult, more skillful and re-
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sponsible, more whole and enduring, than most grand ac-
tions. It comes of a willingness to devote oneself to work
that perhaps only the eye of Heaven will see in its full intri-
cacy and excellence. Perhaps the real work, like real prayer
and real charity, must be done in secret.

The great study of stewardship, then, is “to know / That
which before us lies in daily life” and to be practiced and
prepared “in things that most concern.” The angel is talk-
ing about good work, which is to talk about skill. In the
loss of skill we lose stewardship; in losing stewardship we
lose fellowship; we become outcasts from the great neigh-
borhood of Creation. It is possible—as our experience in
this good land shows—to exile ourselves from Creation,
and to ally ourselves with the principle of destruction—
which is, ultimately, the principle of nonentity. It is to be
willing in general for beings to not-be. And once we have

allied ourselves with that principle, we are foolish to think

that we can control the results. The “regulation” of abom-
inations is a modern governmental exercise that never suc-
ceeds. If we are willing to pollute the air—to harm the ele-
gant creature known as the atmosphere—by that token we
are willing to harm all creatures that breathe, ourselves and
our children among them. There is no begging off or “trad-
ing off.” You cannot affirm the power plant and condemn
the smokestack, or affirm the smoke and condemn the
cough.

That is not to suggest that we can live harmlessly, or
strictly at our own expense; we depend upon other crea-
tures and survive by their deaths. To live, we must daily
break the body and shed the blood of Creation. When we
do this knowingly, lovingly, skillfully, reverently, it is a sac-
rament. When we do it ignorantly, greedily, clumsily, de-
structively, it is a desecration. In such desecration we con-
demn ourselves to spiritual and moral loneliness, and
others to want.



