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UNITY IN BIO-DIVERSITY 
 

I first became aware of the phrase “unity in diversity” many years ago in the 

context of Indian history, but it seems to be relevant to the theme of World 

Environment Day 2010 – “Many Species. One Planet. One Future.” There are 

powerful forces at work today trying to pull the world apart, yet only one 

viable future is possible, and that is a future in which we discover eco-unity 

in bio-diversity, or what Sanguin describes as “the kindom of God”1.  

 

One preliminary observation must be that our theology is done in a very 

public place, and must be prepared to share its insights with other people of 

any religion or none. This is a picture that of necessity must be painted on a 

broad canvas. In other words, World Environment Day is an invitation to 

explore issues affecting all life. This means not only an ecumenical outlook, 

but an expanded ecumenism that takes account of other world faiths that 

share a remarkably similar outlook in the area of environmental care; in a 

sense we represent different “species” of religion, and we too need to discover 

one future – but that’s a story for another time.  

 

The key to this issue is clearly a biocentric or life-centred view of the world. 

There are of course some differing perspectives within that framework, but a 

fundamental tenet of all biocentrism is the notion that not only does all life 

have inherent value and therefore significance, but also that there is an 

essential and indissoluble unity binding all life, including humankind as 

part of what may be termed “the web of life”. In Christian terms, Birch 

extended the definition of “neighbour” to include all participants in life. He 

therefore proposes a Christian biocentric ethic as one that encompasses the 

whole of life, in which “the recognition of intrinsic value in creatures besides 

ourselves makes an ethical claim upon us to recognise our obligation toward 

them”2. For Birch, “the central principle of a biocentric ethic is that we deal 

with living organisms appropriately when we rightly balance their intrinsic 

value with their instrumental value”. It should be noted that many non-

Christian proponents of biocentrism would share a similar ethic, although 
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difficulties ensue when unity of life is allowed to become an equality that 

virtually eliminates difference. 

 

Clearly, biocentric insights are valuable, yet from a theological perspective a 

biocentric approach alone may be viewed as inadequate. My conviction is 

that a properly understood theocentric or God-centred view offers the best 

hope of a balanced understanding of a global ecosystem and our place in it; 

with God as Creator at the centre, everything can assume its rightful place. 

On the other hand, it should be noted that a theocentric approach in and of 

itself is not enough either. In Bouma-Prediger’s phrase3, what is required is a 

“creation-encompassing theocentrism”; the perhaps clumsy term, “theistic 

biocentrism” may be more precise than theocentrism, in that it puts God 

and life at the centre, and offers a picture of God’s relationship with the 

creation.  

 

The image we have of God is important in that it helps to shape the way we 

view the world. A common view in the literature is that the biblical God is 

panentheistic, a word that literally means “everything in God”. A traditional 

view of God would be that of radical transcendence, in which God is pictured 

as “wholly other”, totally beyond humankind and the mundane. But as Borg 

suggests, God is also “the encompassing Spirit in whom everything that is, is. 

The universe is not separate from God, but in God”4. McFague projects a very 

similar image, which she believes “makes sense” in terms of an incarnational 

understanding of Christianity and an organic interpretation of modern 

science5. Thus, the biblical God is both transcendent and immanent; or as 

Borg puts it, the terms reflect the “moreness” and the “presence” of God. At a 

different level, Denis Edwards projects the idea of God as the reflection of 

everything that ever was, is and will be, so that the incredible diversity in the 

world reflects the creativity and enormity of God. 

 

What emerges clearly in both a theological and a scientific approach is that, 

in Moltmann’s terms, we face the ultimate choice of “one world or none”6. 

One clear lesson we have had to learn from ecology is that species cannot be 

treated in isolation. More and more we are discovering that different forms of 

                                                 
3 Bouma-Prediger, Steven. 2001. For the Beauty of the Earth: a Christian Vision for Creation Care. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, p. 103. 
4 Borg, Marcus J. 2003. The Heart of Christianity.  San Francisco: HarperCollins, p66.  
5 McFague, Sallie. 1993. The Body of God: an Ecological Theology.  Minneapolis; London: Fortress; SCM. 
6 Moltmann, J. 1985. God in Creation: An Ecological Doctrine of Creation.  London: SCM Press Ltd, p34. 
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life are inter-connected, and that ecosystems are not only complex but also 

important for overall health. It is not surprising that science suggests an 

intricate pattern of relationships among life forms, and that, as Bradley 

argues, at its deepest level the universe is “a single unified whole, indivisible 

and bound together by a simple yet powerful force”7.   

 

Several biblical themes reflect unity in bio-diversity, beginning with the 

ancient theme of covenant. An early expression of that is the covenant that 

God established with all life. Clearly, as Fretheim8 declares, this has 

significant ecological implications; the fact that God “has made promises to 

nonhumans” means that “God cares for their life and seeks to enhance it in 

various ways”. We are thereby called, as those made in the image of God, to 

follow God’s lead in caring about all life. Hosea 2:18 also speaks not only of a 

covenant with the wild creatures, but also of a time in which war would be 

abolished.” The connection between those two elements is hardly accidental! 

 

The theme of “the cosmic Christ” in Colossians 1:15-20 is significant; it 

speaks of the supremacy of Christ in the universe and in the church, and 

declares in verse 17 that “in him (Christ) all things hold together.” A second 

obvious theme is Paul’s analogy of the unity of the body in 1st Corinthians 

12; clearly the body has many parts, and while some parts may seem more 

important than others, in fact all are essential for the health and wholeness 

of the body. “Many parts, one body, one future” easily translates into the 

theme for World Environment Day. 

 

What all of this means is that theology include a practical aspect, or to 

borrow Stacey’s phrase, it is a case of “doing theology”; there are several 

dimensions to that. First, the crisis that we face affects all life, and is global 

in character, so we can’t respond in isolation. Second, our Christian 

response of creation care is ultimately not motivated by a crisis, but by 

imperatives that rise out of the very heart of faith. Third, the slogan “think 

globally, act locally” has some relevance at this point. The truth is that as 

Church we have barely scratched the surface, but there is no substitute for 

local action, however minimal it may seem.  

 

                                                 
7 Bradley, Ian. 1992. God is Green: Ecology for Christians. New York, NY: Doubleday, p19. 
8 Fretheim, Terence E. 1994. The Book of Genesis. In “The New Interpreters Bible”, Nashville: Abingdon Press. 
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World Environment Day is an excellent opportunity to engage with one 

another and with those in the broader community on an issue that is both 

urgent and of absolutely fundamental importance. In spite of our wide 

diversity, we may discover that under God we have much to gain by thinking 

of the whole; in particular, we may gain a viable future! 

 

Clive W Ayre PhD 

April 2010. 
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