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Eco-nomy of Life from the Perspective of Earth 

 

Clive W Ayre 

Introduction 

Rightly or wrongly, the Global Financial Crisis seems to have taken the world 

by surprise, and certainly has raised questions that have yet to be answered. 

One of the most basic of those questions has been whether the global 

financial system can return to “business as usual”. Can we return to 

“normal”? Then again, what is “normal”? What should be the prime values 

that underpin our society? Perhaps it was a “wake-up call” signalling that 

some fundamental changes may need to be made. 

 

While that has been happening, environmental concerns have been on and 

off the political centre stage. One gains the impression that right now we 

cannot afford to deal with a groaning Earth, and that when priorities are 

drawn, financial considerations combine with eco-scepticism to deliver bad 

news to the planet. In this paper, and as one who is not an economist, I 

want to address the question of the relationship between economy and the 

Earth, and in doing so to propose that an alternate approach based on a 

revised and expanded definition of “economy” needs to be found.  

 

What is “economy”? 

At a fundamental level, what is the meaning of the word “economy”? The 

question might seem redundant to many people; we know what it means! As 

Dodds states (1997:99) “Economic activity consists of the production and 

exchange of goods and services, usually through the medium of money”. 

Thus, “economy” is assumed to refer almost exclusively to fiscal arrange-

ments. At one level there is no problem with that; but a number of 

difficulties arise when a wider and deeper context is not taken into account. 

There are four particular aspects I want to identify briefly. 

 

First, a narrowness of definition leads to distortion. Anyone who takes even a 

slight interest in current affairs will be familiar with what I call an “econo-

centric” approach, or in other words a primary focus on the centrality of the 

economy understood in financial terms. Thus, one easily gains the 

impression that a liveable, sustainable environment would be nice to have, 

provided the budget can afford it! The short-sightedness of such an 

approach is evident, although I will deal with this issue in greater detail 
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shortly. More than that, the “good life” as defined by greed and the 

acquisition of wealth needs not only to be questioned, but seriously 

debunked. 

 

Second, notions of growth and progress need to be carefully scrutinised. The 

paper “An Economy of Life” as adopted by the Uniting Church Assembly in 

2002 quite rightly notes that human progress or wellbeing is commonly 

measured in economic terms, notably increasing prosperity. As the paper 

observes, “Ecological wellbeing is not a factor other than that the earth‟s 

resources, extracted, excised, processed and refined, are essential for 

economic growth.” In popular economics expressed in political and business 

circles, the notion of a continually growing economy is taken as both 

possible and essential. But from the perspective of Earth as a planet with 

finite resources, the typical attitude as expressed by President Obama‟s chief 

economic advisor is worrying: “There are no … limits to the carrying capacity 

of the earth that are likely to bind any time in the foreseeable future. There 

isn‟t a risk of an apocalypse due to global warming or anything else. The idea 

that we should put limits on growth because of some natural limit is a 

profound error” (cited in McKibben 2010:95). There is clearly a widespread 

perception that humankind must continually progress, or we will go 

backwards. That of course begs the question as to how “progress” is to be 

defined. 

 

Third, established political systems seem to find it difficult to differentiate 

between short and long term goals, with the result that we are forced to live 

largely for today, and let the future look after itself. Such a view is short-

sighted and holds future generations in contempt. 

 

Fourth, there are some things that money cannot buy. As Gowdy and O‟Hara 

state, “The economy-environment conflict ultimately arises from the 

impossibility of economic markets to place ecologically meaningful values on 

the functions and attributes of the biophysical world” (1995:11). Since 

natural resources appear to be free except for the cost of development, the 

risk of exploitation is always real. We tend to undervalue the things that 

come cheaply! 

 

It may be argued that cultural, technological, and social forces have fostered 

exploitation, but there is also the matter of expediency, (see Strong and 
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Rosenfield 1981) in which whatever provides the greatest benefit to the 

largest number of people at the lowest cost must necessarily be good. Such 

an approach has some obvious difficulties, including the notion that the 

modern ecological crisis, at least in part, results from the pursuit of short-

term economic self-interest; yet it may be witnessed on a regular basis, as 

governments and big business make decisions on that basis. It may be 

argued that the situation is changing, but historically there has often been a 

lack of capacity or political will to translate that vision into eco-friendly 

policies that will begin to make a difference.  

 

What then is the economy? It should be noted that the natural association of 

economy with financial systems which is common-place today in fact did not 

develop until the 19th or 20th century. The etymology of the word suggests 

another approach. It originated in ancient Greece, and combines two words – 

“eco” is derived from oikos which means “house”, and “nomy” derives from 

nomos, a law or principle. Thus, as the Word Power website explains1, “the 

word „economy‟ literally means „the principles to maintain our house‟. Now 

whether that „house‟ is government, Earth, or family is relative.” Such an 

understanding of economy is far more holistic in its approach than popular 

usage focussed solely on financial considerations would suggest. My 

proposal in this paper therefore is that because our understanding of 

economy has been too narrowly based, our vision of reality has been warped; 

we need to recapture a broader perspective. 

 

Renẻ Doubos expressed the view that “the solution to the environmental 

crisis will not be found in a retreat from the Judeo-Christian tradition or 

from technological civilization”, but will be found in “a new definition of 

progress, based on a better knowledge of nature and on a willingness to 

change our ways accordingly” (2006, p.58). In a similar vein, Granberg-

Michaelson refers to an address by the economist Herman Daly to the Rio 

Earth Summit in 1992, in which he spoke of our failure to recognize that any 

economy is only a subsystem of the “larger, finite, non-growing and closed 

ecosystem on which it is fully dependent”; a consequence of that failure has 

been the human inclination to enrich the present at the expense of the 

future and of other species, an approach which he described as “sinful” 

(1992, p.5).  

 

                                                 
1
 www.babeled.com 



 4 

Eco-nomy and the Poor 

Individual Christians in the mould of the prophets, as well as Churches and 

ecumenical bodies, have long sought to give a voice to the often-voiceless 

poor. The World Council of Churches, for example, in 1992 declared loudly 

that the Gospel was “good news for the poor”, and various Churches have 

quite rightly reflected a similar approach. This is not merely a case of 

applying a “band aid” over the festering blight of poverty and its attendant 

difficulties, but also of beginning to deal with the systemic, structural issues 

that can allow the massive inequities in today‟s world. We see this reflected 

in some of the disasters of recent years, such as the tsunami, the earth-

quake in Haiti, the devastating floods in China and Pakistan, or the serious 

threat posed by rising sea levels in the Pacific. It is clear that, generally 

speaking, those who are hit hardest in these events are the poorest of the 

poor – those who have had little to do with the creation of the problems 

confronting them, and who have very few resources to try to deal with them. 

As the Uniting Church paper clearly indicates, social justice issues are part 

and parcel of what is often called the eco crisis; some of us are simply taking 

too much. 

 

Defining God’s Family 

If “economy” relates to ways in which the “house” is managed, the first issue 

to clarify is what constitutes the house or family, and to whom it belongs. As 

a generalisation our theology tends to follow our assumptions in thinking 

that it is humankind, or sometimes more specifically the Church, that 

constitutes God‟s family. This anthropocentric or human-centred position 

has long been dominant, but in recent decades it is being questioned by a 

rapidly expanding volume of eco-theological literature. The question we need 

to address is where we fit in the overall scheme of things. What happens 

when we adopt what has been called “a hermeneutic of suspicion” in our 

approach to the Bible, or in other words, we begin to question our 

assumption that humans are the primary focus of the biblical message? 

 

If the ancient idea of “covenant” is taken as a starting point, it is useful to 

reflect on Bühlmann‟s argument that the primary covenant was in fact the 

act of creation itself. Bühlmann asserts that “without the creation account it 

would be unclear just who is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God 

of Jesus Christ, the God of all humankind” (1982:11). But beyond that, the 

Genesis 9 covenant with Noah quite clearly includes not just human life, but 
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all life. This of course raises a number of questions, including one of 

boundaries, as suggested for example in the debate surrounding what is 

known as deep ecology; or as Conradie notes, while on one hand there is the 

risk of unwarranted exclusions, on the other hand “the inclusiveness of the 

notion of a household may be expanded to such an extent that it has no 

boundaries” (2002:3). There is a tension here, and almost inevitably it is one 

that we need to live with.  

 

In discussing the classic descriptors of the Church as “holy, catholic and 

apostolic”, Sallie McFague refers to what she calls the “ecological catholicity” 

of the Church, which, as she says, “suggests a new interpretation of who we 

are in the scheme of things” (2008:32-35). This understanding of humans 

sharing a common identity with all flesh in a common household is needed 

in re-visioning ourselves for a transformed response to the eco-crisis, and 

while this may seem like erasing or collapsing distinctions between humans 

and other species, the point is that, as Victorin-Vangerud2 states, “human 

difference doesn‟t take us outside the household, web or community of life; 

our interspecies differences (and intraspecies as well) are within the 

household, or as McFague will imagine, the Body of God, or as Elizabeth 

Johnson choreographs, the Divine Dance.” In short, a point that emerges 

strongly in eco-theology is that an anthropocentric approach is too limited, 

and other life in the biosphere must be included; or in other words, humans 

are part of the web of creation. 

 

Eco-nomy and the Earth 

It is true, as I have already suggested, that for a very long time many 

members of God‟s human family have suffered, and suffer still, because 

some of us are taking too much. Serious though that is, when a wider 

perspective of “family” is adopted, other concerns come into play. We begin 

to see that from the perspective of Earth, humankind as a species is taking 

too much. One aspect of that is the increasing loss of habitat for many of 

God‟s wild creatures, and the increasing threat of mass extinctions caused 

by climate change. As it has often been said, extinction is for ever. 

 

The earth itself is suffering. As long ago as 1987, Duchrow and Liedke 

suggested that the theological point of departure for us today can no longer 

be the goodness of creation, but rather its suffering (1987:47). But if the 

                                                 
2
 Victorin-Vangerud, Nancy. Personal communication. 2010. 
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Gospel is “good news for the poor”, is there any good news for the Earth? On 

a positive note, it may be helpful to recall that in recent decades the Church 

has been encouraged to understand “salvation” as extending beyond the 

human level to include the creation itself3. Thus, with Habel (1998), the 

gospel may be viewed as “good news” for the earth in three ways that may be 

mentioned briefly. First, God has not abandoned the earth, and the divine 

covenant with the earth remains. Second, God suffers with the earth. 

Duchrow and Liedke also pick up this theme, suggesting that the suffering of 

God is seen in the cross of Jesus. Habel (1998:40) makes the connection 

with the earth strongly: 

 

Do you want to see Christ suffering? … First look at the cross. Then look at 

hundreds of stations of the cross scattered around the earth. At every station 

God suffers. To name just a few: Maralinga in Australia, Ok Tedi in Papua 

New Guinea, the Amazon Rain Forest, the saline farmlands of Western 

Australia, the Gulag of Siberia, or the lost soil from the Darling Downs. God 

en-soiled in this desecrated earth suffers. 

 

But third, God‟s suffering with humanity extended beyond the cross; “God 

was in Christ, reconciling the world (cosmos) to himself” (2nd Cor. 5:19a). 

Life therefore rises out of death, as “with this rainbow covenant (Gen. 9:10) 

God began the long way of salvation for the cosmos, which reached its 

decisive stage with the reconciliation of the world in the cross of Jesus”4. 

Thus, as Bevans and Schroeder put it, spiritual wholeness through the 

gospel “reflects the love of a God who expresses the divine identity in total 

solidarity with creation” (2005:377).  

 

Principles of House Management 

The development of an appropriate eco-nomic management model from the 

perspective of earth and in the context of a doctrine of creation involves a 

number of important principles. Such principles will clearly have 

implications both for the Church and for the community at large. 

 

First, and most importantly, while it may seem a bit much to ask business 

and government to revise and broaden their definition of “economy”, no less 

than that is required. At one level, and perhaps as a kind of shorthand, it is 

                                                 
3
 See Clive W Ayre. 2010. Eco-Salvation: the Redemption of all Creation.  

4
 Duchrow and Liedke, 1987:53 
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useful enough to use the word in the context of fiscal arrangements. After 

all, the management of the house will involve finance in one way or another. 

The problem arises when it is limited to that mundane level, or when, as the 

Uniting Church Assembly paper reminds us, “consideration of ecological 

wellbeing is entirely absent”. When eco-nomy is understood for what it is, 

namely the management of the house and family, many factors other than 

finance are immediately on the table. 

 

Second, it is important for all participants, including the Church, to revise 

their understanding of what constitutes the “house”. The house is the Earth 

itself and all the life upon it – God‟s creation – and not merely our nation, or 

those who are “like us”, nor, as I have suggested, limited to humankind. It is 

fine to believe that humankind has a special place and responsibility in the 

economy of God, but that does not for a moment suggest that we are above 

and beyond the rest of creation. We are part of it, part of what Sanguin 

(2007:170f) calls the “kin-dom” of God, and we are slowly beginning to grasp 

something of the importance of that inter-connection.  

 

Third, the proper management of the house, the Earth, raises the need for a 

revised definition of what constitutes appropriate and sustainable growth. 

There are various ways in which that could be demonstrated, but for 

example, it is right that serious questions should be raised about the on-

going trend for urban sprawl to envelop some of the best agricultural land 

and cover it with concrete. It is fair to say that such widely dispersed mega 

cities are inefficient by almost any measure. When people are forced to live a 

long distance from their place of employment there are serious implications 

in terms of time, the use of resources such as fuel with its environmental 

impacts, loss of connection with the natural environment, and importantly 

the loss of a sense of community. Quite clearly an appropriate eco-nomic 

management model will differentiate between wants and needs, and will 

devise a strategy to enable people not only to reduce their carbon footprint, 

but also to embrace a more sustainable lifestyle as a community.    

 

There are of course additional implications that cannot be explored fully 

here. It is true that we cannot walk on the earth without leaving a footprint, 

and so to some extent at least we are bound to live with ambiguity. But both 

parts of the term “sustainable community” are important, and not least for 

the Church. 
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Eco-nomy and the Church 

I believe that the Church has a particular responsibility and opportunity in 

terms of re-imaging the house in a more holistic sense, and therefore of 

designing and living by an appropriate eco-nomic model that takes the whole 

into account. But the notion of divine care extending to the whole of life 

raises a much wider identity issue, and this is reflected in the oikos image of 

the Church as “the whole household of God”, which as Conradie (2002) 

notes, has emerged as “a new theological root metaphor” in ecumenical 

discussion. At this point the assumptions we make come into play. We can 

assume that “the household of God” refers to a unique people called out from 

the wider community – a position not without biblical support, but which is 

subject to possible distortion. But when we acknowledge that the whole of 

creation and all life belongs to God, a different understanding is suggested.  

 

As I suggested earlier, there is a tension here that we need to live with. But 

Conradie‟s question is valid: “if the church is not itself the household of God, 

what is its place and mission within this household?” Perhaps part of the 

answer to that question may be in the development of Meeks‟ point, cited by 

Conradie (2002:1), that “The Holy Spirit seeks to transform a portion of the 

world into the church so that, as transformed world, the church may live for 

the future of the world”. Such an approach is suggested when the various 

metaphors are taken together as various facets of a diamond. Or again, while 

it is clear that both theologically and sociologically the church is a discreet 

entity, its life is lived within the wider environs of the earth itself. 

 

In the conclusion of his significant paper on this theme, Conradie (2002:11) 

reflects helpfully on the church as part of the wider household of God, and 

suggests, after Bonhoeffer, that the church may be viewed as one room 

within the house.  

 

“Within this (upper) room the church community may celebrate its adoption 

as children (not merely as resident aliens) within the household. It 

acknowledges that Jesus is the door through which one may enter this room 

and through whom the homeless may experience both a refuge and 

abundant life (John 10:9)”. 

 

But more than that, Conradie continues, “the church offers a particular 

vision of the very architecture, building and ownership of the house”, and it 
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is “that place within the house where one can find traces that bear witness 

to the presence of the owner and keeper of the house” (2002:12).  

 

We are not alone in the responsibility we carry. An Australian Conference in 

September 2011 will include a significant focus on the care of creation, while 

a global symposium on “Christian Faith and the Earth” is planned for 

August 2012 in South Africa. This is designed to assess the current state of 

the debate, and scholars in a dozen Working Groups around the world are 

currently dealing with the various facets. The leadership of a Group relating 

to the Nature, Mission, Governance and Ministry of the Church is based in 

Australia, and it is hoped that over the next several years some healthy 

discussion will take place. 

 

Hope for the Future? 

So is there hope for the future? I believe there is, although it is not assured, 

and will require significant changes to the way we live. But, for example, 

there is some anecdotal evidence that “the greed merchants” in the mining 

industry are losing traction. There are some occasional signs of hope as 

business people band together to seek ecologically sustainable and 

economically viable outcomes. One example of that is the Australian 

Business Council for Sustainable Energy. In very recent times there have 

also been moves to spend the necessary funds to try to generate clean coal 

technology. But an economic approach that ignores ecological sustainability 

is nonsense, and must be rejected. Perhaps a more significant danger is that 

of businesses operating in an essentially non-sustainable way, but making 

only minimal environmental concessions in order to project a “green” image. 

The emphasis here is on “image” rather than on reality, in which case it 

represents deception.  

 

The Stern Review (2006) is primarily about the economics of climate change, 

and its conclusion is clear: “The evidence shows that ignoring climate 

change will eventually damage economic growth”; or in other words, “the 

benefits of strong, early action considerably outweigh the costs” (2006, p.ii). 

There are two issues in that. First, action to protect the environment will 

inevitably be costly in the short to medium term, but the failure to take 

action will result in far more serious economic consequences in the future. 

Second, evidence is starting to emerge that in some cases a genuinely 

environmentally friendly approach to industry may have some short term 
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benefits as well.  As someone has said, the economy is a wholly-owned 

subsidiary of the environment. 

 

There is a simple verse in Hosea 2 verse 15 that is worth noting; in it God 

says, “I will … make the Valley of Achor a door of hope”. The point is that the 

Valley of Achor was a place of human sin; so it may be that God opens the 

door of hope for us in the midst of our ecological and economic sin, and we 

need to turn around and walk through that door!  

 

Conclusion 

We are all quite familiar with the problems generated by the treatment of 

nature merely as a pool of resources to be exploited, and the gauging of 

people‟s value primarily in terms of their financial assets. That is of course a 

generalised judgment, and there are numerous exceptions. But the 

difficulties generated by an econocentric world view are all too obvious. At 

the risk of over-simplification, the fact of raw human nature, lured by greed, 

is part of the problem. But another part of the problem is arguably the all-

too-narrow definition of the word “economy”. By breaking the word into its 

component parts and seeing it as “eco-nomy” helps us to see more of the 

whole, and to provide a more substantial platform for management. 

 

The Uniting Church paper correctly asserts that “Christians have an 

important role to play in breaking open the alternative possibilities for the 

future”, but it is important that human concerns are viewed in their only 

appropriate context – not only in relationship terms with God, but also with 

the Earth and as kin to other life. In other words, the Christian Church has 

a particular calling to “live a different story” – to re-vision and re-model this 

more holistic view of the “house”, which is God‟s world, and of the 

household, which is the life God has created. Perhaps we should pray that 

God will make us just a little more like Francis of Assisi! 

 

Clive W Ayre PhD 

September 2010. 

 

 

Clive W Ayre PhD is a retired Minister of the Uniting Church, Honorary 

Green Church Advocate with the Queensland Synod, and Adjunct Senior 

Lecturer at the University of the Sunshine Coast. 



 11 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
Ayre, Clive W. 2010. Eco-Salvation: the Redemption of all Creation. 

Worldviews 14 (2010) 232-242.  
 
Bevans, Stephen B and Schroeder, Roger P. 2005. Constants in Context: A 
Theology of Mission for Today. Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books. 
 

Bühlmann, Walbert. The Chosen Peoples. St Paul Publications, Slough UK. 
1982 

 
Conradie, Ernst M. 2002.  The Whole Household of God (oikos): Some 
Ecclesiological Perspectives 
 
Dodds, Steve. 1997. Economic Growth and Human Wellbeing. In Diesendorf, 

Mark and Hamilton, Clive (eds). 1997. “Human Ecology, Human Economy: 
Ideas for an Ecologically Sustainable Future”. St Leonards NSW: Allen and 

Unwin. 
 
Dubos, Renẻ. 2006. Franciscan Conservation versus Benedictine 

Stewardship. In Berry, R.J. ed., “Environmental Stewardship”. London and 
New York: T & T Clark International. 

 
Duchrow, Ulrich and Liedke, Gerhard. 1987.  Shalom: Biblical Perspectives 
on Creation, Justice and Peace. WCC Publications, Geneva, 
 
Gowdy, John and O‟Hara, Sabine. 1995. Economic Theory for 
Environmentalists. Delray Beach, Florida: St Lucie Press. 
 

Granberg-Michaelson, Wesley. 1992. Redeeming the Creation.  Geneva: WCC 
Publications.  

 
Habel, Norman C. 1998. The Third Mission of the Church. In “Trinity 
Occasional Papers” (Trinity Theological College, Brisbane) XVII, I, pp31-43. 

 
McFague, Sallie. 2008. A New Climate for Theology: God, the World and 
Global Warming. Fortress Press, Minn. 
 

McKibben, Bill. 2010. Eaarth: Making a Life on a Tough Planet. Melbourne: 
Black Inc. 
 

Sanguin, Bruce. 2007. Darwin, Divinity, and the Dance of the Cosmos: An 
Ecological Christianity. Kelowna BC, Canada: CooperHouse,  

 
Strong, DH, and Rosenfield. 1991. Ethics or Expediency: an Environmental 
Question. In Shrader-Frechette, KS. 1991. “Environmental Ethics”. Pacific 
Grove, CA: Boxwood Press.  
 

Uniting Church National Assembly. 2002. An Economy of Life. 


