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Theology and Ecology in Dialogue is a book written with passion and a sense of urgency. The raison d’etre of Dermot Lane’s book is the threat to the earth  of climate change and that theology must not just engage with ecology as an add on, but theology must be infused and suffused with ecology. In other words, there must be a Theology of Ecology. For lane the challenge of climate change is the challenge underlying all other challenges at this moment in history. Lane’s thesis was a long time in gestation and its final commitment to paper and publication was the fruit of a sabbatical  at the Jesuit School of Theology in Berkeley , California. In many ways Lane’s book is a clarion call to action both for theologians and the Faithful. For theologians to engage with ecology because of the urgency of climate change and to place the response to it in a cosmic view of creation and additionally to recognise with humility that they, theologians, have much  to learn from science ; and for the Faithful who will be key, instrumental, in effecting climate change to have  a new respect and awe of the environment and other life forms and through their actions in changing how humanity behaves, relates and interacts with the whole of creation.  Lane views the encyclical  Laudato Si as a manifesto of wisdom addressed by the late Roman Pontiff, Francis, to humanity and not just to the Catholic Faithful but to “every living person on the planet”(p.12), hence   Lane’s reference to it as a depository of wisdom, “ a theological treasure chest waiting to be explored” (p.12). Lane finds echoed in the pages of this encyclical not only his own thoughts and beliefs but those of a myriad of theologians and scientists . Lane’s prose is laced and interwoven with poetry, biblical scripture and the powerful reflections of theologians, scientists and philosophers , particularly Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, the Jesuit palaeontologist and theologian, silenced and estranged by the Roman Curia in his lifetime but now rehabilitated and  recognised for his visionary understanding of creation. Teilhard is cited or referenced some sixty times in the text.  The key concept echoed throughout Lane’s book is that of Integral Ecology , a concept also to be found in Laudato Si, indeed, Integral Ecology has a whole chapter to itself entitled “Integral Ecology”(LS chapter 4:pp 137-142). Theology and Ecology in Dialogue consists of seven(biblical number) chapters. Chapter one lays out the parameters and maps out the context of Lane’s thesis that follows in the six other chapters. The lenses of the chapters Lane has chosen to explicate his Theology of Ecology and the main factors that have wrought about the climate change :are anthropology; pneumatology; Christology; eschatology; liturgy; and eucharist. As Lane clearly states, he could have chosen other lenses,  but these are he states apt and prescient. I’ll review each of Lane’s lens in turn 

Lane provides useful historical background to the development of the concept of ecology, providing context and understanding for the reader . The term ecology was coined by the German biologist Ernst Haeckel(1834-1919) in 1866 and comes from the Greek oikos meaning household/dwelling place. Haeckel described ecology as the “study of relationships between organisms and their environment , both organic and inorganic”. Other luminaries, Eugene Odum (1913-2002), Arne Ness (1937-2004),Sir Arthur Tansley(1871-1955) further developed Haeckel’s work. Tansley coined  the term ecosystem and  Odum, often described as the “father of modern ecology” built on his work in his seminal study Fundamentals of Ecology. Arne Ness , a Norwegian philosopher, coined the term “deep ecology” which claimed that non-human organisms and their environment have intrinsic value and are not just of value as objects for humans to use”. Hilary B. Moore in her book Marine Ecology (1958) is credited with actually first voicing the term Integral Ecology. Integral Ecology crosses boundaries and incorporates a multiplicity of other disciplines and is not simply about the environment and environmental issues but is inclusive of the social, political, economic, cultural.  ethical, educational and spiritual. The language of integral ecology additionally has permeated theological works as exemplified by Thomas Berry (2014-2009),and  Leonardo Boff (1938). Berry emphasised cosmology and Boff the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.
Anthropology(chapter 2)  , at its simplest, is the study of humankind and anthropocentrism , again at its simplest, is the belief that places humankind as the most important entity in the universe. Lane places  anthropocentrism centre stage as a key cause of climate change. Lane does not spare Judaeo-Christian teaching in taking its fair share of culpability in humankind’s attitude to the earth. The biblical injunction in Genesis 1:26-28 which speaks of humankind’s “dominion” over the creatures of the earth and to “subdue” the earth as responsible for the “ecologic crisis”. This injunction has led to the instrumentalization of nature by humanity.  Both Lane and Laudato Si see the need for the reinterpretation of this scriptural passage.  Humankind’s alienation from nature  Lane states clearly is largely responsible for the ecological crisis. Lane posits that humankind’s alienation has been a gradual process largely caused by the transition from belief to unbelief and the growth of individualism among other factors. Mankind must develop a relationality with nature which includes a respect for the dignity and value of nature . Additionally, the earth and the whole of creation , the universe ,must be seen in cosmological terms. Time and again throughout his thesis Lane reiterates the universe’s creation began fourteen billion years ago, and out of this unfolding and expanding cosmos came the earth, then the evolution of biological life and two hundred thousand years ago human life. Humanity needs to see its place within creation not outside of it “we are part of nature, not outside nature, or above nature, but in nature”(p43)

Pneumatology is the second lens , through which Lane views integral ecology. The ecological crisis, he states “ is fundamentally a spiritual crisis”(p52). The Holy Spirit has been neglected in our understanding of nature both animate and inanimate. All of creation has an interiority as well as an exteriority. Humankind’s sense of wonderment , certainly in the developed world , has been eroded by mechanisation , industrialisation and urbanisation. Humankind has become alienated from nature seeing it as nothing more or less than as raw material to be used and exploited by mankind. Enchantment with the natural world  has been replaced with scientific and rational explanations . Our sense of awe or connection to something transcendent is absent. A deep pneumatology needs to be developed to counteract this disenchantment and restore the place of the Spirit of God in creation.
Christology is the third lens , through which Lane views integral ecology. He argues for a deep Christology, as do the other luminaries from whom  he quotes, in terms of a deep Incarnation. The relationship between creation and Incarnation is, he articulates, “ as one divine action ‘with two moments within the one process of God’s self-communication to the world, although it is an intrinsically differentiated process[footnoteRef:1]’(p.74).” The traditional view of Incarnation as an add on to creation to remedy the arrival of sin through Adam and Eve is losing out to the view as explicated by the Franciscan John Duns Scotus (1266-1308) which sees the Incarnation as built into creation ab initio , from the beginning. This Scotus view chimes in with our evolutionary understanding of the world as espoused by Teilhard de Chardin and Karl Rahner and further promoted in more recent times by Elizabeth Johnson and Denis Edwards. Salvation is part of God’s plan for the whole of creation from the dawn of time as well as  to provide a suitable context for the Christ event , “the advent of the Word/Wisdom/Spirit made flesh(p.87).” Thus, Lane et al echoes the view that creation and the Incarnation must be seen in relational terms.  [1:  Karl Rahner, ‘Christology Today’, Theological Investigations , Vol.XX1,220-227,London: Darton, Longman & Todd,220-227,at227] 

The fourth lens , through which Lane views integral ecology , is eschatology. The term eschatology comes from the Greek word eschaton meaning the last thing or the end of time. The meaning of eschatology, over time, has been reduced to the study of the last four things, the eschata, namely : death, judgement , heaven and hell. This shift in emphasis has led to the understanding of eschatology as being other worldly ,spiritual and little to do or say to  the world of today within which we live. Lane , quoting voluminously from supporting authors, argues that we must see the eschaton in the death and resurrection of Christ, that the end of time has already taken place. Quoting extensively from the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, particularly from the Pauline Letters and the Book of Revelation, the resurrection of Christ foreshadows the renewing of creation: “a new heaven and a new earth”. Thus, circuitously to my mind, Lane purports that the eschaton in the resurrection of Christ has much to say about the respect and dignity that is due to all of creation, of all biological life and matter, as having an intrinsic value of and in themselves and not just to be objectified as objects there for exploitation by mankind.
The fifth lens , through which Lane views integral ecology, is the liturgy. The liturgy is one of the ways , perhaps the main way, that the message of integral ecology on the climate emergency, the loss of biodiversity , respect for nature, respect for creation etc can be communicated to the Faithful. The liturgy he posits has become isolated from what is going on in the everyday lives of people , “ disconnected from ethical, spiritual and religious developments in the arts and humanities…specifically the Eucharist has become separated from its original sources : in creation …the Last Supper, especially the washing of the feet.(p.115)” There was in biblical and even in pre-biblical times e.g. the Sumerian Epic of Creation  (Enuma Eilish) a close relationship between creation and liturgy. In Psalm 95 the relationship between worship and creation is very explicit :
                      “In his hands are the depths of the earth, the heights of the mountains
                        are His also. The sea is His, for He made it ,and the dry land , which
                        His hands have formed...”
In the liturgy a new model of the relationship between creation and man needs to be communicated. The old models of dominion/domination and stewardship are discredited and need to be superseded by a “kinship model” or “the community of creation model.” Liturgies , in general, are community events and the interdependence of all created things as manifested in this model are explicated thus promoting a new relationship between man and all of creation.
The sixth and final lens , through which Lane views integral ecology, is the Eucharist. The relationship of man to nature, to creation, is no longer one of master but of companion, of carer with  responsibilities. Equally, Lane argues that the Eucharist and its relationship with the natural world must be seen in cosmic terms. The concept of the Cosmic Eucharist views the Eucharist as the centre of the Universe uniting creation with its creator. There needs to be a new theology of the natural world that will build a bridge between liturgy and the natural world echoing that of biblical and pre-biblical times, and in particular a bridge between the Eucharist and creation. If one looks to Genesis 1:1 we read, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” i.e. the cosmos. The theology of the Eucharist has been deficient in so far it has neglected to emphasize the link between creation and liturgy and that man is part of the created world, not superior but caring companion. Worship and prayer should influence one another, and neither can nor should ignore the developments of man’s knowledge and particularly that in the arena of science. Robert Daly S.J. has endeavoured to address the issue by drafting Eucharistic prayers that take account of the scientific perspective of the universe and has submitted these to the scrutiny of the ongoing Seminar of the North American Academy of Liturgy on ‘Eucharistic prayers and Theology’.
The publication of “Theology and Ecology in Dialogue The Wisdom of Laudate Si” coincided, fortuitously or otherwise, with the fifth anniversary of the proclamation of Pope Francis’ Encyclical Laudate Si. Lane writes of the Encyclical as a “Theological Treasure Chest(p.12)” and throughout he echoes the deep wisdom he finds in it. Indeed, in this Lane is but repeating the many plaudits the Encyclical has received internationally . Lane quotes extensively from Laudate Si throughout his book using it both as sounding board and imprimatur for his own ideas . The key mantra of Lane’s book, and that of Laudate Si is Integral Ecology. Theology he argues, time and again, must develop a  coherent Theology of Ecology. A theology that sees nature, creation, in cosmic terms : from the “Big Bang” through the formation of the Earth to the development of biological life , human life and reflective self-consciousness. Nature, animate and inanimate, has come to be seen as being there for the exploitation of mankind , recorded no respect or dignity as it should be as part of God’s creation. Mankind has become alienated from nature. A new model of creation needs to be proclaimed . No longer one of exploiter and exploited but one of kinship, of community. Lane’s book is not an easy read . I had to read through it more than once googling all the time to find the meaning of theological and scientific concepts. It is a book for the theologian; the common reader would find it hard going . Yet, it is the common reader , the person in the street, who needs to be convinced and enlightened because it is the populace at large who will effect, through the ballot box and otherwise, the sea change needed to understand both the challenge of climate change and the corresponding reimagination of creation in cosmic terms and as theocentric and not anthropomorphic centric.  At the very least Lane’s book should have had an accompanying glossary to aid the reader. In the foreword(by Sean McDonagh SCC), the publication of the Roman Missal is attributed to Pope Paul V in 1570, whereas the attribution should have been to Pope Pius V. Typo or otherwise it is a mistake that has been lighted on many a critic which, however trivial, takes from what is a well-researched and a well-written book. Dermot A. Lane is a man of immense scholarship and through “Theology and Ecology in Dialogue” has made an important and timely contribution to the challenge of climate change and our understanding of nature and creation and its relation to mankind. I whole heartedly commend Lane’s book .




 




 













