BOOK REVIEW:
An Inconvenient Text: Is a Green Reading of the Bible Possible?  By Norman Habel. Adelaide: ATF Press, 2009. Pp. xxi + 136. ISBN 9781921511561 (pbk.)
Norman Habel is a professorial fellow at Flinders University, Adelaide South Australia. He is an ordained pastor of the Lutheran Church and has previously worked in the USA both as a pastor in New York and a teacher in a seminary. Whilst working in India as principal of an International School, he was involved with social justice issues for tribal peoples mainly women. On his return to Australia, he has worked within the Lutheran Church on Aboriginal rights. Habel has a strong interest in ecological issues and social justice and his work has involved reading and writing about the bible and biblical hermeneutics in the context of the current ecological and environmental crisis. He is seen as a leader in the field of ecological hermeneutics. His previous work in this area includes editing the Earth Bible series which reads the bible from an eco-justice perspective and this book continues along that direction. Habel has also been instrumental in introducing the season of creation into the calendar of the Church during the month of September.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Norman Habel  accessed 16.8.2021] 

What is important is to understand is Habel’s love and sense of connection with the Earth and the creation as a background to this book. Habel was brought up on a farm in the Australian outback and he states in the book:
“When my brother and I were boys on the farm, we learned to read the landscape and interpret the voices we heard in the bush. We could tell the next day’s weather from signs in the sky. We could distinguish between a mating call and a warning cry among the bird’s overhead.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  P.51 ] 

In his Acknowledgements at the beginning of the book, Habel acknowledges his love of Kangaroo Island, an island south of Adelaide in South Australia. He states:
“On Kangaroo Island I have a deep sense of the spiritual in the sea, the lagoons, the native flora and the fauna…On this island I hear the voice of Earth saying thanks for keeping the beaches and countryside pristine.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  P.v] 

Hearing and listening to the voice of the Earth and the Earth Community has a central role in this book, a voice which Habel considers is mostly unheard or ignored in Biblical exegesis which has contributed to the current ecological and climate crisis. An Inconvenient Text was published in 2009 at a time when the film made by Al Gore titled An Inconvenient Truth had been recently released. The aim of this film was to educate people about the climate crisis and the danger it presents to life on earth. The title chosen by Habel acknowledges the message of Al Gore’s film and points potential readers to an investigation of his message from a Christian perspective. 
An Inconvenient Text reflects Habel’s deep sense of love and spiritual connection with natural world and the web of life, his Christian faith within the Lutheran tradition, his concern about the current ecological and environmental crisis and his concern that certain passages in the Bible provide a mandate for human attitudes and behaviours towards the Earth which have led to the current crisis.
The Book itself consists of an Introduction, eight chapters and a Conclusion.  Chapters 1 to 3 discuss what Habel calls grey texts. These are: “… texts in which nature is devalued either at the hands of humans or God,”[footnoteRef:4] in comparison with green texts which show empathy with the earth. Chapter 4 discusses the new world view of ecology that the Earth is a living planet and humans are part of the web of life and the challenge this poses to the grey texts in the bible. Chapter 5 develops what Habel refers to as a radical new way of reading the bible which takes into account the voice of the Earth.[footnoteRef:5] In Chapters 6 to 8 Habel applies this new way of reading to the grey texts of Chapters 1 to 3. [4:  p.xvii]  [5:  p. xx] 

Of the grey texts discussed in Chapters 1 to 3, perhaps the text which has had the most impact is that of Genesis 1:26-28, in these texts God creates humans in his own image and gives them dominion over the earth and the command to fill and subdue it. Habel’s point is that the original Hebrew words do not imply a stewardship or responsibility to look after the land as some commentators do. As an example, he points out the Hebrew word for subdue is kabash which he states has, “… all the connotations of heavy handed control,”[footnoteRef:6] the mandate to dominate and subdue gives man the justification for “…de-powering and devaluing not only earth creatures but also Earth itself.”[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  p.6]  [7:  P.7] 

Other grey texts are the flood narrative discussed in Chapter 2 in which God creates a flood to cover the world which not only destroys the sinful humans but drowns innocent animals and plants and even destroys the earth itself. In the Exodus narrative God uses nature to its detriment to achieve his aims of freeing the Israelites from Egypt to enable them to go to the Promised Land. He turns the waters of the Nile into blood with no apparent concern for the ecosystem supported by the river and the innocent people and other creatures who rely on its waters.. 
Further grey texts are discussed in Chapter 3 to do with the Israelites return to the Promised Land of Canaan under God’s guidance and command in the Book of Joshua. It is questionable if the Israelites have any rights to the land and whereas the Canaanites lived in harmony with the land, the Israelites divide up the land into lots with no sense of connection or belonging to the land. The Canaanites are killed, their cities and livestock killed along with their crops. The promised land is “… not only a land flowing with milk and honey but with blood and brutality.”[footnoteRef:8] Promised Land in the context of texts which point to God’s intention to create a new heaven and Earth [8:  p.28] 

The conclusion is that these grey texts demonstrate an anthropocentric and dualistic worldview in which humans, made in the image of God, are superior and separate from the rest of creation. As God leads the Israelites as a chosen people, the texts become ethnocentric in which not only the rest of nature is expendable as in the Flood narrative but also other races and ethnicities. Furthermore, these grey texts have provided a mandate for the domination of the planet leading to the environmental crisis through viewing the Earth purely as resources solely for human use. Habel also links grey texts with acts of war which destroy environments and the taking of Canaan as a mandate for the invasion of Indigenous lands such as his own.
Karen Armstrong refers to biblical exegesis and exegetes as sometimes allowing the bible to shape their world view but at other times making it        “… speak to contemporary conditions.”[footnoteRef:9] She goes on to say that people found new ways to interpret it and that it cast light on situations that the original authors would have not experienced. She states: “…exegetes continued to make the Word of God audible in each generation,” [footnoteRef:10] The rest of the book demonstrates Habel’s ability to do that. The current ecological crisis and our understanding of ecology leads to an understanding of the Earth is a living planet, a fragile web of ecosystems and that humans are kin with all other living things leading to Habel’s view that : [9:  Karen Armstrong, The Bible; The Biography (Atlantic Books, London, 2008), p.5]  [10:  Armstrong 2008 p.5] 

“… we must now read the bible in a radically new way.”,[footnoteRef:11] and “We humans need to read as children of the Earth rather than lords over Earth.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  p.48]  [12:  P.49 ] 

Habel introduces a three step approach to reading the Bible which treats nature not as an object but as a subject with a voice. The three steps are: 
Suspicion: The first step is to suspect the texts have been interpreted with a focus on human interests and reflect an anthropocentric view of the world.
Identification: When reading, we identify and empathise with the Earth and the Earth community. We think about how they are treated by God and humans.
Retrieval: Following identifying with the Earth and the Earth community the task is to retrieve their voice. What would they have to say about the situation?
For Habel, to read from a green perspective means: 
“…we stand with Earth and read for Earth and the Earth Community. This stance is … a return to the womb, to earth as our mother, to the world we knew before we became alienated from nature.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  P.63] 

In Chapters 4 and 5,, Habel demonstrates his affinity with Ecofeminism and points to the connections that ecofeminists are making between the oppression of women and the domination of nature and refers to the work of Heather Eaton:
“For Eaton and other ecofeminists, to read the Bible with Earth consciousness and woman consciousness means standing with the oppressed Earth.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  P. 53] 

Also, he has worked with Indigenous people in India and with Australian Aboriginals and will certainly have been exposed to the reciprocal and animistic worldview of Indigenous people. Indeed, Habel sees the non-human world as kin and refers to a common destiny with them. He states:
“If we wish to have a common destiny with our kin…we need to respect their rights and help protect their domains within this diverse interconnected ecosystem we call Earth.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  P.46] 

Also, the third step of his approach to reading the bible involves  retrieving the voice of the Earth and the Earth community which resonates with the Indigenous sense of personhood attached to the Earth and Earth Community perhaps demonstrating an animistic perspective.
In Chapters 6 to 8, Habel applies his three step approach to the grey texts he discusses in Chapters 1 to 3 and we hear the voice of the Earth. What would the Earth have to say about the fact that in the earlier part of Genesis 1, Earth works in partnership with God to bring forth the animals, fish and vegetation. Then suddenly in Verses 26-28 God makes man in his image ignoring the earth and what is more gives man dominion over it and orders its subjugation. If we identify with earth and it could be heard, earth might be protesting about the justice of all this, wondering why God has not involved me in making man and ordering him to subdue me and the creatures who are my children. Why am I and they of less importance to God? 
In the flood narrative the voice of the Earth might be asking God why he is drowning innocent animals, destroying plants and destroying me through no fault of our own but because of the sins and wickedness of humans. Again the voice of the land this time might be heard crying out in protest following the invasion of Canaan by the Israelites saying how it has had a kinship relationship with the Canaanites in which I nurtured them and they nurtured me. Then you invaded and destroyed the Canaanites and their produce and divided me up and continue to dominate and subdue me. What’s more you treat the creatures as mere spoils of war, not the blessings of the creator. Where is the justice in that?
Having identified and heard the voice of the Earth, how then should the grey texts be approached. Armstrong makes the point that the Bible editors included competing visions often placed side by side and without comment.[footnoteRef:16] Habel uses this to compare grey texts with green texts that conflict with each other. An example is the comparison of creation stories in Genesis 1 and Genesis 2. Genesis 2 describes God making man from the dust of the Earth in contrast to Genesis 1 where the earth is not involved. Genesis 2 places the humans in the Garden of Eden where they are to serve the garden and guard it as an integral part of the environment a different approach to the dominate and subdue of Genesis 1.  [16:  Armstrong p.4] 

Habel is a member of the Lutheran Church with its principle of ‘Was Christum treibeit’ understood as ‘What points to Christ’, Habel looks to the Gospels and Jesus Christ for guidance in how to deal with the apparent contradictions of the grey and the green texts. He states:
“What is consistent with the essence of the Gospel: the centre of the Christian Scriptures and the ultimate revelation of God in Christ.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  p.119 ] 

Christ is the revelation that supersedes all prior revelation and is the revelation by which to choose between the conflicting grey and green texts in Genesis. Jesus of Nazareth is clear he is here to serve and not to dominate so Genesis 2 with man as serving and guarding the Earth rather than dominating and subduing is the text to follow. Comparing the acts of violence God perpetrates towards the Earth in the flood and Exodus narratives with Psalm 104 which depicts God in and part of nature, the life of Jesus of Nazareth depicts God becoming flesh and joining the web of life as part of the planet and identifies him with the suffering and cries of creation and in so doing makes the grey texts obsolete.
Finally in Chapter 8 as well as equating the Promised Land with the domination and subjugation of lands previously belonging to Indigenous people, Habel develops the concept of Promised Land to include the idea of Heaven as the promised land for Christians and the references to the creation of a new earth without its current ecosystems, where the lion lies down with the lamb, However, these ideas tend to devalue the current earth and imply it is somehow inferior. Habel again points to Christ as the ultimate revelation and in this case the Cosmic Christ of Colossians 1:1-15 that both created and permeates the entire cosmos. In this context the earth becomes the body of Christ and as such it is Habel’s hope that as we read the Promised Land texts, the identification of God with the groaning planet referred to in Paul’s letter to the Romans Chapter 8 might move us to different ways of relating to the Earth.
Habel has written what to my mind is a very interesting and for the most part a readable book for the general reader with an interest in the green credentials of the Bible and Christianity as a religion. It would be of great value as part of the training of clergy. Chapters follow the same pattern of having a preamble of relevance to the topic followed by the main discussion and ending with a challenge for the reader. Chapter 8 perhaps requires a higher level of concentration with a more detailed prior knowledge of the Bible than other Chapters.
Habel is familiar with the animistic spirituality of Indigenous people and whilst I would not say that his approach is entirely animistic in this book the influences and sympathies are clear. His suggestion that the Earth and Earth Community have voices and his reference to the Cosmic Christ as the spiritual force holding the cosmos together resonates with the spirituality of Indigenous people who relate to the cosmos as imbued with the spirit of the creator and who recognise the non-human as peoples. Habel is suggesting that as Christians, we can see the earth and the land as made sacred through the Cosmic Christ. His ability to place Christ as the embodied Jesus of Nazareth and the Cosmic Christ pointing towards the green texts will encourage Christian environmentalists who hear the groaning of the earth as demanding action to heal the planet rather than waiting for the Promised Land of heaven or the new earth. Perhaps the main achievement of the book is that it makes connections between Indigenous understanding of humanities place on the Earth with the Christian Gospels and in so doing reconnects Christianity with the Earth and Cosmos from which it comes.  
Habel discounts other attempts to green the grey texts through the concept of stewardship or to just ignore them as anachronistic or belonging to another era. His contention is that they cannot be ignored and remain Inconvenient Texts.
