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It seems appropriate at this point in the church’s 
liturgical year to turn our ecological lens onto the 
account of the resurrection of Jesus as told in the 

Lucan gospel. We heard this story during the celebration 
of Easter. We might be tempted to 
think that resurrection could scarcely 
be associated with the ecological as it 
seems to point beyond the corporeal 
to what is often named as spiritual. The 
recently celebrated vigil liturgy would 
remind us otherwise. There, light broke 
into darkness as fire was kindled. Water 
flowed abundantly. Bread was broken 
and shared, and wine drunk. It seems 
that resurrection could be celebrated 
only in and through the material. 

Desecration of the Body
Before engaging resurrection, however, 
we need to recognise that for Jesus, resurrection cannot 
be separated from the absolute degradation to which his 
body and person was subjected, crucified at the hands of 
the Roman political system. This abjection captures our 
attention today as we recognise that human persons are 
still desecrated at the hands of political and economic 
forces and that their environment (houses, land, waterways 
and more) suffers similar destruction. The resurrection of 
Jesus speaks of hope beyond death and the return to Earth 
of his human body is not the last word.

Cyclic Time
The Lucan gospel narrative of Jesus’ resurrection is replete with 
materiality and physicality. The narrative begins with a time 
reference — on the “first day of the week”, and “at early dawn” 

(Lk 1:5; 8:22; 10:35; 22:7). These references to time invite 
readers into cyclical time. It is the “first day of the week”, a day 
of expectation, of new possibilities as a new week begins. It 
also invites our openness to these possibilities particularly in 

the face of the despair that the distress of 
our Earth can cause us. “Early dawn”—the 
time of transition as the sun breaks in on a 
new day — also turns our minds and hearts 
to potential transformations.

Women come to the tomb, that place 
of death and entombment in Earth of 
Jesus’ desecrated body. They bring with 
them “spices they had prepared”. They had 
given time and love to the preparation of 
the “spices and ointments” (Lk 23:56) in 
order to care for the body of Jesus beyond 
entombment. They honour the body. 
They invite reflection on the intimate 
interrelationship between the gifts of Earth 

and the human community. And they question how these gifts 
can be used respectfully. They are showing right relationships. 

Breaking into Right Order
Resurrection breaks in on the women’s right ordering. The 
material world has changed. At the end of the day before this 
Sabbath, the women had observed the tomb and how Jesus’ 
body was laid (Lk 23:55). Now they find that the order has 
been disturbed—the stone is rolled away from the tomb and 
Jesus’ body is not there (Lk 24:2). This reordering terrifies 
the women who bow their faces to the ground. They can no 
longer rely on Earth and its seemingly right ordering. With 
resurrection, something new has happened right in the midst 
of the Earth community. The women’s spices are no longer 
necessary and the heavy tomb door can be rolled back. 

In part three of her series Elaine Wainwright writes of 
the experience of resurrection in Luke 24:1-12 as Jesus 
breaking open astounding new possibilities. 

Luke 24:1   But on the first day of the 
week, at early dawn, they [the women] 
came to the tomb, taking the spices that 
they had prepared.  2 They found the 
stone rolled away from the tomb, 3 but 
when they went in, they did not find 
the body.  4 While they were perplexed 
about this, suddenly two men in dazzling 
clothes stood beside them.  5 The women 
were terrified and bowed their faces to 

the ground, but the men said to them, 
“Why do you look for the living among 
the dead? He is not here, but has risen.  
6 Remember how he told you, while he 
was still in Galilee,  7 that the Son of Man 
must be handed over to sinners, and be 
crucified, and on the third day rise again.”  
8 Then they remembered his words, 9 
and returning from the tomb, they told 
all this to the eleven and to all the rest.  

10 Now it was Mary Magdalene, Joanna, 
Mary the mother of James, and the other 
women with them who told this to the 
apostles.  11 But these words seemed 
to them an idle tale, and they did not 
believe them.  12 But Peter got up and 
ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, 
he saw the linen cloths by themselves; 
then he went home, amazed at what had 
happened.
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Life in Places of Death
Like the women with their spices, the ecological reader 
is invited to be open to the possibility of the new even in 
the face of the most abject of situations. And Earth, like 
the risen one, has the power within to find life in places 
of death. It can break open what appears to destroy and 
restrict. We see grasses and plants squeezing into life 
between rocks and in crevices.  We see the possibility of 
transformation even in the hardest of human hearts. These 
transformations will allow such issues as climate change 
to be addressed, the development of alternatives to fossil 
fuels, and the cessation of the pollution of our waterways. 

Seeing and Telling
As the Lucan story unfolds, we learn that resurrection, 
the breakthrough from death to life, must be told and 
proclaimed. The spice-bearing women, initially terrified by 
resurrection breaking into their physical universe, return 
to tell their companion disciples (Lk 24:9). The Lucan 
narrator gives these women authority by naming them, 
“Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, 
and the other women with them” (Lk 24:10) and by telling 
their experience at the empty tomb. But their message 
of the transformation of the material body of Jesus, of 
transformation that can take place in any material context, 
is said to “seem an idle tale” within the biblical narrative. 
The male disciples do not believe the women. 

This short resurrection account has a fascinating 
ending. Peter goes looking for evidence of what the women 
have witnessed and told the disciples about. Luke tells of 

Peter as seeing differently from the women who “did not 
see the body”.  Peter sees the cloths that covered Jesus’ 
dead body lying “by themselves” — a sign of the physical 
transformation. But unlike the women he does not explore 
the transformation further or share it with others. He 
simply goes home amazed. 

Responding to Transformation
The contemporary ecological reader is attentive to 
the key moments of transformation experienced and 
witnessed in this account. They evoke the changes we 
see and experience taking place now in our world. Luke’s 
resurrection account alerts us to the different responses 
we can make to the extraordinary transformations — those 
changes from abject death-dealing to life-enhancing 
resurrection. They invite us to attend, hear and believe 
what might seem like an “idle tale”, as well as encourage us 
to tell about the new experience — rather than just return 
home amazed. 

Newness is taking place in ecological consciousness. 
Transformation is occurring with ecological action. Easter 
invites us to engage profoundly with this newness. ■

Illustration: Sophie and the Women of Jerusalem. by Dina Cormick. 
Watermedia. www.creativewomanartist.com
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Two stories are combined in Luke 8:40–56. The story of 
a woman who had suffered from haemorrhages for 12 
years is inserted into the account of a young girl of 12 

years old who is dying. The human body and its materiality is 
to the fore in these biblical stories. This alerts the ecological 
reader to Earth’s body that also suffers and is dying. 

Only recently reports of the bleaching of coral in the 
northern stretches of the Great Barrier Reef signify that 
the reef is dying. In many other places Earth haemorrhages 
as a result of the violent fracking of its inner core. If we 
paraphrase Benedict XVI we could say that “God has joined 
us so closely to the world around us that we can feel” 
the bleaching of the reef as a “physical ailment” and the 
haemorrhaging of the Earth as a “painful disfigurement” 
(cited in Laudato Si’ par 89).  

 As we read Luke 8:40–56, we will be attentive to the 
human and the holy.  We will also attend to habitat as 
it is encoded in the text and as we shall encode it in our 
interpretation beyond just the human and the holy — which 
is our familiar way of reading and interpreting our biblical 
narrative. Doing this is entering into the call to conversion 
which Pope Francis holds out to us in Laudato Si’. It is 
to set out on what he calls “the long path of renewal” 
(LS par 202). He names this a pathway to an “ecological 
spirituality” informed by the “teachings of the Gospel” 
(LS par 216). Being attentive to habitat, human and holy 
intertwined in these stories is one way in which we can 
shape an ecological spirituality. 

Familiar Place on the Lake Shore
Hidden within the opening phrase of Luke 8:40, “when 
Jesus returned”, is a reference to his voyage across the lake 
from the Gerasene territory (Lk 8:37). The story of Jesus’ 
ministry is continually located within a changing habitat. He 
is now on the western side of the lake in what must have 
been a familiar place as crowds are waiting for him. Both 
the habitat and the human provide context for the two 
narratives that follow.

Jairus Touches the Ground
Jairus emerges from the crowd and the narrative captures 
social and cultural elements. Jairus is identified by his 

In the fourth part of the series Elaine Wainwright writes 
of relationships restored by touch and healing in the 
lives of a woman and a girl in Luke 8:40–56 and of Earth 
healing in an ecological spirituality.

position — he is leader of the synagogue. First century 
readers would have been shocked, therefore, at Jairus’s 
falling to the ground at Jesus’ feet. Within the social 
system of his day, Jairus is dishonouring himself so that he 
can honour Jesus and his power to heal. Today we might 
recognise Jairus as associating himself with the earth, 
the humus. From this place of identification, he seeks the 
healing, the restoration of right physical interrelationships, 
in the body of his daughter. Human and habitat connect in 
this story that yearns toward healing. 

Naming and Not Naming 
We might note that while the two men in the story have 
names, the young girl, Jairus’s daughter, is not named. 
Neither is the woman in the story that follows. This alerts 
us to the profound interconnectedness of injustices in the 
habitat/human nexus as we read ecologically. All require 
recognition and healing within an ecological spirituality.

Jesus takes up Jairus’s invitation to come to his house and 
as his feet travel along the way, the crowds press in on him 
maintaining the link between habitat and human. The mission is 
healing, which can be extended beyond the human to habitat. 

Woman Touches Jesus’ Hem
The journey is interrupted when a woman reaches out 
and touches the edge of Jesus’ clothing. She has been 
introduced as having suffered bleeding for 12 years — the 
right ordering of processes within her body have been 
disrupted. Her illness, in turn, may have disturbed her 
relationship with her physical as well as her communal 
context. She would, therefore, have known the intimate 
interrelationship between the human and other-than-
human in her world. 

The woman, whose life may have been regulated by 
what she could touch and ought not touch, reaches out 
across whatever restrictions she may have incurred and 
courageously touches the fringe of Jesus’ garment. Human 
flesh encounters the material and the power of touch is 
evoked. The power of her touch calls forth power through 
Jesus’ garment that is touched, and healing happens 
immediately according to the narrator (Lk 8:44) — touching 
is also being touched. The next verse clarifies that it is 

Reading Luke’s Gospel 
with ecological eyes
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not just Jesus’ garment that responds to the call of the 
woman’s touch. Jesus himself knows that power was drawn 
forth from him by that touch (Lk 8:46). 

Earth’s Touch Seeks Restoration
I suggested earlier that we might consider Earth 
haemorrhaging as was the unnamed women in the gospel 
narrative. So too we know that Earth reaches out and 
touches the human community in a variety of ways. We 
might consider these touches the “hem of our garment”. 
Earth’s waters are being polluted and they reach out for a 
healing of our broken relationship with this resource. Soils 
are being depleted by intensive farming and they touch us 
for restoration. Can we allow these and other touches to 
draw forth healing from us and to draw it immediately and 
almost imperceptibly as happened for Jesus?

Earth would certainly seem to have faith in us as the 
woman had faith in Jesus. It is continually touching us for 
healing, seeking to draw on the power that is within the 
human community. As Jesus’ healing power was able to 
be touched and activated by the woman of faith, so too 
as human community we need to develop those right 
relationships, attentive to the cry for healing and wholeness, 
that will enable healing to be drawn forth from us. 

Girl is Touched, Healed and Restored
The Lucan narrative returns the reader in Lk 8:49 to Jesus’ 
journey with Jairus to his house where his daughter is 
dying. One of the householders intercepts the journey to 

tell that the young girl has, in fact, died. And we learn a 
few verses on that mourning procedures had been set in 
motion. Jesus interprets the girl’s condition as sleep rather 
than death and again touch is the vehicle of healing or 
restoration of life. Jesus touches the young girl inviting her 
to rise up. If we are right that in touching, one is touched, 
then Jesus’ action of touching for healing means that he 
too is restored. 

Invitation to Commit to Ecological Spirituality
That healing is grounded in the materiality of human flesh and 
in the right ordering of materiality beyond the human, is made 
evident in the penultimate verse of this narrative when Jesus 
orders that the young girl be given something to eat. She is 
restored to her habitat with her human body healed. 

While the young girl and the haemorrhaging woman 
are not named, their stories speak powerfully of the 
restoration possible when healing is a core commitment. 
We are all invited by Pope Francis to this commitment of 
an “ecological spirituality”. ■

Painting: The Daughter of Jairus (La fille de Zäire) 
by James Tissot (1836-1902). Brooklyn Museum.
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In the fifth part of the series Elaine Wainwright interprets the story of 
Martha and Mary, pointing out the time, space and social aspects woven 
into the narrative .   

Reading Luke’s Gospel 
with ecological eyes

Martha and Mary are 
familiar biblical characters 
who continue to feature 

significantly in the developing 
tradition of the early Church . Their 
story in Luke’s Gospel (10: 38–42) 
focuses predominantly on human 
interrelationships . So while an 
ecological reading will be attentive to 
those relationships, it will also seek 
to hear the voice of the other-than-
human that may  be present in the 
storytelling, even if only subtly .

Attending to Time
The story opens with the word “now”, a 
word designating time . It is followed by a 
physical marker: they went on their way 
or were walking the road, as Lk 9:57 says 
earlier . Jesus’ ministry is located very 
explicitly in time and in place . It invites 
those wishing to read ecologically to be 
attentive to time . Such attentiveness 
can bring us to an awareness of cyclical 
time marked by the changing of the 
seasons, as well as linear time with 
which we are more familiar . 

The “now” in the Lucan narrative 
prompts us to notice linear time and 
also to the cycles of life in both the 
human community and the other-
than-human world of being . This 
includes cycles of birth and death, 
of planting and harvesting and of 
working and lying fallow even in our 
own and community gardens .  

Attending to Space
And just as this gospel is grounded in 
time, inviting us into a deep awareness 

of time, so too does it draw us into 
an awareness of space through its 
reference to their “walking along the 
road” . Such attentiveness does not 
focus on place and space simply as a 
backdrop for characters on a human 
stage — which has been our usual 
way of reading the gospels and other 
narratives . Rather, we recognise place 
and space as a living participant in the 
drama of an emerging universe . We can 
mar or scar place and space as we walk 
along the road of living and life, or we 
can recognise that we are in partnership 
with it every moment of every day . 

Materials of Village and Home
In this vibrant context, Jesus enters 
a village, a grouping of houses . 
Each house would have been a 
unique interrelationship of materials 
associated with the work and life 
of the different members of that 
house . There would likely be grains 
and other sources of food from farm 
and courtyard gardens . Yarns and 
wool would have been in store or 
worked into bedding . And much more 
constituted the houses of the village 

that Jesus enters . This is true of 
Martha’s house also . 

Not only is the household vibrant 
but so too are the human and other-
than-human interrelationships . In 
this Lucan story, the woman Martha 
welcomes Jesus into “her” home . 
She is presented very clearly as the 
householder who has oversight of 
or works in right relationship with 
all that constitutes the household —  
other-than-human as well as human . 
Mary too is presented in a way that 
would have crossed or expanded 
cultural expectations and boundaries 
for some . She is characterised as a 
disciple of Jesus, seated at his feet 
and listening to his teaching . 

Martha is Engaged in Diakonia
However the ecologically sound 
context of rightly ordered relationships 
is shattered by the “but” at the 
beginning of Lk 10:40 . It introduces a 
process into the narrative that pits the 
two sisters over against one another . 
Even more it attributes the creation of 
the division to Jesus . 

Martha is described in the NRSV 
translation as being engaged with 
“many tasks” and she is said to be 
distracted by these tasks . However 
the Greek word translated as “tasks” 
is diakonia . That is language that Jesus 
uses later to describe his own ministry 
(Lk 22:27) and to characterise that of 
his disciples whom he commissioned 
to preach and to heal (Lk 22:26) .
Luke says that Martha is engaged in a 
diakonia or discipleship role, perhaps 

Luke 10: 38 Now as they went on 
their way, he entered a certain village, 
where a woman named Martha 
welcomed him into her home . 39 She 
had a sister named Mary, who sat 
at Jesus’ feet and listened to what 

he was saying . 40 But Martha was 
distracted by her many tasks; so she 
came to him and asked, “Jesus, do 
you not care that my sister has left 
me to do all the work by myself? 
Tell her then to help me .” 41 But he 

answered her, “Martha, Martha, you 
are worried and distracted by many 
things; 42 there is need of only one 
thing . Mary has chosen the better 
part, which will not be taken away 
from her .    Luke 10:38-42 .

Martha . . . is 
engaged with many 
tasks, diakonia . . . 
the language Jesus 
uses to describe his 
own ministry.   
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undertaking healing and proclamation 
roles as Jesus invited his disciples to 
do (Lk 9:1) . She is also hosting the 
Jesus group on their itinerant mission . 

Attending to Social Threads
The Lucan narrator presents Jesus as 
negating Martha’s diakonia, calling it 
distraction and pitting it over against 
Mary’s role of listening to Jesus’ 
teachings . Attentive readers will be 
alert to the function of gender in this 
narrative . Just prior to this story, the 
lawyer who questioned Jesus about 
inheriting eternal life is commissioned 
to be neighbour to the one in need 
by showing mercy (Lk 10: 25-37) . 
In this very next story, a woman’s 
discipleship or active diakonia or 
doing of mercy is criticised while 
another woman’s sitting at Jesus’ feet 
and listening to what he is saying (Lk 
10:40) is affirmed . 

An ecological reader engaging with 
this well-known story may recognise 
what is stated in Laudato Si’ (par 139) 
namely that “we are faced not with 
two separate crises, one environmental 

and the other social, but rather with 
one complex crisis which is both social 
and environmental” . A complex social 
crisis has been woven into the material 
context evoked in the Lucan story and 
explored earlier in this article . 

As contemporary readers it is 
important to be attentive to these 
social threads in the story and to 
understand what may have informed 
them . In this regard, there is both 
narrative and inscriptional evidence 
of women householders in Hellenistic 
Judaism and early Christianity . Some 
of these women householders hosted 
the gatherings in which the believers 
in Jesus listened to the word and 
broke bread . There seems to have 
been tension around such roles in the 
Lucan story-telling community and 
this has become encoded into the 
final gospel story . Martha’s diaconal 
role and household leadership is set 
over against Mary’s listening to and 
learning from the teachings of Jesus . 
This obscures the fact that both 
roles were undertaken by women in 
emerging Christianity .

Painting: The Four Elements – Fire 
by Joachim Beuckelaer (1533–c1573) 

[Image from Wikipedia]

And a contemporary ecological 
reader, attentive to environmental and 
social factors, will attend to space and 
time as well as to the multifaceted 
social crises that characterise this 
narrative . Critical engagement with 
the gendering of discipleship in 
this text will enable the ecological 
reader to reclaim the roles of both 
Martha and Mary . Women are called 
to the work of diaconal household 
leadership as well as listening and 
learning within the Jesus movement . 
They are called to mirror the role 
of Jesus in both roles . Both roles 
constitute the vibrant discipleship 
that characterised the material space, 
the home of Martha and Mary . ■
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We have just celebrated the 
first anniversary of Pope 
Francis’s promulgation 

of the encyclical Laudato Si’. It has 
captured the imagination and the 
profound commitment of not only 
the Catholic world but all those of the 
human community who are committed 
to eco-justice. The encyclical opens 
with the claim that the Earth “cries 
out to us because of the harm we 
have inflicted” on it (LS par 2). At the 
same time, the Pope reminds us that 
our bodies themselves are made up 

of Earth’s very elements, particularly 
air and water. We cannot separate 
ourselves from all that is material in 
the world that we share as other-than-
human and human beings. 

Laudato Si’ has, therefore, 
participated in the shift in 
consciousness that is called ecological. 
What I have been seeking to 
demonstrate in this series of readings 
of the Gospel of Luke is that we can 
and, indeed, we ought to bring that 
ecological perspective to our reading 
of this text. It will make us attentive to 

the human characters in the story and 
to the range of the other-than-human 
characters. These are the material 
elements that are woven through 
the text. Such a reading will in its 
turn, spiral back to further shape our 
ecological consciousness. 

Fig Tree and Gardener
The opening parable in Luke 13:6-
9 invites readers into a rich habitat 
where soil and water, a tree with deep 
roots and human community co-exist, 
although with some tension at times.  

 Luke 13: 6 Then he told this parable: 
“A man had a fig tree planted in his 
vineyard; and he came looking for fruit 
on it and found none.  7 So he said to 
the gardener, ‘See here! For three 
years I have come looking for fruit on 
this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut 
it down! Why should it be wasting the 
soil?’  8 He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for 
one more year, until I dig around it and 
put manure on it.  9 If it bears fruit next 
year, well and good; but if not, you can 
cut it down.’” 
10   Now he was teaching in one of the 

synagogues on the sabbath.  11 And 
just then there appeared a woman 
with a spirit that had crippled her for 
eighteen years. She was bent over and 
was quite unable to stand up straight.  
12 When Jesus saw her, he called her 
over and said, “Woman, you are set free 
from your ailment.”  13 When he laid his 
hands on her, immediately she stood 
up straight and began praising God.  
14 But the leader of the synagogue, 
indignant because Jesus had cured on 
the sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, 
“There are six days on which work 

ought to be done; come on those days 
and be cured, and not on the sabbath 
day.”  15 But Jesus answered him and 
said, “You hypocrites! Does not each 
of you on the sabbath untie his ox or 
his donkey from the manger, and lead 
it away to give it water?  16 And ought 
not this woman, a daughter of Abraham 
whom Satan bound for eighteen long 
years, be set free from this bondage on 
the sabbath day?”  17 When he said this, 
all his opponents were put to shame; 
and the entire crowd was rejoicing at all 
the wonderful things that he was doing. 

In the sixth part of the series Elaine Wainwright interprets 
Luke 13:6-17 showing the importance of the principle of 
Sabbath for the health and well-being of all creation – human 
and other-than-human.   

Reading Luke’s Gospel 
with ecological eyes
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This particular parable does not 
begin with the formulaic “the basileia/
kingdom of God is like” that gospel 
readers have come to expect and 
which they will encounter in Lk 13:18 . 
Rather, the reader is simply invited 
into the interrelationships within a 
complex habitat . 

The human and other-than-human 
intersect as the parable opens with 
a man, a planted fig tree and its 
fruitlessness . The man’s response 
to the tree’s lack of fruit is to cut it 
down because it is wasting the soil 
— a somewhat violent response . The 
gardener, the one who tends the 
tree, digging around it and nurturing 
it with manure, knows that it is such 
a relationship between the human 
and other-than-human which enables 
the bringing forth of fruit . Readers 
are invited to hear what it is that the 
other-than-human speaks .

Disfigurements Seen and Touched
Time characterises the opening of the 
next segment of text (very explicitly 
in the English translation in which the 
connective “de” is translated “now”) . 
It also continues to characterise the 
opening sentence of this new scene 
through reference to the “sabbath” . The 
gospel is located in and must be read in 
its time context . In this same sentence, 
that time is linked with space — in one 
of the synagogues . It is in time and in 
space/place that the gospel unfolds .

In this space, a woman appears . 
The Greek phrase used to introduce 
the woman is kai idou which is a call to 
attention, to look, to see, to use one’s 
senses, in particular that of sight . What 
the reader sees is a woman who has 
been crippled for 18 years, her body 
bent over, unable to stand upright . 

We are not told the story of the 
woman’s condition — just the now of her 
bent-over state . The ecological reader 
may be drawn to query the woman’s 
condition and what might have been 
the multiple environmental factors 
leading to her present state . Also for 
such a reader the woman may represent 
symbolically multiple ecological 
disfigurements of landscape, of species 
and within the human community .            

The text emphasises that Jesus 
sees the woman — a dance of senses 
playing in the space created . It is this 

seeing that leads to Jesus’ words: “You 
are freed from your ailment .” 

It is, however, only with his touch, 
flesh on flesh, touching and being 
touched that the woman is able to 
stand up .

Healing happens in the materiality 
of flesh on flesh and gives rise to a 
voice of praise . 

For the ecological reader, this 
text is one of hope . It points beyond 
the “bent-over” condition of many 
of Earth’s elements . We know soil is 
being poisoned by chemicals used in 
fertilisation and fracking; air is being 
polluted by industrial emissions and 
species are being rendered extinct . 
It invites engagement in the very 
process of standing up straight . 

Principle of Sabbath Interpreted
The shock for the reader of this text 
is that there is one who objects to the 
healing transformation that has just 
taken place in the body of a woman . 
The leader of the synagogue, like 
the gospel narrator, turns attention 
to time, to the naming of one day 
each week as holy, as Sabbath, as 
time of rest for the human and the 
other-than-human communities . For 
the ecological reader, Sabbath is a 
significant principle . It recognises that 
the Earth itself needs the rhythm of 
work and rest as do all living beings . 

At issue in the encounter between 
Jesus and the synagogue leader is 
not Sabbath as a profound principle 
but whether there are situations 
when life and the flourishing of life, 
in the human community and in the 
other-than-human community, take 
precedence over the Sabbath principle . 

Jesus’ response to the synagogue 
leader is strong and manifests his depth 
of feeling in relation to Sabbath . It is 
grounded in the principle of “freedom 
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from bondage”, to cite the words of 
Jesus . The Sabbath day frees the human 
community from work and a bondage 
to work . It frees the land as well as 
the animals from over-work . It allows 
the human and other-than-human 
communities to rest, to be restored . 

The synagogue leader in the Lucan 
narrative had lost sight of these 
profound Sabbath principles and had 
focused only on work or non-work . 

In releasing the woman from the 
bondage that kept her body bent 
over for 18 years, Jesus demonstrates 
that Sabbath and the restoration 
that Sabbath enacts, need to be 
interpreted and re-interpreted 
continually in new situations . 

The anniversary of Laudato Si’ 
provides us with an invitation to 
explore the principle of Sabbath anew 
in the entire Earth community . ■

The sabbath day frees the 
human community from 
work and a bondage to 
work. It frees the land as 
well as the animals from 
over-work. It allows the 
human and other-than-
human communities to 

rest, to be restored. 
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While I was working on the 
text for this month the July 
issue of Tui Motu arrived 

with Peter Murnane’s moving article, 
“At Home with the Birds”. From his 
experience of encounter with a 
number of birds during recuperation 
in Canberra, Peter drew attention to 
Matt 6:26 with its invitation to “look 
at the birds of the air”. I propose to 
take up the Lucan parallel to Matt 
6:25-34 which Peter used. 

For many this text (often called 

the “Birds of the Air and Lilies of 
the Field”), whether in the gospel of 
Matthew or Luke, is considered to 
be the ecological text par excellence 
in the gospels. Indeed it is a very 
significant text for the ecological 
reader. I want, though, to sound a 
note of caution. It is important that 
we read the section as a whole, 
bringing to it a prophetic critique 
as well as prophetic reclamation 
since both are needed to facilitate 
ecological readings. 

Context of Story
This text (Lk 12:22-31) is situated on 
the long journey to Jerusalem that 
Jesus makes with his disciples—he set 
his face to go to Jerusalem (Lk 9:51). 
It finds its place among a significant 
collection of Jesus’ teachings (Lk 
11–14). Jesus draws a number of 
Earth elements into his preaching, 
which constitute the ecological 
texture of the text: light and lamp (Lk 
11:33), eye and body (Lk 11:34), cup 
and dish (Lk 11:39), mint, rue and 

Luke 12:22-31   He said to his 
disciples, “Therefore I tell you, do 
not worry about your life, what you 
will eat, or about your body, what 
you will wear.  23 For life is more 
than food, and the body more than 
clothing. 24 Consider the ravens: 
they neither sow nor reap, they have 
neither storehouse nor barn, and yet 
God feeds them. Of how much more 
value are you than the birds!  25 And 

can any of you by worrying add a 
single hour to your span of life?  26 If 
then you are not able to do so small 
a thing as that, why do you worry 
about the rest?  27 Consider the lilies, 
how they grow: they neither toil nor 
spin; yet I tell you, even Solomon in 
all his glory was not clothed like one 
of these.  28 But if God so clothes 
the grass of the field, which is alive 
today and tomorrow is thrown into 

the oven, how much more will God 
clothe you—you of little faith!  29 
And do not keep striving for what 
you are to eat and what you are to 
drink, and do not keep worrying. 30 
For it is the nations of the world that 
strive after all these things, and your 
Father knows that you need them.  31 
Instead, strive for God’s kin[g]dom, 
and these things will be given to you 
as well.

OBSERVE 
    the BIRDS and the LILIES

Elaine Wainwright reads Luke 12:22–31 and alerts the    
ecological reader to the sense of human superiority that could    
limit our relationships with the rest of creation.
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herbs of all kinds (Lk 11:42) to alert us 
to just a few. In Lk 12:22-31 it is the 
ravens and other birds, the lilies and 
grass of the field that contribute to 
the ecological weave of this segment 
of the gospel. 

The texture is understood by 
reading the biblical text and also 
dialoguing with insights from 
contemporary ecological thinkers. 

For this Lucan reading, I have 
chosen to dialogue with Anne 
Primavesi who develops the 
concept of “gift” in her book, 
Sacred Gaia (2000). She supplies 
a significant intertext for reading 
ecologically when she notes that: 
“life is . . . ultimately characterised 
by dependence. It is continually 
constituted by prior and present gifts 
. . . which presuppose and involve 
us in relationships with other people 
and with other organisms; with the 
air we breathe and the land we walk; 
with the food we eat and the love, joy 
and understanding we receive from 
others. Some of these gifts we hand 
on in modified energy exchanges. 
Some remain with us, becoming 
constitutive of bone and blood, of 
health or disease…we act as givers/
receivers in relation to…other living 
entities” (pp 156-157). 

The Lucan text can be heard 
to speak to the dependence/inter-
dependence that Primavesi identifies. 
At the heart of the text is the 
exhortation not to be anxious—the 
verb merimnaein is used to warn against 
worry three times (Lk 12:22, 25, 26) 
and a parallel term is used in Lk 12:29. 

Indeed the opening verse Lk 12:22 
takes us into two key areas in which 
the other-than-human and human 
are caught up in relationships: food 
and clothing. In both instances, the 
other-than-human “remain with us” 
the human ones, providing sustenance 
and covering/protection for bodies.The 
ecological reader is caught up in a gift-
exchange process but one that in our 
day is precarious as a result of climate 
change. The human community has 
broken down right relationships with 
the other-than-human.

Galilean Peasants’ Loss of Land
For many of the first-century 
listeners inscribed in this text, 

the gift-exchange processes were 
likewise precarious or broken 
down. Many of the Galilean 
peasant recipients of Jesus’ 
teaching had been deprived of 
their land as a result of high 
taxes imposed within the Roman 
Empire, and forced to become day 
labourers on the estates acquired 
by Roman entrepreneurs. 

Their sowing and reaping was 
taken out of their control. They were 
the vulnerable poor who did not 
know from day to day if they would 
have food for tomorrow. For them the 
basics of life and its foundational gift-
exchange, namely food and clothing, 
were most at risk. 

Observe the Birds and Lilies
 Attentive to life and life’s processes, 
Jesus the wisdom teacher, invites his 
listeners to “observe” the ravens (Lk 
12:24), to be attentive, not only to 
the birds generally (this is so at the 
end of Lk 12:24), but also to each 
group of birds in their specificity. 

Just as Peter Murnane observed 
the magpies, the parrots, the 
currawongs and others in their 
specificity, so too the Lucan text 
singles out the ravens. They were 
perhaps the most common bird in 
first-century Galilee. God’s care for 
each of these most common of birds 
is indicative, therefore, of God’s 
care for the most vulnerable poor 
inscribed in the ecological texture of 
this text. 

Verse Lk 12:27 parallels Lk 
12:24 when Jesus invites listeners 

to consider, to observe, the lilies of 
the field. They are not described in 
any detail but the reader can imagine 
their beauty, delicate texture, colour 
and in some instances, their fragility. 
The tasks that cannot be ascribed to 
these flowers of the field are those of 
toiling hard and spinning. 

While hard toil might be ascribed 
to men and women, especially among 
the Galilean peasants inscribed in this 
text, spinning is a woman’s task. Both 
male and female work is therefore 
evoked, contributing to an ecological 
reading that is attentive to right 
relationships in the human arena as 
well as in the other-than-human. 

Read Suspiciously
However there is a need for a 
hermeneutics of suspicion in 
relation to this text as it values the 
human over the other-than-human. 
In Lk 12:24b Jesus asks: “Of how 
much more value are you than the 
birds!” And in Lk 12:28b readers 
encounter the question: “How 
much more will God clothe you?” 
(in comparison to the “grass of the 
field”). The human is constructed in 
the text as of much more value than 
the birds or the plants. 

The ecological reader must 
read against the grain of such 
anthropocentric superiority. Once 
this has been done, it is possible to 
reclaim the text. 

In the gift exchange of God’s 
basileia — of what God desires for the 
Earth community — right relationships 
in the entire more-than-human 
community will be key characteristics. 
The invitation to consider, to look 
at or pay attention to in a reflective 
manner, a contemplative manner, is 
at the heart of this gospel invitation. 
If we embrace it prophetically we can 
participate in the shaping of a new 
ecological consciousness. We can 
become, in the words of Primavesi: 
“givers/receivers in relation to…other 
living entities”.  ■

The human is 
constructed in the text 
as of much more value 

than the birds or the 
plants. The ecological 

reader must read 
against the grain of 

such anthropocentric 
superiority.
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Habitat, Human and Holy is 
the title I gave to my new 
book in which I undertook 

an eco-rhetorical reading of the 
Gospel of Matthew. The three 
aspects — habitat, human and holy 
— are intimately intertwined in the 

fabric of living and being as are the 
“cry of the earth” and the “cry of the 
poor” to which Laudato Si’ draws our 
attention. There is a shift in human 
consciousness, or what we might 
call a growing ecological awareness 
emerging amongst us. It is enabling 

us to read our gospel story anew. This 
new reading in its turn, deepens our 
ecological awareness. Our monthly 
readings are drawing us into this 
spiralling process.

In the opening verse of the 
narrative of the blind beggar of Jericho 

READING 
LUKE 18:35-43 
ECOLOGICALLY

Elaine Wainwright interpreting 
Luke 18:35-43 alerts the ecological 
reader to the sense of human 
superiority that could limit our 
relationships with the rest of 
creation.

Luke 18:35  As Jesus approached 
Jericho, a blind man was sitting by the 
roadside begging.  36 When he heard 
a crowd going by, he asked what was 
happening.  37 They told him: “Jesus 
of Nazareth is passing by.”  38 Then he 
shouted: “Jesus, Son of David, have 

mercy on me!”  39 Those who were in 
front sternly ordered him to be quiet; 
but he shouted even more loudly: 
“Son of David, have mercy on me!”  40 
Jesus stood still and ordered the man 
to be brought to him; and when he 
came near, he asked him: 41 “What do 

you want me to do for you?” He said: 
“Lord, let me see again.”  42 Jesus said 
to him: “Receive your sight; your faith 
has saved you.”  43 Immediately he 
regained his sight and followed him, 
glorifying God; and all the people, 
when they saw it, praised God. 
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Painting: Healing of the Blind Man by Jesus Christ, 
by Carl Heinrich Bloch. 

[Public domain/commons.wikipedia.org] 

(Luke 18:35–43), the reader will 
notice interconnectedness networked 
into the story . In the four previous 
verses, Jesus had reminded his 
disciples that they were “going up to 
Jerusalem” with him where he would 
face suffering and death (Lk 18:31–
34) . However life would prevail . 
Death and life, always profoundly 
intertwined for all earth creatures, are 
explicitly spoken of about Jesus . In 
the opening words of Lk 18:35 Jesus 
is said to be approaching Jericho en 
route to Jerusalem .

Oasis of Jericho
Jericho is a built-up environment, 
reminding readers of the places and 
spaces where we live and where the 
interconnections between habitat, 
human and holy are enacted in our lives . 

For first-century readers, 
reference to Jericho would have 
evoked the oasis, with its abundance 
of water and mild climate . Together 
with its proximity to Jerusalem, these 
aspects made it a favoured wintering 
place for wealthy Jerusalemites . 
Not surprisingly, Jericho did not 
escape the notice of Herod who 
built his winter palace complexes 
there — a hippodrome, gymnasium 
and theatre . Those travelling the 
road to Jerusalem, like Jesus and the 
disciples in this story, would have 
been confronted by these Herodian 
symbols of power and wealth .

Lost Sight Isolates
Both the built and natural 
environments are in tension in the 
first-century Jericho . This tension is 
evoked in the Lucan story of a blind 
man sitting by the roadside begging . 
Initially the reader encounters a man 
“sitting by the roadside” — sitting on 
the ground at the edge of the road . He 
is out of place, as the road is a medium 
of travel for the movement of crowds . 

The man’s blindness alerts readers 
to the physical sense of sight that 
he has lost . He is not able to engage 
visually with any of the material and 
tangible elements around him: the road 
itself, perhaps the palace, a glimpse of 
the oasis and presumably the crowd . 
His plight reminds readers that the 
senses are the medium through which 
material beings — members of the 

human and animal communities — 
process their relationships with all else 
that is material . 

The man’s begging at the roadside 
alerts readers to the social aspects 
of his blindness . It is impossible for 
him to earn a living in his own right . 
It seems that his family and friends 
are unable to support him and that he 
must rely on the generosity of others . 
So the failure of his sense of sight 
renders him extremely vulnerable, 
physically and socially .

It is a second sense, that of 
hearing, that alerts the man to the 
“crowd going by” . His sensing that 
something is happening invites 
readers to be attentive to what our 
senses can tell us about our habitat 
and the human and holy that are 
inseparable from it . 

Hearing Prompts Cry for 
Healing
The blind man receives/hears 
the words of the crowd: “Jesus 
of Nazareth is passing by” . These 
words trigger a strong reaction 
from him . He shouts out: “Jesus, 
Son of David, have mercy on me!” 
What is it that might constitute this 
encounter and response? Does the 
blind man sense in the name, Jesus 
of Nazareth, that the holy is present 
and that this holiness can function 
interactively with habitat and the 
human to bring about change, 
healing and restoration?

The man’s cry to Jesus as “son of 
David” is not one commonly used in 
healing narratives in Luke’s gospel as 
it is in Matthew’s gospel . The blind 

beggar’s cry is the only time “son of 
David” is used as a cry for healing in 
Luke’s gospel . Similarly the plea to 
“have mercy” is used only one other 
time — by the lepers (Lk 17:13) . Both 
are repeated as cries . They rise up 
from the depths of the brokenness 
in the material body of the man and 
from the marred socio-cultural and 
material relationships in which he is 
embedded . Each cries out for healing 
and restoration . 

Some in the human community 
seek to block this restoration — the 
restoring of right relationships . They 
want to silence the man’s voice, 
ordering him to be quiet . But he 
cannot be silenced and shouts out 
even more loudly . 

Jesus, on the other hand, asks 
what it is that the man seeks . 
The man responds that it is the 
restoration of his sight: “Let me see 
again” (Lk 18:41) . 

Restoration Heals Relationships
The man’s restoration is material and 
corporeal, taking place in his body . 
It catches up elements of habitat, 
human and holy . The man’s sight 
is restored and re-establishes right 
relationships in his human body . It is 
the man’s recognition of the power 
of the holy in his restoration, named 
in the gospel narrative as “faith”, that 
brings this about . 

His “faith” is expressed in the 
story’s conclusion . Habitat, human 
and holy come together . There has 
been a change in the man’s body as 
he regains his sight . And so his habitat 
is able to change . He is no longer 
confined to the edge of the road but 
is able to “follow” Jesus — a gospel 
term that designates discipleship . The 
holy is revealed through the healed 
man’s response that ripples out and 
includes that much wider group 
called “the people” .  ■

Does the blind man 
sense in the name, 

Jesus of Nazareth, that 
the holy is present and 
that this holiness can 
function interactively 
with habitat and the 

human to bring about 
change, healing and 

restoration?
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As the Lucan gospel unfolds, 
we find Jesus in the temple 
(Lk 19:45ff), drawing his 

ethical teaching to a close and 
turning readers’ attention to the 
future and to how early Christians 
might live into that future . I suspect 
we give little attention to the final 
segment of the preaching of the 
Lucan Jesus, the section we call 
apocalyptic . However John Haught 
in his recent book, Resting on the 
Future, invites us to a re-discovery of 
the biblical notion of future promise . 
He suggests that it resonates with 
the scientific understanding of an 
unfinished universe and points to a 
God who emerges out of the future 
that is unfolding up ahead of us . 

With this comes an invitation to re-
engage with the apocalyptic .

Near the Temple
The section Luke 20:45–21:11 
contains a complex mix of different 
types of narrative . But they are all 
situated in the same material location 
— Jesus is teaching in the Temple 
precinct or on the Temple Mount (Lk 
19:47; 20:1) . This context invites the 
ecological reader into the materiality 
and sociality encoded in this text . 

Jesus and his listeners are 
surrounded by the huge limestone 
blocks that had been quarried out 
of the earth, shaped and laid by 
thousands of workers who built 
the Herodian temple just decades 

before . The materiality of the 
stone and other Earth elements 
constituting the Temple, was visible 
and tangible . Not as visible was the 
experience of the workers, many of 
whom would have lost their lives in 
the building of the massive temple . 
All this is part of the fabric of the 
Lucan text . 

Standing on the pavement of 
the great stones, Jesus speaks to 
the disciples in the hearing of the 
people (Lk 20:45) thus creating a 
complex web of relationships . And 
he speaks to them about another 
group, the scribes, who may have 
been visible on the Temple mount . 
They were the ones versed in 
God’s law through the study of that 

ELAINE WAINWRIGHT shows how apocalyptic eschatology in the final 
section of Jesus’ teaching in Luke invites us to practice today what we 
want our world to be like in the future.

The Widow’s Mite
 by James Tissot . Brooklyn Museum .

READING LUKE 20:45-21:11 
ECOLOGICALLY
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law and its interpretation for the 
religious leaders and the people . 
However it is not this work that 
Jesus addresses, but rather the way 
they appropriate material elements 
for their own honour . The cloth 
constituting their long robes and 
the wood of the seats they claim 
at banquets and in the synagogue . 
It could be easy for the reader to 
miss Jesus’ strongest rebuke of the 
scribes’ conduct — they “devour” the 
houses of widows . They appropriate 
the material dwelling place of one 
of society’s most vulnerable in an 
unethical way, rendering these 
women even more at risk . Ethics is 
bound up with the material .

Gifting in the Women’s Court
This is made evident in the very 
next episode in the story . The 
location is the Women’s Court on 
the Temple mount . In the colonnade 
surrounding this court were a number 
of receptacles for offerings — some 
for specific purposes like the temple 
tax and others for general offerings to 
the Temple as gift . Here the material, 
the social and the religious interplay 
and Jesus would have seen it as he 
“looked up”, as Luke 21:1 suggests .

What the Lucan writer highlights 
is that Jesus sees, Jesus notices, 
Jesus notes . His sight opens his 
awareness to the material elements 
around him and people placing their 
gifts into the receptacles . Initially 
Jesus sees people described as “rich” 
putting in gifts and perhaps drawing 
attention to the value of their gift as 
they deposited it . But something else 
captures Jesus’ gaze . It is a woman 
described as a “poor widow” . To be 
widowed makes a woman vulnerable; 
to be poor and widowed renders this 
woman doubly so . However she is 
the one who draws Jesus’ attention 
as she puts two small copper coins 
into the treasury . Her coins come in 
their materiality, minted from Earth 
elements . Society has evaluated them 
as the least valuable of the coins . 

Jesus does not participate in 
this social evaluation process. He 
reads and interprets differently 
and his opening phrase “truly I 
tell you” functions to emphasise 
this difference. The text doesn’t 

tell us as readers the value of the 
gifts that the rich contribute. But 
Jesus evaluates the gift — it is out 
of abundance; it functions in an 
economy of abundance. Jesus’ words 
invite readers to reflect on the gift 
economy in which they participate. 
That reflection is challenged by Jesus’ 
evaluation of the widow’s gift — it is 
all she had to live on. Her two small 
copper coins are total gift.

Irish theologian, Anne Primavesi, 
emphasises the significance of gift 
within ecological thinking . She 
recognises that Earth gifts the 
human community with all they 
need to live on . This in its turn 
entails our giving for the benefit 
of others in the more-than-human 
community . It is to this that the 
poor widow turns our attention . 

Understanding Apocalyptic 
Writing
As Luke 21 continues to unfold, 
the ecological reader is drawn 
into end-time/eschatological 
imaginings, expressed in a type 
of literature called apocalyptic . 
Theologian, Catherine Keller, 
says that apocalyptic eschatology 
“does not boldly stride toward 
new worlds but rather laments the 
self-destructiveness of this world” . 
The disciples’ questions: “When 
will this be, and what will be the 
sign of your coming and of the end 
of the age?” (Lk 21:7), address the 

present of the Lucan community 
experiencing the destruction of the 
Temple, the imminent return of Jesus . 
The “end of the age” belongs to the 
future imaginary of eschatology . That 
future is in the hands of God, the 
one who goes up ahead of the Earth 
community; but it folds back into 
the present, calling that community 
into new ethical responsibility for the 
shaping of the future .

In Lk 21: 9–11, we hear described 
what has been and continues to 
be the fate of the entire Earth 
community — wars, famines, plagues 
and earthquakes . Lucan eschatology 
challenges us as contemporary 
ecological readers with a linear 
concept of time, to understand the 
cyclical concept as in the first century . 
The text invites us to see the impact 
of present actions now, not on a 
future which we envisage as distant 
and separate from ourselves in the 
now . To see the impact of what we 
are doing now as circling back on 
us now . For example, it is seeing 
the consequences of fracked earth, 
polluted waters and air, destruction 
of species and environmentally-
induced human illnesses, together 
with earthquakes, famines and 
massive destruction of apocalyptic 
proportion, now . 

Apocalyptic eschatology calls forth 
an ethic in and for the now . Catherine 
Keller says in this regard that “a 
responsible Christian eschatology 
is an ecological eschatology [which] 
motivates work — preaching, teaching, 
modelling, organising, politics, prayer 
— to save our planet” . 

Pope Francis’s most recent 
proclamation of an eighth work 
of mercy — showing mercy to our 
common home — affirms such a 
responsible Christian eschatology . It 
is calling us forward with the entire 
Earth community to create the future 
into which the God who goes before 
us is leading that community . ■

Eschatology invites us to 
see the impact of what 

we are doing now as 
circling back on us right 

now.

It is like seeing the 
consequences of fracked 

earth, polluted waters 
and air, destruction 

of species and 
environmentally-induced 

human illnesses in their 
true effects right now.
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What a rich year and how 
challenging the Year of 
Mercy has been. It has been 

marked with two proclamations that 
will shape our living of mercy into the 
future. On 18 June, 2015, as we looked 

ELAINE WAINWRIGHT points out all the players 
in the parable of the sower and invites readers to 
listen and reflect on the ecological message.

toward the Year of Mercy, Pope Francis 
promulgated Laudato Si’, an encyclical 
letter on ecology and climate. Then 
almost as a climax to the movement 
he had begun, this year on the 1st 
September, World Day of Prayer for the 

Care of Creation, the Pope pronounced 
an eighth corporal and spiritual work of 
mercy: care for our common home.

Pope Francis has invited us as Earth 
citizens with all other living beings 
with whom we share our common 

Luke 8:4 When a great crowd 
gathered and people from town after 
town came to him, Jesus said in a 
parable: 5 “A sower went out to sow 
his seed; and as he sowed, some fell 

on the path and was trampled on, and 
the birds of the air ate it up.  6 Some 
fell on the rock; and as it grew up, it 
withered for lack of moisture.  7 Some 
fell among thorns, and the thorns 

grew with it and choked it.  8 Some 
fell into good soil, and when it grew, 
it produced a hundredfold.” As he said 
this, he called out, “Let anyone with 
ears to hear listen!”            NRSV

Reading 
Luke 8:4-8 

Ecologically 
Painting: Parable of The Sower 

by Miki de Goodaboom ©. 
Used with permission.
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home, to recognise that we have an 
ethic of care for our home, an ethic of 
right relationships within the fabric of 
this home. 

We do not have to look far to 
see the effects of our failure to care: 
violent storms are ravaging many 
lands, devastating the landscape and 
endangering all living beings; precious 
resources, like water, are being wasted 
through lack of care or unethical 
usage; temperatures soar; and many 
species are threatened with extinction 
because their habitat is destroyed. The 
human community faces many ethical 
challenges in caring for our home. 

In the series of articles that I have 
contributed to Tui Motu magazine over 
the past two years, I have invited us to 
read our sacred story, our gospels, in 
a way that can shape a new mindset 
necessary for and supportive of care for 
our common home. Luke 8:4-8 provides 
a text for a new ethical reading that can 
shape the consciousness necessary to 
underpin our care for our common home.

World of the Sower
Jesus’ parable begins with a focus on 
the human character, the sower. But 
we know the sower exists within the 
rich hybridity of habitat. There are birds 
and rocks and thorns, good soil and 
pathways made by human habitants. 
The ecological reader is invited into the 
story world that holds together habitat, 
human and holy. Another way of saying 
this is that the reader is drawn into the 
ecological texture of the text. It is this 
texture that we will explore as shaping 
our new consciousness. 

The readers’ attention is drawn to the 
“sower” at the beginning of the parable. 
But the very designation associates the 
person inextricably with other material 
elements, namely “seed”. As readers, we 
are told nothing more about the sower. 
However, being attentive to elements 
encoded in the text from its origins, 
readers may imagine the sower as slave 
or tenant farmer on one of the large 
Herodian or Roman estates which were 
becoming more numerous in first century 
Galilee. On the other hand, s/he may 
have been a self-sufficient small farmer, 
member of a farming family. The sower 
would have lived attentive to seasons, 
with their rhythms of time for planting 
and for harvesting. 

Seed, Sowing and Growing
The seed itself is not identified 
specifically but is likely to be wheat 
or barley, the two most common 
agricultural products of Galilee in the 
first century. The opening words of 
the parable draw readers into the 
interconnectedness of habitat and 
human, inviting ecological readers 
to be attentive to both in text and 
contemporary context.

The parable draws the reader 
into the ecosystem or ecocycle 

of sower and s Birds take up 

the seeds eed. Weeds take up their 

groundspace

The seed seems to have been cast 
rather than carefully planted in rows 
but either way it appears to have been 
hand-sown, linking the sower intimately 
to the process of planting with the goal 
of growing grain to feed family and 
animals and to have seed for the next 
year’s planting. The pressure on first 
century Galilean farmers or tenants to 
produce abundant harvests so as to 
develop exports for the Empire also 
lurks within the world that the parable 
creates, as do similar relationships in 
many contexts today. 

The parable draws the reader into 
the ecosystem or ecocycle of sower and 
seed. Birds take up the seeds on the 
pathway so that they are fed. Weeds 
take up their groundspace so that there is 
insufficient room for the sower’s seed in 
some places. The sun, with the wind and 
the rain, elements that are not named, 
enable the seed to grow. However, if the 
root is not deep enough, some plants 
will wither under the sun and others will 
be choked out by plants that are not 
useful in the agricultural cycle (although 
they may have uses not explored in the 
parable). The seed that falls on the soil 
prepared for it, produces richly. 

All this functions metaphorically 
within the parable which captures 
a network of actants in this hybrid 

habitat—from sower, to seed, to bird, 
sun, earth/soil, weeds and thorns. The 
reader/hearer is invited into this world.

The Political Aspects
Jesus, the parable teller, and his 
audience would have known the 
agricultural system of first century 
Galilee, the importance of the soil 
and its various types for particular 
crops. They would have known too 
the prolific nature of grain, given the 
right conditions, as well as the desired 
harvest in the face of the Roman 
taxation on a small farmer’s grain or 
soil. The ancient agricultural writer 
Varro notes the variety in yields: tenfold 
in one district, fifteen in another, even 
a hundred-to-one near Gadara in Syria 
(Varro, On Agriculture 1.44.2).  

Listeners would also have been 
familiar with an alternative cosmology 
captured on a coin of Agrippa I who 
governed Judea in the first century 
(three ears laden with abundant grains 
springing from one stalk). It proclaimed 
the emperor, rather than the soil, as the 
source of abundance. The ecological 
texture of the text interweaves 
the material, the socio-cultural, the 
economic and other features.

Jesus simply presents these 
complexly woven worlds in which 
multiple actants, including the 
human, are intertwined. Two different 
cosmologies are implicitly in tension 
within the parable and the network of 
associations it creates. First there is that 
of the emperor and his representatives, 
whether a Herodian king in Galilee or 
landowners supporting the imperial 
system, who are identified as the source 
of abundance. On the other hand, the 
parable evokes a more complex system 
of interwoven elements that intersect 
in the process of sowing seed. The 
surprise is that there is an ecology that 
can produce abundance. Jesus simply 
invites reflection on, or attentiveness 
to, the richness of habitat and what 
such attentiveness will allow us to hear: 
“Let anyone with ears to hear listen!”. ■

The parable draws the 
reader into the ecosystem 
or ecocycle of sower and 
seed . . . Birds take up the 
seeds . . . Weeds take up 

their groundspace  . . . The 
sun, with the wind and the 
rain . . . The seed that falls 
on the soil prepared for it 

produces richly. 
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Reading 
Luke 1:39-56 
Ecologically 

In those days Mary set out . . . to 
a Judean town.” This well-known 
text that we call “The Visitation” 

opens readers into two significant 
ways in which the human community 
understands its place in the cosmos, 
namely time and space. So often in 
reading our biblical text, we tend to 
read over these elements as merely 
backdrop to a divine/human drama. 
In seeking to read our sacred story 
ecologically as part of developing 

Through a close reading of Luke 1:39-56 ELAINE WAINWRIGHT 
draws attention to the ecological context of the meeting of the 
pregnant women, Mary and Elizabeth.
Luke 1:39 In those days Mary 
set out and went with haste to a 
Judean town in the hill country,  40 
where she entered the house of 
Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.  
41 When Elizabeth heard Mary’s 
greeting, the child leaped in 
her womb. And Elizabeth was 
filled with the Holy Spirit 42 and 

exclaimed with a loud cry: “Blessed 
are you among women, and 
blessed is the fruit of your womb.  
43 And why has this happened 
to me, that the mother of the 
holy one comes to me?  44 For as 
soon as I heard the sound of your 
greeting, the child in my womb 
leaped for joy.  45 And blessed 

is she who believed that there 
would be a fulfillment of what 
was spoken to her by the word of 
God.”  46  And Mary said, “My soul 
magnifies my God,  47 and my spirit 
rejoices in God my Saviour . . .  56  
And Mary remained with her about 
three months and then returned to 
her home.                               NRSV

an ecological consciousness, I 
have suggested that we read not 
only for the human and holy but 
also for habitat and the profound 
interconnectedness of those three. 
They draw us into a new way of being, 
as well as a new way of reading. 

Story Unfolding in Time
The opening phrase: “In those days”, 
locates us as readers in time, one of 
the inescapable frameworks through 

which we interpret and order our 
world. The phrase would not have 
been understood by first-century 
readers/hearers as linear calendric 
days, as we do now. It would more 
likely have caught up its hearers into 
life’s processes unfolding in a spiralling 
movement rather than in linear form. 
The angel’s words to Mary: “You will 
conceive in your womb and bear a 
son” (Lk 1:31), set a process in motion 
that readers know will unfold in the 

“
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days that are forthcoming. Attentiveness to the phrase: “In 
those days”, can, therefore, invite readers into a new mode 
of conceiving and engaging with time. Our present carries in 
it what has gone before and it anticipates what will unfold in 
spiralling rather than linear mode.

Story Unfolding in Place
As readers encounter Mary setting out in haste to go to a 
Judean town in the hill country, they are reminded that our 
sacred story unfolds not only in time but also in space/place. 
In this instance, the place is an unnamed village in the Judean 
hill country surrounding Jerusalem. The Lucan narrator doesn’t 
pause even to tell readers the name of the village but the story 
cannot proceed without place/the village and all this referent 
evokes. The narrator is more concerned with what happens 
in the village, namely Mary’s entering the house of Zechariah 
and greeting Elizabeth. Just as there was no pausing over the 
identity of the village, so too the reader is moved quickly over 
the patriarchal structure of the household (it is Zechariah’s). 
The ecological reader notes the necessary critique of such a 
structure in order to prevent it from being read as norm. Here, 
however, the reader is moved on to the focal point of the 
narrative: Mary greets Elizabeth. In that action, two women 
pregnant with new life, touch and embrace.

Many beautiful images capture this embrace most 
poignantly in its bodyliness, its materiality. Each woman 
carries in her body new life at different points of gestation. 
They touch each other and in that movement each gives 
and each receives touch; they touch and they are touched. 
The material body of each conveys a message to the other, a 
message that is holy, a message that is of the holy.

Words or sound burst forth from Mary as greeting. 
Elizabeth hears, she hears the sound of the greeting. The 
narrative draws readers’ attention to a second sense—that 
of hearing. The meeting and greeting passing between these 
two women set a movement in play in the womb of Elizabeth 
— the child in her womb leaps for joy and she is filled with a 
spirit that is holy. The holy plays within the human as habitat 
in all its materiality. 

Such play of the holy continues as Elizabeth cries out: 
“Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of 
your womb.” She proclaims Mary as “blessed among women”, 
blessed among the community of women. 

In her, Elizabeth sees the holy playing among women, 
playing in places or more particularly playing among people 
where the holy was little expected because of the dominant 
patriarchal perspectives. Elizabeth also proclaims the child 
taking shape in the womb of Mary as blessed: blessed is the 
fruit of your womb. Her words turn our attention as readers 
to the materiality of the promised child in the womb of the 
mother. This in turn reminds us of Anne Elvey’s insight that 
the birth of the child signals the birth of the mother as mother. 
All of this unfolds in the body, the material body of a woman, 
habitat for the holy. 

Interrelationship of Holy, Human and Habitat
The narrative of the visitation concludes with verse Lk1: 
45:  “And blessed is she who believed that there would 
be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the word of 

God.”  The often repeated word “blessed” in this narrative 
designates a wisdom proclamation referring to those who 
are in right relationship with God (eg, Pss. 1:1; 32:1-2). For 
the ecological reader, that right relationship extends to the 
holy-human-habitat interrelationship. It is in the flesh that 
Mary has conceived. It is in her body that she has believed. 
In this same body she receives “what was spoken to her”. 

The text moves from here to the well-known Song of Mary, 
the Magnificat. It is not possible in the space of this article to 
turn an ecological lens onto this song. Rather the final words 
of this reading turn to the concluding verse of the selected 
narrative, namely Lk1: 56:  “And Mary remained with her 
about three months and then returned to her home.” 

As at the beginning of the narrative, time and place play 
within an ecological reading. Mary remains with Elizabeth 
“about three months” and then returns to her home. It is 
the material space that she left earlier to come into the 
“hill country of Judea”. It is the space within which a most 
remarkable narrative of bodies touching and being touched 
has played out and has drawn readers into the places, the 
spaces, the materiality in which the intimate relationship 
between habitat, human and holy unfolds. ■

Painting: Visitation by Bradi Barth © www.bradi-barth.org 
Used with permission
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