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In the post flood season God begins by blessing Noah and his family (9.1) and establishing a covenant with them (9.8).  And then God does something really interesting.  God extends this covenant to all the living creatures which have tumbled out of the ark (9.10).  A bow is set in the sky as sign of God’s covenant with the earth (9.13)—the earth, did we hear that?   The earth, not just humankind, is precious to God.   In this short section we have God covenanting with humans, with animals, with the earth.  It is my assessment that these covenants God has made with earth and animals should impact how think about the land and all those creatures.  Let us first look at God’s covenant with the land.
It is quite extraordinary that a sacred book designed for a human audience God saw fit to include specific rules and regulations which pertain to non-humans.  The land, God says, is to be given a periodic rest (Lev 25.1-5).  The instruction from Leviticus is so powerful that it warrants a hearing:
The Lord spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, saying: 2Speak to the people of Israel and say to them:  When you enter the land that I am giving you, the land shall observe a sabbath for the Lord. 3For six years you shall sow your field, and for six years you shall prune your vineyard, and gather in their yield; 4but in the seventh year there shall be a sabbath of complete rest for the land, a sabbath for the Lord: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. 5You shall not reap the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your unpruned vine: it shall be a year of complete rest for the land.

We all need rest.  And, go figure, the land needs a break as well.  God has covenanted with the land to protect it.   God loves the land enough to create guidelines by which it is respectfully treated.  The land is actually God’s land.  If we do not treat the owner’s land well, new tenants may be found (Lev 25.23).   So God’s covenant with the land invites us to carefully think about our land use practices.  Third generation Christian farmer Joel Salatin has strong opinions about a theological approach to farming.  I don’t always agree with Joel, but I find his biblical and theological reflections provocative in a good way.
Any food system that depletes carbon assaults God’s pattern for ecology.  Carbon, of course, is closely related to organic matter and humus—earth dust, if you will...

What destroys humus?  Number one is tillage.  Remember the Jewish seventh-year fallow?  Perennials build soil; annuals deplete it.  On a grand scale, U.S. food policy subsidizes annuals:  corn, wheat, soybeans, sugarcane, rice, and cotton.
  Stated bluntly, U.S. farm policy encourages soil depletion.  It is anti-humus.  Anti-human.

The second thing that destroys humus is chemical fertilizers.  It burns out humus.  When the Europeans arrived on the shores of America, most agronomists believe the average organic matter was at least 8 percent.  Today, it averages 1 percent.  (37)...

One of creation’s most basic patterns is that perennials build soil; annuals use accumulated fertility in a seasonal flush of production.  That in modern times we think we can circumvent this pattern, take the herbivores off the land, plow up the perennials indefinitely, and substitute with chemicals is an insult to God’s pattern.


Here in the Shenandoah Valley where we live, the European settlers displaced the Native Americans and plowed up the entire area’s tall grasslands and converted them into grain production.  What had been a silv-pasture of eight-foot grass among intermingled trees become a plowed “breadbasket of the Confederacy,”...During that 150 years, some three to eight feet of topsoil washed off these fields, exposing shale and limestone rock that still dominate the pastures today even a hundred years after the breadbasket moved west.

Where were the sermons in those Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, and Anglican churches of that day, decrying the land’s degradation?  Those farmers happily turned creation’s wealth into cash, putting it dutifully into missionary offerings while they destroyed their fields and yards.  Is it any wonder the environmentalists view Christians with disdain?...   Leaving the land better than they found it.  Is that not the test of stewardship?...When we came to our farm in 1961, it would scarcely support twenty cows.  Today it supports one hundred.  That is not bragging; it’s a testament to the healing ability of nature under proper care.

If you wish to read more I have Joel Salatin’s book which describes his land management and economic marketing practices which have enabled him to enrich the earth, make a living, and support his community.  His asks hard questions of those who work the land, policy makers, and consumers.  As consumers we have a responsibility to ask how it is our food is grown and to eat conscientiously.  As voters we have responsibility to ask questions of politicians who make farm policy.  As tillers of soil we have a responsibility to increase its fertility for future generations.
God has not only covenanted with the humankind and with the land, but also with “all living creatures”.  Again, we find regulations and rules in the Torah which pertain to plants and animals.  Fruit trees are not to be cut down (Dt 20.19).  Donkey, oxen, and birds are give protection (Dt 22.4-6).  A treading ox should not be muzzled (Dt 25.4).  Ps 36.6 says that God saves humans and animals alike.   God cares about the grass, ravens and horses (Ps 147.8-10).  And then we have a multitude of Psalms in which the created order breaks for in songs of praise to God:  meadows and valleys shout for joy (65.12-13), all flesh will bless God's name (145.21), mountains / fruit trees /cedars/ wild animals / creeping things / cattle / flying birds / sea monsters / fire / hail are instructed to praise (148.7-10).  And listen to the words God gives to the people Israel through the prophet Hosea as a time of restoration is envisioned:  “I will make for you a covenant on that day with the wild animals, the birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground” (Hos 2.18).  It is LORD’s design that humankind and all flesh will have a covenant with each other.
In addition to cattle, pigs, and vegetables, Joel Salatin raises chickens.  He raises his animals respectfully, he butchers them compassionately, he eats them mindfully.  And he takes issue with those who do not extend respect, compassion and mindfulness to God’s creatures of the covenant.   Comparing his free range chicken operation with factory chicken farms he writes,

Our pastured chickens don’t get high-pathogen salmonella or avian influenza.  As far as I know, based on every sample and every study to date, pastured poultry is immune to these industrial-strain diseases...That is not a small distinction.  It’s a similar distinction to the one we see when we measure the nutritional differences between an egg from a pasturerd chicken and one locked up in a secure factory farm... I would suggest that the pastured model frees up the chicken—and the egg—to be all they can be.  To be physiologically perfected, to express their glory in fullness...


This is truly a fascinating discussion because it exposes the hypocrisy of the industrial food movement, which is fundamentally about control.  But in pursuing control, they actually create a system of bondage.  To what?  To pharmaceuticals.  To energy to pour the concrete and run the fans and haul manure.  To lawyers to protect them from nuisance and pollution suits as a result of their toxic factory houses and externalized damages.  To lobbyists who must pass Right to Farm laws to protect their obnoxious stink and pollution from nauseated and distraught neighbors.  To more lobbyists who convince legislators it should be illegal for anyone to take pictures of these despicable factory houses with the intent to expose the filth and abuse contained therein....


On our farm, we have a 24/7/365 open-door policy for anyone to come from anywhere in the world at any time to see anything unannounced.  Do you know how liberating it is to not live in fear that someone will see something reprehensible?  That we’ll need a bevy of attorneys to protect us from a wronged neighbour?  That our animals have such great immune systems that we don’t worry about a red-winged blackbird bringing in a disease and wiping out our livelihood?

At this point I think it is fair to disclose that I have and will eat chicken wings (with Buffalo sauce thank-you).  Dry ribs are one of my favorite pub foods.  And I must confess that I was raised on a farm which had confinement beef and hog lots with all the pharmaceuticals he describes.  Our family operation also grievously exploited the land along with the ogallala aquifer.  We applied fertilizers, insecticides, and herbicides which have hurt creatures and creation.   I didn’t enjoy the chemicals and vaccines, but I did the work.  We benefitted greatly from the system, but the community has not.  Nor the animals.  Nor the land.  Maybe because I come from such a place and know the challenges in which many farmers find themselves, I do not speak as sharply as Joel Salatin.  And yet I think we can do better.  Christians can do better.
Respect, compassion and mindfulness towards the earth and its creatures is a part of our biblical story.  God’s covenant with them must be part of our theology and inform our discipleship.  Owing these values in action can be a powerful antidote to the unprincipled pursuit for extreme wealth which drives the factory farming business.   Independent of government grants we can come up with economic systems and partnerships which allow smaller scale ecological farmers to succeed.  Jared’s Chain Reaction, Innovative Prairie Farm Familes (who sell their product here the third Thursday of every month), community gardens are examples of this in action.   We can shop conscientiously for our food.  We can eat conscientiously.  What if, in fact, we committed to a meatless Monday to ease up methane production and water reduction?  In the same vein what if we gave up meat or dairy for Lent?  We can change our behaviours even as we advocate for systemic change within the political realm.  We can support farmers and gardeners who wish to transition their operations.  And we dare not turn our backs on Christians who can not, or will not, modify their practices.  And we dare not lose sight of the poorest among us who can not modify their practices as they simply can not afford the cheapest food available.  

I have one last covenantal observation before I offer a closing word which is considerably softer than my message so far.  Three times in the book of Deuteronomy “heaven and earth” are invoked as a witness as to how well we are abiding by the covenant (4.26, 30.19, and 31.28).  If we fail to abide with the covenants and contracts God has made, heaven and earth will give witness.  The earth is watching.  The heavens are watching.  We need to know that as we interact with animals and the land.  That may sound like crazy talk to some, but that is the story we find in our sacred texts.
In closing, I recently read an article by a Mennonite pastor which combines covenant and communion.  I thought this a fitting way to close because covenants are about living in communion.  The link between covenant and communion was a primary point of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  Reflecting on the bread remaining after a communion service Melissa Bixler writes,
Sometimes, when the weather is good, we take the leftovers outside.  The children follow me, and I tell them that we can give the bread to the birds.  I let them break the half-eaten loaves into little pieces, specks of bread that we spread out in the yard for the cardinals and bluebirds.  We run through the grass with the crumbs.  

“I will make for you a covenant on that day,” says Hosea, “with the wild animals, the birds of the air, and the creeping things of the ground.”  A covenant with bird and worms—a covenant that is meant for us.  As the birds peck at the ground, taking holy love into their winged bodies, I sense Hosea here with us.  he laughs as he tosses out bread crumbs, bending down to see the whole world graced.  This is the covenant of bread, crumbs under foot, now crushed and broken; this is the ordinary body of Christ, the common body on the cross, now food for the breadth of creation.

Hosea says this is a covenant that tells of the day when swords and shields, buzzing drones and suicide bombers, will be abolished from among us.  I believe all of this to be true, for a moment.

The mysteries of the bread have taught me that we always have more than enough:  enough for sparrows and children, for hospital beds and nursing homes, for postpartum mothers and sick teenagers.  We have enough for the trees and for strangers, enough for roses and for one another.  Here, the holy purpose the bread has served is also a covenant formed around and within us, God’s life in the roots of trees and the bellies of birds.  There is enough for the entire world—trails of crumbs infusing all of it with the sacred love of God.

Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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