
WHAT IF THE EARTH WERE GOD?


What a week we’ve had! Storm clouds all over the place. Here’s a silver lining, of sorts 
- the environment. It’s been better, at least for a few seconds.  As the economy’s taken 
a snooze, formerly smog-beset Angelenos have gazed out at mountain vistas they’ve 
never seen before. Dolphins and swans are reported swimming in turquoise-hued 
Venice canals! Fake news, it turns out, but hopeful nevertheless. At least for a while, 
our usual quotient of toxic fossil fuels remain safely stowed underground. The air, the 
water . . . there’s been a respite - a vision of what could be a new world we inhabit . . . 
a cleaner world that many of us have barely dared to hope for. 


This past Earth Day while I was enjoying what’s almost sure to be our temporary detox, 
I thought of how so much of religious tradition sees the activist hand of God controlling 
the events of people and nature. There’s a being up there somewhere, so many believe 
- usually cast as male - and he reads our minds, pulls our puppet strings, controls the 
weather . . . and judges us. Seeing God that way has been a part of religion from the 
get-go. I’ve long imagined the myths in Genesis arising out of mid-eastern nomads 
sitting around their campfires and pondering, where did all this come from? How do we 
explain it - the sun and moon and stars, the creatures we hunt or fear, the weather, our 
friends and enemies, our differences and similarities . . . our passions?


However we may characterize the theology that emerged from those musings - my 
cynical side edges towards calling it projection - it’s continued down the ages through 
prophetic interpretations of signs and wonders, in parables of mustard seeds and 
harvests, right down to the present, where, not for the first time, it’s been coopted by 
charlatans, bigots and snake oil purveyors who’ve gained power and fortune by 
claiming insight into so called acts of God. 


They’ve called hurricanes like Katrina and Sandy or floods, earthquakes, and 
volcanoes the vengeful acts of a puritanical God who, on reflection, seems strangely 
obsessed with sex. I wouldn’t be the first to note how that same activist God doesn’t 
appear to be all that taken with, say, the more benign Sermon on the Mount, whose 
blessings of peacemakers and mourners, the meek, the sick and suffering and those 
who care for prisoners are seen as nothing but sentimental claptrap. In this ersatz 
theology, the commandments to love one another unsparingly or the lesson of the 
Good Samaritan’s true neighborliness - all that LIBERAL stuff holds no interest for God, 
inspires no intervention, excites no passion . . . in fact doesn’t seem worth mentioning. 


I could go on with how self-styled evangelists and false prophets have perverted a 
once uplifting religious narrative for their own exploitive ends, and how susceptible and 
fearful people by the millions have drunk their kool aid; but then you could probably tell 
that same story just as well. I figure I’m preaching to the choir here. 


So instead, I’d like to play a bit with their conceit - with this notion that there’s a God 
who actively intercedes in our affairs, a God who plays favorites, who’s eager to cull 
out the chaff from the wheat. 




But to get there I’ll first turn to the great science writer, Lewis Thomas, the former 
Chancellor of Memorial Sloan-Kettering Hospital and 1974 winner of the National Book 
Award for his seminal book, Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher. Back in the late 
70s, I attended a remarkable lecture Thomas gave in which he used slides of ants, 
termites and other community-oriented creatures to build to his point - that the 
biological characteristic that distinguishes human beings from every other living being 
isn’t what we may think - it’s our enormous capacity to make MISTAKES - something 
that nothing else in nature approaches. 


That capacity is, of course, a mixed blessing. Making mistakes is rarely something we 
enjoy, but, as Thomas pointed out, mistakes can free us to write our own codes, to 
grow and learn, to employ trial and error, the precursor of logic . . . to invent and 
imagine . . . even, I suppose, to laugh at ourselves. 


There’s another Lewis Thomas insight that made a lasting impression on me - this in an 
op-ed piece in the New York Times in which he rhapsodized about gazing at the photo 
of the earth taken from the moon by Apollo astronauts. What he said has undoubtedly 
been noted by others, but for me his stature as a revered scientist gave deep meaning 
to his observation that what that photo showed was patently obvious even if all along 
we’d been blind to it - THE EARTH IS ALIVE! It commands more love and respect than 
we give it. 


I imagine that the original question theology raises is did God create us or did we 
create God? (I’m going to ignore a friend’s conviction that there’s always a third 
choice). I have my answer. I’m pretty much convinced that all concepts of God arise 
out of human minds and hearts - out of our hopes and fears about mortality and death 
- out of the alluring but unsolved mysteries of love and spirituality - maybe out of our 
need for authoritative moral codes to survive and coexist - perhaps out of our 
individual and collective discomfort with doubt and uncertainty. 


Why ever and however God is created by human beings, I’m not the only one to 
suggest that without our life, human life, there’d be no God - a heretical belief in many 
religious circles for sure, but I’d guess one that’s not all that uncommon if we look 
deeply enough. 


So here’s my thought: what if what I just said about human life and God could just as 
well be said, be true, about the world and God? What if, just as we, the human race, 
created God, so has that other living, sentient being - the world? And what if the 
world’s God isn’t concerned with petty obsessions like arbitrary codes of morality 
rising out of human biases and other mistaken behavior? What if, instead, our divine 
planet is focused not on us but itself, on the entire biosphere’s survival and health and 
need for a fruitful future?


I imagine I’m venturing off into paganism or animism or some other kind of heretical 
ism here. I certainly hope I am, because I think the current crop of human religionism is 



not only failing the planet but failing its own framers. And even though it may be too 
farfetched for skeptical minds, I think the conceit of viewing the world as speaking for 
itself with divine authority has some useful insight and guidance to offer us. Our divine 
planet is calling to us. 


And we hear it, don’t we? I imagine there isn’t even one of us who hasn’t in one way or 
another decried the spoiling of the environment, who hasn’t wished we could live 
together in less oppressive and bellicose ways, who hasn’t worried at the current mass 
extinction of our fellow species, and who hasn’t despaired at the countless ways 
humankind falls distressingly short of our ideals. Not that I have any creds as a 
prophet, but for years, decades, I’ve thought that, despite our utopian hopes, the only 
way out of the problems of overpopulation, pollution, global warming and the rest of 
the mess we’ve created would either be widespread, horrific war or, here you have it  - 
plague, the planet’s payback. 


And so, as I behold the pandemic that greets me at my waking these days, I’ve thought 
of flirting with a new faith. I’ve considered if not exactly worshipping then at least 
beholding in awe the terrible workings of the earth, personified as an activist Mother 
Nature - the antithesis of that vengeful, Puritanical, power-hungry, misogynistic male 
God whose pollution-worshipping followers have declared war on my Earth God’s 
creation. 


And already I have to say I’m not entirely happy with my new God. I’d like her to stop, 
or at least moderate, the ravages of her vengeance on our profligacy and greed and 
cold-heartedness and reckless disdain for stewardship of the earth. I take issue with 
her tactics, especially this pandemic, which is no longer something I can only smugly 
imagine but rather a thing which consumes my anxieties every day.  This God tries very 
hard to lead us down the right path, and even now she’s holding up a reminder of how 
beautiful a more nature-friendly world can be, for which I’m grateful . . . but I wish she 
hadn’t chosen this plague as her means of finally saying, “ENOUGH”! I question her 
choices. Why nursing homes? Why prisoners? Why hard working meatpackers? Why 
more poor minorities than well-situated gringos like me? If people have to get sick and 
die, why not more suitable candidates?


And once I hop onto that slippery slope, the slope of choosing who deserves 
condemnation and who doesn’t, I’m faced with the truly awful thought that my 
theology of the earth as God risks putting me in the same place as extremists, 
evangelicals, fundamentalists and every other murderously judgmental fool. Sophie’s 
Choice on steroids looms over my arrogance. This conceit of finding God where I 
choose to find her is a perilous game. 


So maybe before I try to convince you that we should interpret Covid-19 in the same 
way that Moses interpreted the locusts and frogs, we could all take a step back and, 
without any apotheosis at all, try to discern how whatever our collective human 
endeavors have wrought, we’ve all had a role in digging our own graves. We’ve all been 



mistakenly reckless, inconsiderate . . .  insufficiently loving and supportive, especially 
towards those with whom we disagree and those who enjoy no privilege. 


The earth is alive, and the earth is groaning in protest of all our tragically mistaken 
abuses, but the retribution it’s inflicting on us isn’t divine in nature. No, it couldn’t be 
more human. And here’s the thing the proselytizers and cynics and greed-mongers of 
the world never seem to get. What we’re suffering, and what we’re threatened by, isn’t 
about us humans vs. them humans. It’s just about us - all of us fellow travelers dwelling 
for a spell on what a prayer book I used to use has called “this fragile earth, our island 
home”. 


God help us all to live, judiciously and charitably, with that truth.  



