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Clarifying the relationship between faith and the preferential options for the poor and the
earth is vital to the work of contemporary Catholic theology.1 But the theologian must go farther
and also seek to historicize that relation. In other words, the theologian’s talk of God must not
simply explain the connection between faith and those options in the abstract; it must also speak
about how these preferences for the poor and the earth might be made manifest within the
present context of the global politico-ecological emergency. In so doing, theology can orient and
energize communities of faith by responding to the “cries” of the environment and the
impoverished and, thereby, help secure a sustainable future. In what follows, I consider how
Catholic theology might fulfill this ambitious agenda. Throughout, I draw on two key sources:
the work of Gustavo Gutiérrez, one of contemporary theology’s most prominent articulators of
the concept of the option for the poor, and Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’.
The Preferential Option
Since the time of the Second Vatican Council, the term “preferential option for the poor”
has become ubiquitous in Roman Catholic theological and ethical discourse. In brief, this term
expresses the view that the work of confronting, unmasking, and repairing the ways that deathdealing poverty marks the world is intrinsic to the life of faith.2 The preferential option for the
poor, then, orients communities of faith toward ways of living in solidarity with poor,
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marginalized, and oppressed persons in the world. In his work, Gutiérrez locates the option at the
heart of Christian faith. Indeed, he asserts that, for Christians, “the option for the poor arises
from faith in Jesus Christ.”3 Gutiérrez can make this claim, it is worth observing, because the
symbols and narratives that form the Christian religious imagination—from exodus, to Jesus’
proclamation of the reign of God, to the lives of the saints—all testify to the view that God is one
who hears and responds to the cry of the poor.
In recent years, there has been a growing tendency within Catholic discourse to affirm the
need to proclaim not only a preferential option for the poor but also a preferential option for the
earth.4 The call to embrace the option for the earth, which is articulated most fully in Laudato
Si’, stems from the acknowledgement that nonhuman creation and the eco-systems they coconstitute with humans have their own inherent value and integrity—value and integrity that
humans must learn to discern and respect. Moreover, it also has become clear that the
preferential option for the poor cannot be properly understood apart from a broader ethic of
creation care. That is because the deleterious effects of ecological degradation are not evenly
distributed across human populations. Instead, the poor are forced to bear a disproportionate
burden of these costs.5 Thus as Pope Francis writes, “Today…we have to realize that a true
ecological approach…must integrate questions of justice in debates on the environment, so as to
hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor” (no. 49).6 In the same way, he maintains,
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“strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity
to the excluded, and at the same time protecting nature” (no. 139).
Nonetheless, the theological grounding for this ecological option is less developed within
the modern Catholic religious imagination than is the option for the poor—and its place within
the tradition is comparatively less obvious and secure. For many, the option for the earth appears
peripheral of the life of faith. This is because the symbols and narratives of the Christian faith
that, in their interpretation, have proven so hospitable to grounding the option for the poor, can
appear disconnected from the option for the earth. It is often unclear to modern communities of
faith that the exodus, the reign of God, or the lives of the saints have anything to do with care for
creation. Thus, as theology clarifies the relationship between faith and the options for the earth
and poor it is vital that this discourse retrieves, reinterprets, and reconstructs its religious
symbols and narratives in ways that establish the foundations for not only the option for the poor
but also the option for the earth. In so doing, it can help to place care for creation at the heart of
the life of faith.
Retrieving the Symbol of Imago Dei
At this point, it may be helpful to consider one concrete example of the interpretive and
constructive theological work I call for. Consider the theological claim that the human person is
created in the image of God—the theological symbol of imago Dei. In the Bible, the most
prominent reference to imago Dei is found in the first creation narrative of Genesis. There, one
finds the human person is explicitly described as being created in “the image and likeness of
God” (Gen. 1:26). This claim has had an important history within the Catholic tradition. For
centuries it has been used to defend the dignity of the human person. Likewise, in the second half
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of the twentieth century imago Dei has provided similar theological and ethical warrant for
grounding the preferential option for the poor.
In recent decades, however, the symbol of imago Dei has come under attack for a number
of reasons. For my purposes here, the most pertinent concern is that the symbol can be used to
sanction a destructively anthropocentric worldview in which the human person is accorded
dignity over and against nonhuman creation. This concern appears to be underscored by the
divine command in Genesis 1 for the human to “subdue” the earth and exercise “dominion”
among its living creatures (Gen. 1:28). In the traditional way of conceiving imago Dei, then, this
symbol seemingly places the option for the poor in an agonistic relationship to the option for the
earth. It functions to affirm the dignity of the human person but simultaneously appears to
provide warrant for the human domination of the earth. For this reason, Mary Catherine Hilkert
worries that imago Dei has become a “threatened symbol,” one that might prove difficult to
retrieve fruitfully within the present context of ecological emergency.7 In order to identify how
the symbol of imago Dei might continue to be employed productively for the Christian
imagination at this moment of urgency, I turn to the second creation narrative in Genesis—the
narrative of the garden of Eden. There, a careful reading of the text surfaces an implicit imago
Dei anthropology, but one that binds together the options for the earth and poor.
In the second chapter of Genesis, God calls the human person to “cultivate and care” for
the garden (Gen. 2:15).8 God calls the human person to utilize her agential capacity in working
with creation. This agency, however, is necessarily informed by an ethos of care and
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preservation. Indeed, this view is further reinforced when one observes that, in 2:15, the Hebrew
term for “cultivate” (’ābad) can also be translated as “serve.” As Ellen Davis writes, ‘ābad
connotes “working for the garden soil, serving its needs.”9 Moreover, the vocation given in
2:15—what I term the symbolic vocation of “gardener”—suggests that the loves of God,
neighbor, and earth are intimately interconnected. As Theodore Hiebert argues, the implicit
object of the human person’s cultivation and care is the garden’s arable soil.10 Here, however, we
can note that, in Genesis 2, God fashions the creatures of the earth and sky, including the human
person, out of this arable soil. It is reasonable, then, to interpret the object of service and care not
simply as “the soil” but rather as “the soil and all that comes from the soil.” Thus, in responding
properly to God’s call, the human person cares for both neighbor and earth. These three objects
of human love (God, neighbor, and earth) are inextricably interconnected. Love of God is
expressed through love of neighbor and earth, with neighbor and earth as closely related as the
human is to the soil. What emerges in Genesis 2 is the view that the human person is created by
God to live in communion with God, neighbor, and earth, and that the divinely sanctioned
vocation of gardener is meant to sustain this threefold sense of communion.
Most strikingly, the second creation narrative of Genesis implicitly presents the
gardener’s role as constitutive of imago Dei. In Genesis 2, God is imaged as the first Gardener.
God is the one who plants the garden and makes the fruit-bearing trees grow in it. Thus, within
the semiotic landscape of the Yahwist’s creation narrative, the human person comes to inhabit
imago Dei God most fully precisely through serving and caring for the garden of the earth. The
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gardener is the image of God. On this interpretation of the symbol, then, imago Dei provides
clear warrant for both the option for the earth and poor. Indeed, the implicit imago Dei
anthropology of Genesis 2 indicates that these options are entwined and intrinsic to the life of
faith.
Historicizing the Options and the Symbols
As I suggested at the start, the work of interpreting the symbols and narratives of
religious faith (such as imago Dei) in order to ground the preferential options for the earth and
poor is a necessary but insufficient task for theology. The discipline of theology must also bring
the symbols and narratives of faith into contact with historical reality. More precisely, theology
must utilize its (reinterpreted) symbols and narratives both to judge reality and to clarify the
concrete demands of making the option for the earth and poor in the world. Here, I return to
Gutiérrez, whose own work to historicize the option for the poor can prove instructive for
contemporary theology.
Gutiérrez historicizes the option for the poor in two key ways. First, he locates the option
against the background of the brutal legacy of Western colonial plunder. For centuries, and
through varying means, the colonial powers of Europe appropriated the wealth and resources of
the geographic regions at the periphery of the colonial system in order to secure and enhance
their own economic and political status. The plunder of the Global South, itself an inherently
violent act, required multiple forms of violence to secure its continued existence. Violent
repression and the domination of entire peoples accompanied the plunder.11 For Gutiérrez, the
demands of the preferential option for the poor necessitate an honest confrontation with the
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legacy of colonial plunder which has given rise to poverty throughout Latin America and other
places within the Global South.
Second, in calling for the preferential option for the poor to be made manifest in history,
Gutiérrez scrutinizes his own global geo-political context with a hermeneutic of suspicion.
Specifically, he found that the project of developmentalism in the twentieth century, which was
ostensibly oriented toward remediating the enormities of the colonial project, was actually neocolonial in nature. Rather than alleviating colonial injustice, the development project perpetuated
the conditions of death-dealing poverty throughout Latin America Africa, and South Asia. Along
these lines, Gutiérrez argued that the rhetoric of “development” and “modernization” obfuscated
the true nature of development. According to him, this rhetoric served to legitimize a project that
was “synonymous with timid measures, really ineffective in the long run and counterproductive
to achieving a real transformation.”12 In short, Gutiérrez found that the development project
could not be properly associated with the preferential option for the poor. Rather, the preferential
option for the poor required a radical break from this project.
To be sure, much of Gutiérrez’s engagement with the discourses of sociology and
political economy have been regarded as controversial. Without attempting to adjudicate these
controversies here, I suggest that his two basic intuitions are nonetheless enlightening for
contemporary communities of faith that seek to make manifest the preferential options for the
earth and poor. Following Gutiérrez’s lead, one can affirm that ethical analyses of the earth and
the poor, especially within the global context, must try to clarify their meaning in relation to the
history of colonial plunder. As Pope Francis acknowledges in Laudato Si’, a “true ecological
debt” exists between the Global North and South. This debt has its roots in the extractive
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colonial economies that were first put into place with the Spanish economienda system. As is
now clear, colonial and neo-colonial extractivism have resulted in the exploitation not simply of
human persons, but of “the soil and all that comes from the soil.” Eduardo Galleano captures this
reality well as he reflects upon the experience of Latin America within the modern world:
Everything, from the discovery until our times, has always been transmuted into
European—or later United States—capital, and as such has accumulated in distant
centers of power. Everything: the soil, its fruits and its mineral-rich depths, the
people and their capacity to work and to consume, natural resources and human
resources. Production methods and class structure have been successively
determined from outside for each area by meshing it into the universal gearbox of
capitalism.”13
Any serious attempt at clarifying the demands that the interrelated options for the earth and poor
make in the contemporary world must take seriously the legacy of colonial extractivism.
Likewise, and again following Gutiérrez’s lead, any analysis that seeks to elucidate the
demands of the options for the earth and poor should approach the global political context with a
hermeneutic of suspicion. These analyses would do well to caste a suspicious eye toward the
most recent iteration of development discourse: namely “sustainable” development and
“ecological” modernization. When the term sustainable development was first used in the United
Nation’s 1987 Brundlandt Report, it acknowledged that “painful choices” would have to be made
in order to sustain the flourishing of life on Earth.14 It is notable, then, that this acknowledgement
has vanished from contemporary discussions of sustainability. Instead of wrestling with the
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difficult moral trade-offs, the discourse of sustainable development is now predominantly
couched in terms of win-win scenarios.15
The shift in discourse from “painful choices” to “win-win scenarios” should arouse
misgivings. The respective works of Leslie Sklair, Michael Goldman, and Gilbert Rist all suggest
that this change in the discourse of sustainable development suggests the discourse has been
captured by hegemonic interests whose priority is not to sustain the resilience capacity of the
earth but ensure the exploitation of the earth—and secure ever increasing amounts of wealth.16
Along these lines, ethicist Stephen Gardiner’s analysis of the global community’s response to the
threat of climate change finds that the response has been plagued by a moral corruption that
minimizes or denies the irreparable harm being done to the earth.17 In Laudato Si’, Pope Francis
shares these concerns, warning that the contemporary globalization project promotes a “false or
superficial [political] ecology which bolsters complacency and a cheerful recklessness” (no. 59)
about the eco-social crisis. From this perspective, then, the projects legitimized by the language
of sustainable development stand in tension with the demands of the preferential options for the
earth and poor. These projects must continue to be scrutinized in order to more fully understand
what it means to enact the options for the earth and poor.
In both relocating the preferential options for the earth and poor at the heart of faith, and
historicizing these options, theology can help to orient communities of faith to the vital tasks of
responding to the cries of the earth and poor in the present politico-ecological emergency.
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