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Green Eyes
Reading the Bible with 

A workshop with Kendra Haloviak Valentine





Ecocriticism

▪ An approach to reading literature that intentionally 

highlights the physical and natural worlds as they 

are represented in the work.

▪ In the text, how is nature represented?

▪ In the text, what value is placed on nature, land, 

creation?

▪ In the text, what is the relationship between 

nature and its treatment by humans?





Looking at the gospel of Mark with an ecocritical lens…



• Why does Jesus destroy 2,000 pigs?

• Why do the demons want to remain in the land?

• Why does Jesus negotiate with the demons?

• Why do the demons seem to commit suicide?

• Why do the locals become deeply afraid?

“the story of the deliverance of a man becomes the 

story of the deliverance of a land” 

    – Robert A. Guelich

Some questions…



Mark 5:1-20

1They came to the other side of the sea to the land of the 

Gerasenes.  2When he [Jesus] had come out of the boat 

immediately out of the tombs there met him a man with an unclean 

spirit 3who lived in the tombs and no one and nothing could any 

longer bind him, not even with a chain; 4for often he had been 

bound with shackles and with chains but he had been able to 

wrench apart the chains and he had crushed the shackles and no 

one was strong enough to restrain him. 5Through every night and 

day in the tombs and in the mountains he was crying out and 

cutting himself with stones.  



Mark 5:1-20

6When he saw Jesus from afar he ran and fell down to worship 

him.  7Crying out with a loud voice he said:  “What have you to do 

with me, Jesus son of God the most high?  I adjure you by God, do 

not torture me.”  8For he was saying to him:  “Unclean spirit, come 

out of the man.”  9He asked him, “What is your name?”  And he 

said to him, “Legion is my name, for we are many.”  10He 

repeatedly begged him that he not send them out of the land. 



Mark 5:1-20

11Now there was on the mountain a large herd of pigs feeding.  
12They begged him saying: “Send us into the pigs so that we might 

enter them.” 13And he dismissed them.  And going out the unclean 

spirits entered into the pigs and the herd, about 2,000, charged 

down the steep bank into the sea, and drowned in the sea. 



Mark 5:1-20

14The ones who grazed them fled and reported in the city 

and in the country.  And they came to see what had 

happened.  15And they came to Jesus and saw the demon-

possessed man sitting clothed and in a right mind, the one 

who had had the legion, and they were afraid. 16The ones 

who had seen described to them what had happened to 

the demon-possessed man and concerning the pigs.  
17And they began to beg him to go away from their 

domain. 



Mark 5:1-20

18And as he was getting into the boat, the demon-

possessed man begged him that he might be with him.  
19He did not allow him, but said to him, “Go away to 

your home to your people and report to them all that 

the Lord has done, how he has shown mercy to you.”  
20And he departed and began to proclaim in the 

Decapolis all that Jesus had done for him and everyone 

marveled. 



The Sea of Galilee





For locals, land (chora) = countryside 

around cities of the Decapolis for farming

For Jews, land (chora) = outside the land of 

Israel = unclean

“other side” = Jewish side is normative



The Sea of Galilee



First century tomb
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Allocation economies – 

• Kinship communities (75-150 people)

• Subsistence agriculture – all worked the land

• Surplus avoided

• Nomadic

• Avoidance of grazing animals requiring large pasturage and water 

supplies with no benefit beyond meat

• Sheep and goats produced meat, milk and fiber and required less 

water

Extraction economies – 

• To supply non-laborers (priests, elite)

• Large surplus compulsory



Any pig husbandry would be shocking, 

especially 2,000 grazing pigs…

Ecologically unsustainable



That many pigs using that much land and water 

would be ecologically unsustainable…

What might be the reason for this situation??



Roman occupation of this region…



• Gadara (Decapolis) – Roman army ordered all youth 

killed

• Roman general kills thousands by drowning them in 

the Jordan River

• Josephus:   “Jordan could not be passed over, by 

reason of the dead bodies that were in it.”

• Gerasa (Decapolis) – killed 1,000 young men

• Josephus:  War had gone through “all the 

mountainous country, and all the plain country also.”



“Legion is my name, for we are many” (Mark 5:9)

“legion”: a division of soldiers





Mark 5:1-20

11Now there was on the mountain a large herd of pigs feeding.  
12They begged him saying: “Send us into the pigs so that we might 

enter them.” 13And he dismissed them.  And going out the unclean 

spirits entered into the pigs and the herd, about 2,000, charged 

down the steep bank into the sea, and drowned in the sea. 



Taken from an article by 

Robert Wimer





Deliverance of a man → deliverance of a land

Unclean man (Legion) → unclean land (Gentile)

Focus on the spiritual healing…

If land is ecologically unsustainable, with people’s existence 

at risk due to colonial oppression (for Mark, “demonic”)

Then… 

Deliverance of a man (Legion) → deliverance of a land 

Because of Jesus’ encounter with Legion, countless men, 

women and children will live!



“Liberating Legion: An Ecocritical, 

Postcolonial reading of Mark 5:1-20”

By Kendra Haloviak Valentine



What might a focus on the natural environment help us see as we read Scripture?

Mark’s gospel…

• Lots of wilderness scenes (chap 1) – “come to a desolate place and rest awhile” 

(Mark 6:31)

• Water as vital resource (1:4-8)

• Satan tempting Jesus – wild animals (1:12-13)

• Sea of Galilee as location – “beside the sea” (2:13)

• Grainfields (2:23)

• Outside vs. inside a house (3:31)

• Sower and other agrarian parables (chapter 4)

• Three sea crossings in Mark (4:35-41; 6:45-52; 8:13-21)

• Feeding miracles (6, 8)

• Triumphal entry descriptions (11)

• Fig tree (11, 13)

• Gethsemane (14:32-42)



Of course… the gospel of John’s 

creation imagery…

The problematic Mark 7:24-30…



Discussion…



Mark 7:24-30

But from there he [Jesus] arose and went away to the border of Tyre 

(and Sidon).  And he entered into a house.  He had wanted no one to 

know, yet he could not escape notice.  But immediately a woman 

heard about him, whose little daughter had an unclean spirit.  She 

came and fell down at his feet. Now the woman was a Greek, 

Syrophoenician by birth.  And she begged him to cast the demon out 

of her daughter.  And he said to her:  “First let the children be 

satisfied, for it is not right to take the children’s bread and throw it to 

the dogs.”  But she answered and said to him:  “Lord, even the dogs 

under the table eat the children’s crumbs.”  And he said to her:  “For 

these words you may go, the demon has left your daughter.”  And she 

went to her home and found the child lying on the bed and the demon 

had gone out.  Then he returned again from the border of Tyre…



Illuminated 

Manuscript – Book of 

Hours, by the 

Limbourg brothers 

(1412-1416)



Juan de Flandes,

 “Christ and the 

Canaanite Woman”

(1500)



Hans Leander – 

Jesus doesn’t have a problem with Gentiles or women earlier in 

the story… what is going on here?  She is a Greek from Tyre = 

an affluent, cultured city dweller (with social and economic 

power)

Her wit and wisdom:  dogs are already eating! 



Sharon Ringe – 

 - Jesus came for the poor and marginalized 

 - Nicaraguan peasants: “she must have been an  

  oppressor”

 - Woman accepts Jesus’ assessment/insult – after all, 

shouldn’t expect discipleship to be easy (8:34-38)

 - She will take the crumbs typically left for the poor

 - As a woman who is white—awareness (oppressor) 



Reading Scripture with Green Eyes…
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