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Mixed Farming by
Covenant Renewal

Part 1: On Reconstructing Agriculture
by Angus R. McGillivery

For the Christian there is an equal ultimacy of thought and practice, of saying and
doing, of lip and life, of preaching and sacramental practice. As a result, any discus-
sion of the restoration of Christian civilization may not simply consist of how Chris-
tian doctrine differs from its challenging counterfeit and antithetical adversaries in
the areas of theology and understanding — be it dogmatics, economics, politics, or
aesthetics; it must also include an examination of practice.

This essay on the reconstruction of agriculture is a report
on a work in progress: the practice of a mixed farm’s produc-
tion process at this point in time. The first part of this series
paints in broad brush strokes some important preliminaries
to a consideration of such a practice, and in particular, to a
Biblical pattern of productive activity taking place over time.
The second part enhances and highlights some of the re-cre-
ation patterns and covenant sequences that give this agricul-
tural structure of production its distinctive sabbatical hue.

production so that the factors of production — land, labour,
and capital — are recombined in an economically optimum
production mix.

Since it is ethics, not productivity nor profitability, nor
demand and supply, nor growth and development as such,
that determines the legitimacy of such recombinations, the
restructuring of productive activities should be in conformity
to Biblical revelation. For it is ethical conformity to God’s
infallibly inscripturated revelation which over time produces
the continuity of growth and development that enables rising
productivity and increasing returns to be realized. Indeed, it
is ethical conformity which enables change to occur within a
framework of historical continuity: the ethical continuity of
covenantal dominion.

Change, Ethical Continuity, and Dominion

Declining productivity and diminishing returns are a pre-
lude to change. They herald the limits of scarcity and an-
nounce that the limits of productivity of a particular
production process have been reached. When, for instance, a

farm’s soil fertility and soil structure reaches its productive Historically, the progressive and rhythmical patterns of

limit, adding more complementary factors of production, such
as more fertilizers, will not prevent output per unit of input
from declining. Indeed, if the soil is depleted and extended
beyond its limits, such additions will just intensify the decline
in fertility and kindle the threat of soil exhaustion and land
degradation. To replenish and to restore the soil, and to
sustain the agricultural use and development of the land, it
is imperative that changes are made to the farm’s structure of

declining agricultural and pastoral productivity and restruc-
tured production processes have led to the development of
modern mixed farming structures of production in which
arable agriculture and animal husbandry are combined in a
structure of production which is analogous to the complex
and diverse structure of production that characterizes a mod-
ern capital-using, market-oriented economy.* Since we live in
a personal and theocentric world, a mixed farm’s structure of
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production will demonstrate the inescapable relationship be-

tween ethics and dominion.” Furthermore, since dominion is
covenantal,” a mixed farm’s structure of production will
render visible the covenant sequences that God patterned for
man to imitate as His covenantally subordinate image bear-
ers.” Even corrupted structures and processes of degeneration
and degradation reveal God’s "rite for life" &

Changes to a farm’s structure of production should, there-
fore, enhance and comprehensively extend the dominion cov-
enant and its corollary, the ecological covenant;® and they
should thereby implement the progressive and comprehensive
gr{)wt}10 of the New Covenant Kingdom under the Old Cre-
ation.

Ethics and the Production Processes

The renowned agricultural production process or se-
quence of productive stages known as a rotation is an exem-
plification of such considerations. In his sociological research
on the interrelations between social change and the structure
of modern farming in England, Howard Newby considers the
structure of mixed farming from the perspective of production
processes. He finds that “English farming represents a patch-
work of farming methods and ways of life” quilted together
by the practice of rotation; Newby comments:

Basic farming axioms like the rotation of crops represented
not only methods of production but almost moral principles
from which the farmer ventured at his peril. In one sense
all agriculture was a rotation since farmers were aware of
the necessity to adopt a symmetrical pattern of farming
which would automatically replenish the land with what-
ever nutrients were taken from it. This applied as much to
pasture as to tillage, although the most famous rotation -
the ‘Norfolk four-course’ - was developed in the eastern
counties to form the basis of the cereals-and-sheep high
farming which predominated down to the First World War
and beyond. Rotations like this were an integral part of
farming lore and many landlords insisted upon their use by
their tenants.!!

Even though Newby conceives morality as just an integral
part of, rather than the foundation of, the cultural patterns of
dominion typified by this particular agricultural production
process, he cannot escape — and commendably acknowl-
edges — that moral principles are institutionally expressed or
enacted in production processes, such as agricultural rota-

lion to the absolute, objective standards of God’s written
revelation to man. They speak of the inescapable relationship
between ethics and dominion and thereby witness to whether
“men are either self-consciously under God and over nature,

or else . . . self-consciously in rebellion against God and under
nature.”'3

Such a view of man’s ethical relation to God’s creation
brings the practice of farming into focus as an ethical law-
order process of production rather than a natural law-order
process of production:

If you walk in My statutes and keep My commandments so
as to carry them out, then I shall give you rains in their
season, so that the land will yield its produce and the trees
of the field will bear their fruit. Indeed, your threshing will
last for you until grape gathering, and grape gathering will
last until sowing time. You will thus eat your food to the
full and live securely in your land. (Leviticus 26: 3-5; NASB)

An ethical view of production processes and cause-and-ef-
fect relations also enables a farmer’s calling to be compre-
hended in terms of man’s covenantal authority over nature in
a world of covenantal law; rather than in terms of man being
a facilitator under nature assisting the “laws of nature” to
achieve an autonomous “balance of nature” in an amoral,
chance-oriented, timeless world. Furthermore, such a view
also enables a farmer to more self-consciously comprehend
and then practically apply the implications of the primacy of
the covenantal relationship between God and man which
entails the primacy of God’s moral law over “natural law”,'*
Indeed, because nature is not normative, it cannot be a stan-
dard; hence: “these laws which govern nature are not there-
fore laws of nature but laws over nature”.'®

Moreover, because nature displays God and acts as God’s
curse or wrath-prosecuting agent to covenantally disobedient
humanity,'® the primacy of God’s moral law also entails that
“Nature fights man or co-operates with man in terms of
mankind’s ethical battle against God or co-operation with
God. . . . If mankind rebels against God, then nature will rebel
against mankind”.!” A farmer’s covenantal obedience to God'’s
moral law is, therefore, an agricultural imperative; for God’s
moral law and His covenantal law-order are both an ethical
foundation of agricultural theory and practice and a tool of
agricultural dominion.'® They enable a farmer to apply the
covenant to creation and transform it in light of Christ’s com-

tions.'? Such processes are either in conformity to or in rebel-  prehensive redemption.
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Comprehensive Redemption, Liturgy,
and History

When a farmer is confronted with the need to restructure
his production process, he should then construe his covenan-
tal service in terms of working out the implications of Christ’s
comprehensive redemption in the actual, historic circum-
stances in which God in His sovereign purpose has placed
him.?® This will involve patience to await God’s time to ac-
quire the wisdom that “comes from years of experience mixed
with faithful righteous living under the revealed law of
God.”*! Such wisdom should indicate that whilst the Bible is
indeed a covenantal book for all of life, it is also “centrally
concerned with matters of redemption and worship, for these
are the foundation stones of all the rest of culture”.”? And
given that the “most important moral laws are the laws per-
taining to worship, how men interface directly with God”%,
a farmer’s covenantal faithfulness under the revealed law of
God should demonstrate a covenantal application of domin-
ion that emphasizes the centrality of worship.?* A farm's
production process should, therefore, be expressive of “the
inseparable connection between liturgy and history”.?

Such a perspective brings into focus the redemptive, litur-
gical dimension of agricultural reconstruction. Whilst Christ’s
redemptive work “restores man to his original calling and
purpose, and guarantees that man’s original mandate to ex-
ercise dominion under God over the whole earth — will be
fulfilled”, % we need to be mindful that the “coming of the
New Covenant does not restore the original world. Rather, we
find that the work of Christ brings the first creation to its
fulfilment, and inaugurates a new one.””’

Covenant Renewal and the Sabbath

Since the “foundation of dominion under Christ is rest in
Christ”, “Redeemed man’s work begins with rest, in full assur-
ance that God’s providence will sustain him and prosper
him.”®® Rest is foundational to dominion and provides a
framework of historical continuity for agricultural reconstruc-
tion. Indeed, the practice of mixed farming involves the man-
agement of change or historical discontinuity within a
framework of historical continuity.

Because of the long-term predictability of God’s sanctions
in New Covenant history applied in terms of Biblical law,
discontinuities in history are providential means for continu-
ous and comprehensive reconstruction in history.”® They en-
able covenant-keeping farmers “to serve the realm of nature
analogously to the way that Noah served it”** and thereby
affirm covenantal continuity in history. They also further the

progressive dominion of the earth and the compound growth
of the New Covenant Kingdom under the Old Creation; and
they make it possible for the practice of farming to be an

agricultural expression of applied covenantal postmillennial-
ism.

Moreover, rest also serves as one of agriculture’s opera-
tional first principles and should shape the sequence of pro-
ductive stages that form a farm’s structure of production.
Since the Sabbath is not restored but transformed in the New
Covenant, with the consequence that we no longer worship
on the Sabbath day, but rather, sabbath on the day of worship
- the Lord’s Day,3 we need to be mindful of the significant
change in the application of the Sabbath and note that “to
continue to observe the Sabbath in the old way is to deny that
Christ has finished Adam’s work._It is to deny that the new
creation has come (Col.2:16f)."32 Furthermore, since the
Lord’s Day is defined by worship and judgement, our rest and
consequent performance of our Adamic duties under the New
Covenant but in the Old Creation must be patterned to con-
form to God’s revealed sequence of covenant renewal. Hence,
the task of agricultural reconstruction involves the covenantal
responsibility of transforming the land by means of covenant
renewal and thereby bringing what is already created and
revealed from glory to glory (2 Cor.3:18).

The task of agricultural reconstruction, like the work of
transformation in general, is however, “not the same as the
eschatological transfiguration of all things, which God alone
will bring to pass. Nor does it involve mixing heaven and
earth. Rather it involves remaking earth after the patterns of
the heavenly blueprint.”*® Such blueprints must once again
be grasped and applied to agriculture so that,

The pastures of the blessed
Are deck'd in glorious sheen.>*

A Biblical View of Agriculture

It is, therefore, imperative for farmers to come to terms
with and to develop a Biblical understanding and view of
agriculture and learn to see God’s world and a farmer’s cov-
enantal, cultural duties and responsibilities “through new
eyes”. God’s law and His covenantal law-order; the cultural
victory of His covenantally faithful people; the Bible's visual
imagery (symbolism) and repeated patterns (typology); and
God’s creation-covenant sequences all express differences of
empbhasis, focus, locus, sequence, and structure. But they are,
nonetheless, “perspectives” on one another and on the whole
of God’s world view and His creation .>® They thus form a
covenantal unity, or in Van Til's terminology, a “system of
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truth” which farmers must covenantally apply in their present
day to their historic circumstances; for the meaning of God’s
revelation and creation is covenantally related to its applica-
tion.

Consider the applicability of, for instance, the Tribute
Offering to agriculture. Peter Leithart has written concerning
this offering that it

reminds us that our calling, like Adam’s, is to glorify,
develop, improve, transform this world, so that we can offer
it back to God for his delight and pleasure. God made the
world good, but He wants it to be made better; he made
the world glorious, but expects mankind to work to trans-
form it from glory to glory. God expects us not to bury our
talents, but to increase them. Thus, the tribute offering
embodies a theology of progress. When history ends, man
will be expected to present to God a world transformed by
human effort and skill, a world more glorious than the
original creation. The tribute offering is an eschatological
offering.3”

Peter Leithart goes on to relate the Tribute Offering to
environmental concerns; he comments:

As we have seen, it points to the Adamic calling to develop
and transform the world. Man’s calling is not to preserve
the pristine condition of creation. It is true, of course, that
the Bible teaches that man should use the creation wisely
and carefully. The dominion command does not justify

short-sighted pillaging and raping of God’s earth. But much
of contemporary environmentalism assumes that man’s
only legitimate role in “nature” is that of Preserver. Ulti-
mately, this stance is based on an idolatry of nature. The
Bible’s protest against this idolatry is woven into the details
of the sacrificial system.

_ It behoves us to be attentive to such details and perspec-
tives; for as God's image bearers, we are to think and act God’s
thoughts after Him.*’

A mixed farm’s structure of production should, therefore,
not only bear witness to the inescapable relationship between
ethics and dominion and progressively demonstrate that
“God's covenantal law-order inevitably leads to the external
cultural triumph of God’s covenantally faithful people”;* it
should also demonstrate the re-creation and covenant re-
newal sequences that God patterned for man to apply histor-
ically as God’s agents of transformation;*' and it should
thereby covenantally ratify and render visible to a watching
world the restoration and transformation brought about by
the comprehensive application of Christ’ redemption in his-
tory. The practice of mixed farming by covenant renewal
should thus be a practical application of “The Greatness of
the Great Commission”.*?

(To be continued)
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