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treated as having religious dimensions. The Bible, he says, is 
unequivocal about the sanctity and holiness of the world: We are holy 
creatures-all of us-in a holy world. 

From this perspective, our destruction of nature is not just the 
shirking of our responsibilities to fellow humans, not just bad 
stewardship, but a blasphemy against God. We are throwing God's 
gifts back in God's face. We are su~gesting that our creations, human 
artifacts, are preferable to God's creation. 

Berry's Christian ecotheology, with its understanding of the earth 
and humans' place on it, is as powerful a religious grounding of 
ecological concern as one could desire. It is also an ecologically 
informed religious worldview. I use many of Berry's ideas in the 
ecospirituality I am defending. We shall have to see to what extent I 
can successfully cut these ideas from their dependence on the 
supposition that a transcendent creator intends that we take the earth 
in these ways. 

IV. Ecospirituality 

My sense that the earth is a holy place has come from experiences 
I have had in nature, often while running, skiing, or hiking. More 
recently, some of the same emotions, feelings, and interpretations 
have come from more passive nature encounters, such as a watching 
a cardinal, evenings sitting on the sea shore as the light fades, or 
noticing the first flowers to emergein the spring. I did not at first 
identify these experiences as religious, but I now think they are 
properly so interpreted. Climbing to the top ofa mountain I am stuck 
with awe at the magnificence of the panorama before me: Layers after 
layers of mountain ranges as far as the eye can see fill me with 
wonder. Nature at these moments is majestic. My response is to love 
this earth intensely, to be tremendously thankful for it's existence (and 
my own), and to commit myself to defending and fighting for it.37 

Many other-if not most-humans have similar responses to 
nature in its many forms. Natural events-say a magnificent 
thunderstorm-make us feel small: they help us overcome our 
tendency to take ourselves, our lives, and what humans do generally 
so seriously. They can engender humility and can undercut human 
arrogance and hubris. The change ofseasons-say the first frost-can 
teach us that humans aren't always in control and that we shouldn't 
want to be. Even if we could dominate the weather, for example, we 
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should not. There would be a great loss, for example, if the seasons 
and timing and ferocity of thunderstorms were determined by the 
Natural Weather Service. 

These emotions, perceptions, lessons, and interpretations, I 
suggest, are appropriate when applied more generally to the earth 
and its life processes. This earth is an awesome, magnificent, and 
wonderful place that should elicit our love, our thanks, our support, 
and our humility. We should cherish the earth, and have reverence 
for life on it. 

In addition to these common, quasi-religious human experiences 
of nature, reflection on some simple facts of natural history and 
anthropology helps to support this ecospirituality. The earth is our 
creator: it brought us and all other life forms into existence." The 
earth's life processes-evolution, speciation, natural selection-are 
causally responsible for who we are. Humans are "earthlings." What 
kinds of beings we are have been totally shaped by this earth. Gary 
Snyder puts this point eloquently: 39 , . 

BUl how could we be were it not for this planet that provided our very 
shape? Two conditions-s-graviry and a livable temperature range 
between freezing and boiling-have given us fluids and flesh. The 
trees we climb and the ground we walk on have given us five fingers 
and toes, The "place" (from the root plat, broad, spreading, flat) gave 
us far-seeing eyes, the streams and breezes gave us versatile tongues 
and whorly ears. The land gave us a stride, and the lake a dive. The 
amazement gave us our kind of mind. 

So another reason to revere the earth is that it brought us into 
existence and shaped us into the kind of creatures we are. Further, 
this is not a case of wrongful life, of a bringing into existence of 
something that would have been better off not existing: human life­
as all life-s-is deeply a good thing. Thus, the earth warrants a pro­
found parental respect and honor. Profound because this parent is 
four and one-halfbillion years old and has begot not just you and me 
or our kind, but every kind of being on the planet. The earth has a 
justified claim to deference, inviolable respect, and ceremonial 
acknowledgment, if anything does. It produced us and continues to 
be our home. 

Additionally, if miracles are taken as signs ofthe presence of the 
holy, the earth provides ample evidence. Both Holmes Rolston and 
Wendell Berry make the point that the miraculousness of the earth 
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itself exceeds that of more frequently mentioned miracles. The story 
of the development of the earth and life on it-told in the opening 
pages of this essay-is a story fur more marvelous and spectacular, far 
more deserving of praise and wonder, far more of an account of a 
holy event than are stories such as Jesus walking on water. If the 
parting of the seas is a miracle that should elicit religious response, 
what about the. existence of the seas in the first place? We are so 
familiar with and used to the miracles of nature around us that we 
often do not reflect on them with the amazement and wonder they 
deserve. Wendell Berry makes this case powerfully.t" 

Outdoors we are confronted everywhere with wonders; we see that 
the miraculous is not extraordinary but the common mode of 
existence. It is our daily bread. Whoever really has considered the 
lilies of the field or the birds of the air and pondered the improb­
ability of their existence in this wann world within the cold and empty 
stellar distances will hardly balk at the turning of water into 
wine-which was, after all, a very small miracle. We forget the greater 
and still continuing miracle by which water (with soil and sunlight) is 
turned into grapes. 

The existence of the earth teeming with life in an otherwise lifeless (as 
far as we know) universe is an extraordinary and outstanding event. 
The earth stands out in the universe. It is a miraculous event. 

A. Are True Religious Attitudes Only Properly Directed at 
an Intentional Agent? 

Now one might object to this ecospirituality on the grounds that 
its quasi-religious attitudes toward the earth, in so far as they have any 
bite, implicitly assume an intentional agent or conscious creator who 
is responsible for creation. Talk of the earth as our creator or of being 
thankful to the earth treats the earth-or something that stands 
behind the earth-as a conscious intentional being. If the earth is a 
miracle, who performed the miracle, one might ask? Or as a friend of 
mine has suggested: "One can't adore, reverence, or worship some­
thing that is not kindly or lovingly disposed towards us." 

This view is widely shared. Herman Daly asks, "Is it possible, really, 
to love an accident?,,41 Daly is suggesting that if the scientific account 
of the origin of the earth and its life forms gives the full causal story 
and that if we don't assume purpose or final causation underlies this 
account, then we cannot love the earth and thus conservation is 
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undermined. Wendell Berry strikes a similar theme when he says, "If 
we think of ourselves as merely biological creatures, whose story is 
determined by genetics or environment or history or economics or 
technology, then however pleasant or painful the part we play, it 
cannot matter much. Its significance is that of mere self-concern.,,42 

I think a case can be made that at least some of these quasi­
religious attitudes are perfectly legitimate without assuming conscious 
purpose is part of the earth's story. I am most confident in my 
response to Daly. Of course one can love an accident: Is Daly 
suggesting that one can't love an unplanned child, but only one 
intentionally conceived? That this beautiful blue earth was unplanned 
and an accident in the sense that it was not created by an intelligent 
designer does not seem to me to lessen our ability to love it or our 
duty to defend it. 

The accidental nature of a thing may actually allow us to love and 
cherish it all the more. The earth is a more miraculous and incredible 
event if it exists without conscious design than if it is the product of an 
all perfect and powerful being from whom one would expect at least 
this much (and probably more).43 The idea that God planned and de­
signed the earth makes the process more familiar, less spectacular and 
awe inspiring. 

To be sure, love and thankfulness when directed at beings who 
cannot be aware of these attitudes are different than are love and 
thankfulness directed at a person. In the latter case, one expects some 
kind of response; one expects that these attitudes will make a 
difference to their object. The earth will not respond to our loving it 
and being thankful for it.·Nonetheless, these are appropriate attitudes 
and they make a difference in our lives, in how we respond to and 
treat the earth. The dead are sometimes the object of our love and 
thanks, and yet we have no expectation of this having an affect on 
them. I see no reason to think that such love or thankfulness is inap­
propriate and it clearly is meaningful, important, and motivational in 
our lives. That the earth and its life processes aren't intentional 
agents, lovingly disposed toward us, doesn't make it impossible to 
love, cherish, and reverence that which has made us and in which we 
literally "live, move, and have our being." 
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B. Ecospirituality and Environmental Concern 

The ecospirituality suggested here involves a dramatically altered 
way of understanding and relating to this world. This earth is our 
home and our creator. It continues to provide for us the sustenance 
of our existence. It ties us to other forms of life and individuals by 
bonds of kinship: all of us are offspring of the same earth parent. The 
mountains, the seas, the endless prairie, the grasslands, the wetlands, 
the deserts and rainforests are all infinitely precious, both manifesting 
and partially constituting a proper object of religious concern. 

From this perspective, current human practices toward nature are 
a sacrilege-a gross irreverence toward this hallowed place. These 
practices degrade what is ofultimate value and meaning. We rape the 
land, forcing it to yield to our sick and trivial desires. We strip mine 
entire landscapes in order to overconsume while we throwaway huge 
amounts of the products of this extraction." We drive solo in gas­
guzzling, polluting, internal-combustion machines and live in myriad 
other energy-inefficient ways, thereby condoning the damming of 
65,000 U.S. waterways and the spilling of millions of gallons of oil 
each year. Our meat-eating predilections are an incredibly inefficient 
and destructive way oftaking our nourishment from the earth. 

Allowing our population to continue to grow exponentially, driving 
our kin out of existence, usurping a third of the planet's food 
resources for ourselves, and reshaping the planet in the massive earth­
moving ways we do, suggests that we think it is not only permissible 
to turn the earth into ourselves and our projects, but that this 
enhances its value. Ecospirituality sees this massive humanization of 
earth-and humans' sanguine attitude toward it-as self-idolatry. We 
are worshiping ourselves by worshiping the results of human activity. 
Our ultimate concern is to domesticate, tame, manipulate and manage 
landscapes, ecosystems, and nonhuman organisms and processes. 

This is a hubris that is blind to the holiness of that which it seeks 
to replace. Worse, it is a hubris that is in a certain way self-justifying 
and makes the possibility of ecospirituality all the more difficult. The 
more we tame, manipulate, dominate, and control the planet, the 
harder it is for we humans to feel small in creation and to be awed by 
its powers. Humility in the face of a nonhuman order that made us 
becomes less and less of a possibility.Y 

While ecospirituality condemns the scale of human activity on the 
planet, as well as its methods and motives, it grants that humans have 
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a place on the earth, even a significant one. It acknowledges that 
humans must alter the earth and understands that we must kill to 
survive. Exactly what such a reverence for earth would see as ap­
propriate human activity on the planet remains to be specified. But 
it would certainly {nvolve living more softly, sharing the planet more 
fairly with other creatures, making amends for our past indulgences, 
and taking from the planet sparingly, humbly, and thankfully. Let me 
close with the words, once again, of Wendell Berry:46 

To live we must daily break the body and shed the blood of Creation. 
When we do this lovingly, knowingly, skillfully, reverently, it is a 
sacrament. When we do it greedily, clumsily, ignorantly, destructively, 
it is a desecration. By such desecration we condemn ourselves to 
spiritual and moral loneliness, and others to want. 
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chronicled in the fossil record. SeeNeil Campbell, Biology, 2nd ed. (Redwood City, 
CA: Benjamin/Cummings Publishing Company, 1990), p. 500. It typically has 
taken between 2 and 10 million years for the earth to rebuild its former diversity 
after major catastrophic extinctions. Homo sapiens are only about 250 thousand 
years old. For discussion, see Steven Jay Gould, "The Golden Rule-A Proper 
Scale for our Environmental Crisis," NaJural History (September 1990), pp. 24-30. 

12. See	 Paul R. Ehrlich and Anne H. Ehrlich, Healing the Planet (Reading, MA: 
Addison-Wesley Publishing, 1991), p. 34. See also Wilson, The Diversity of Life, p. 
272. Humans appropriate this photosynthetic energy that powers virtually all 
living organisms on the planet by consuming plants directly or through animal 
intermediaries, by reducing it as with the clearing of tropical forests for pasture 
lands, or destroying it as with parking lots and shopping malls. 

13. "Plate tectonic forces lift about 14 billion tons	 of rock per annum...volcanic 
activity in the oceans creates about 30 billion tons...Glaciers around the world 
transport 4.3 billion tons ofsediment. ..rivers annually transport 14 billion tons 
of sediment to lakesor oceans." Meandering waterways move 40 billion tons short 
distances. See Richard Monastersky, "Earthmovers: Humans take their place 
alongside wind, water, and ice," Science News 146 (December 24 & 31,1994), p. 
432. 

:t.	 14. Lester Brown, etol., SIokof the World, 1994 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1994), p. 7. 

15. See Donald Worster, "The Nature We Have Lost," in The Wealthof Nature (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 6. 

16. Lynn White, "The HistoricalRoots ofOur Ecologic Crisis," Science 155, #3767 (10 
March 1967), p. 1205. White thinks that "Since the roots of our trouble are so 
largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call it 
that or not. We must rethink and refeel our nature and destiny," p. 1207. This 
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38.	 There is a problem concerning whether it is the earth or more broadly the 
universe that should be understood as that from which we came. More generally. 



98 Dialogue & AJJiance 

I need to explain why I think it is the earth that is a holy place, rather than the 
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45. The analogy ofa grown-up child confronting an aging and relatively feeble parent 
is both apt and illusory. For in all likelihood the earth will outlive us by many 
orders of magnitude and children's growing power and control don't typically 
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Eschatology and Ecology: The
 
Environment in the End-Times
 

byPeter C Phan 

9 T WAS ONCE FASHIONABLE, especially in the wake of Lynn 
White's famous essay, "The Historical Roots of our Ecological 
Crisis;" to charge the Judeo-Christian tradition with having 

given rise to the ecological crisis. Christianity, it is argued, contributed 
to the destruction of the environment, especially through its 
injunction to dominate nature in order to satisfy the needs of 
humanity. 

A number of recent studies, however, have shown that such an 
accusation rests upon an unwarranted oversimplification of historical 
data. Among other things, it has been pointed out that the role of 
Christianity in the environmental crisis cannot properly be evaluated 
apart from other Western cultural movements such as the 
Renaissance, the Reformation, the Enlightenment and the Scientific 
Revolution. It has been noted, too, that other religious traditions, 
allegedly attuned to nature, have also assailed the environment. And, 
lastly, it has been shown that the Christian theological tradition itself 
contains powerful motifs that, if retrieved and developed, would 
contribute to a responsible care-for-creation ethics. 2 

One of the basic articles of the Judeo-Christian faith is the belief 
that the course of history is not cyclical, bound up in an eternal 
meaningless return of all things to their former state. On the con­
trary, history is oriented toward a divinely appointed goal, and is 
therefore constituted not by a meaningless repetition of events but by 
a beginning and an end, a past and a future, the present being the 
time in which the divine plan is providentially enacted by humans 
with their free choices. The beginning is described in terms of God's 
creative act, and the end as the fulfillment of God's plan, the symbol 
of which is the kingdom of God. 

In formulating the doctrine of the end of time and eternal life 
(eschatology) Christian theologians have privileged the place of 
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