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NATURE IN THE NEW CREATION:
NEW TESTAMENT ESCHATOLOGY AND THE ENVIRONMENT

DOUGLAS J. MOO*

I. INTRODUCTION

In 1843, Ludwig Feuerbach claimed that, “Nature, the world, has no value,
no interest for Christians. The Christian thinks only of himself and the sal-
vation of his soul.”’ Feuerbach was not the first to accuse Christianity of an
excessive anthropocentrism, and he was certainly not the last. Such charges
have indeed become especially common during the last forty years, as many
environmentalists trace to Christianity one of the ideological roots of the
current “ecological crisis.” Perhaps the best known of these accusations came
in a paper read by Lynn White, Jr., in 1967, entitled “The Historic Roots of
our Ecological Crisis.”® White argued that environmental degradation was the
indirect product of Christianity, which he labeled (in its western form), “the
most anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen.”® The biblical claim
that humans have dominion over creation has shaped the typically western
“Instrumentalist” view of nature: that the natural world exists solely to
meet human needs.* Wedded to unprecedented scientific and technological
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White's paper has been reprinted in many places; references in this article are to The Care of
Creation: Focusing Concern and Action (ed. R. J. Berry; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000)
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for the environmental crisis in North America (Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind
[3d ed.; New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982]). William Leiss is representative of many authors
who take a more nuanced approach to the ideological history. He claims that Christianity originally
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vironmental neglect (William Leiss, The Domination of Nature [Montreal: McGill-Queen's Uni-
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advancements, Christian anthropocentrism has brought us pollution, global
warming, and widespread species extinction. White himself did not call for
a rejection of the Christian faith, but a modification along the lines suggested
by the attitudes and practices of St. Francis of Assisi. But many environmen-
talists who followed the path blazed by White have not been as charitable.
They view orthodox Christianity as a cultural virus that must be eradicated
from the world if the planet is to survive. The “deep ecology” movement in
particular insists that, along with the jettisoning of Christianity, true en-
vironmental healing can only take place when a new ideology is put in its
place.? But just what ideology to put in the place of Christianity as a basis for
environmental ethics is, of course, quite contested.® A significant number of
contemporary environmentalists are convinced that some form of religion is
needed to provide motivational power for the transformation of human atti-
tudes toward the natural world. Max Oelschlaeger has claimed, “There are no
solutions for the systemic causes of ecocrisis, at least in democratic societies,
apart from religious narrative.”” The ecological erisis has therefore been a
powerful stimulus to the growth of various eastern and new-age religions,
as well as the radical revisions of Christianity seen in, for instance, process
theology and eco-feminist theology.®

Of course, many scholars are not at all convinced that White is correct
about the degree to which Christianity is responsible for environmental
degradation. Responses to White have faulted him for simplifying a far more
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