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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

* Douglas Moo is Blanchard professor of New Testament at Wheaton College, 501 College Ave.,
Wheaton, IL 60187,

! John Reumann, Creation and New Creation: The Past, Present, and Future of God's Creative
Activity (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1973) 8, citing Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity
(New York: Harper & Row, 1957) 287.

? Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Seience 155 (1967) 1203-7.
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)
31-42. In basic agreement with White is Roderick Nash, who faults Puritan theology especially
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
kept in tension the concept of human dominion over creation with human subordination to and
accountability to God. It was when Christianity ceased to be a vital component of the western
world view that the dominion mandate, stripped of its theological context, became a basis for en-
vironmental neglect (William Leiss, The Domination of Nature [Montreal: McGill-Queen's Uni-
versity Press, 1994] 30-35), Robert J. Faricy, on the other hand, is more specific in his charge: it
is “the Christianity of the protestant reformation” that introduced an unfortunate split between
person and nature (“The Person-Nature Split: Ecology, Women and Human Life,” ITQ 53 [1988]
203-18),

¥ White, “Historic Roots” 38.

4 Often cited as an important source for Christian passivity toward the world of nature is the
medieval scholastic “chain of being” perspective; as it is put by Peter Lombard in the Sentences:
“As man is made for the sake of God, namely, that he may serve him, so is the world made for the
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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

sake of man, that it may serve him” (2.1.8). On the theological justification for an instrumentalist
view of nature in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England, see Keith Thomas, Man and the
Natural World: A History of the Modern Sensibility (New York: Pantheon, 1983) 18-22.

% A pioneer in the deep ecology movement was Arne Naess; see esp. his Ecology, Community and
Lifestyle: Outline of an Ecosophy (trans. David Rothenberg; Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989). He calls for a “substantial reorientation of our whele civilisation” (p. 45). Deep ecology
is characterized by ecocentrism, in contrast to what deep ecologists label a “‘shallow’ anthropo-
centric environmental movement” (“Preface,” in Deep Ecology for the 217 Century: Readings on the
Philosophy and Practice of the New Environmentalism [ed, George Sessions; Boston: Shambhala,
1995] xii).

% See the useful surveys in Max Oelschlager, The Idea of Wilderness: From Prehistory to the
Age of Ecology (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991) 280-353; Michael 5. Northcott, The En-
vironment and Christian Ethics, New Studies in Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1996) 90-163. For a survey of past attitudes in the West, see Clarence J. Glacken,
Traces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature and Culture in Western Thought from Ancient Times to the
End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley: University of California, 1967),

7 Max Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation: An Ecumenical Approach to the Environmental Crisis
(Mew Haven: Yale University Press, 1994) 5.

# On the former, see, e.g., Sally McFague, The Body of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993); on the
latter, see, e.g., Rosemary Radford Ruether, Guic and God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth
Healing (San Francisco: Harper Colling, 1992) and the discussion in Christianity and Ecology:
Seeking the Well-Being of Earth and Humans (ed. Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford
Ruether; Harvard University Center for the Study of World Religions Publications; Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2002) 97-124. Representative of many others who narrate their “con-
version” from some form of historic Christian faith to a more environmentally friendly religion is
Donald A. Croshy, who embraces a “religion of nature” that asserts the “cosmic primacy of nature”
(Donald A. Crosby, A Religion of Nature [Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002]; see
also Rupert Sheldrake, The Rebirth of Nature: The Greening of Science and God [Rochester, VT:
Park Street Press, 1991]).
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complex historical and ideological development and for overstating the role of
Christian theology in the formation of the modern western attitude toward
nature.” To be sure, certain strands of Christian thinking have indeed
fostered a dualistic anti-material tendency that has provided the impetus
for indifference toward nature. But the wholesale implication of Christian
theology, let alone Seripture itself, in fostering such indifference is an over-
statement at best. As might be expected, orthodox Christians have been
especially keen to register these reservations about White's thesis. As book-
ends to these responses, we may mention Francis Schaeffer’s ground-
breaking 1973 book Pollution and the Death of Man,'® which was motivated
to a considerable extent by White's essay, and Alistair McGrath’s The Re-
enchantment of Nature, published in 2002.' But more important for my
purpose than this continuing dispute about the ideological roots of the en-
vironmental crisis is the proliferation over the past half-century of books and
articles seeking to discover in the Bible and in Christian theology resources
to positively address this crisis. They are far too varied even to categorize
here. It should be noted, however, that evangelicals have made significant
contributions to this discussion,'? and a number of significant evangelical

? See Lewis W. Moncrief, “The Cultural Basis of our Environmental Crisis,” in Western Man and
Environmental Ethics: Attitudes Toward Nature and Technology (ed. Ian G. Barbour; Reading,
MA: Addison-Wesley, 1973) 31-42; Oelschlaeger, Idea of Wilderness 33, 43-67;, Northeott, The
Environment and Christian Ethics 40-85; Thomas Sieger Derr, Ecology and Human Need (Phila-
delphia: Westminster, 1975) 25--33; and the more general survey of Louis Dupré. It should alse be
noted that White's essay is not as hostile to Christianity as some references to his essay would
suggest (Derr, Ecology 25-33). Another factor that complicates the debate about Christianity’s re-
sponsibility for the abuse of nature is the sad but all-too-familiar difference between the teaching
and the practice of the faith. McNeill, for instance, points out that environmental degradation is
found in virtually all cultures. He concludes that either (1) religious traditions in general encourage
predatory conduet; or (2) religions do not notably constrain behavior with respect to the natural
world. The latter, he suggests, is the more probable. “Few believers knew more than a smattering
of the sacred seriptures. And most of those who did, being human, easily allowed expediency and
interest more than the scriptures of religious texts to govern their behavior. Every durable body
of seripture is ambiguous, self-contradictory, and amenable to different interpretations to suit
different circumstances.” He concludes: “In the unusually secular age of the twentieth century,
the ecological impact of religions, rarely great, shrank to the vanishing point.” McNeill, Some-
thing New under the Sun 327-28 (quotations from p. 328).

19 Wheaton: Crossway.

1 Alister E. McGrath, The Reenchantment of Nature: The Denial of Religion and the Ecological
Crisis (New York: Doubleday, 2002). This is not to say that White's case should be dismissed out
of hand. As Osborn argues, there is a pervasive ambivalence in western Christianity toward the
natural world (Guardians of Creation 24-40).

' For a survey of responses from evangelicals, along with an analysis of some of the religious
and social circumstances in which they developed, see David Kenneth Larsen, “God's Gardeners:
American Protestant Evangelicals Confront Environmentalism, 1967-2000" (Ph.D. diss., University
of Chicago, 2001; a survey of early evangelical responses is provided by Henlee H. Barnette, The
Chureh and the Ecological Crisis [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972]). A survey broader in its scope,
though dated, is Joseph K. Sheldon, Rediscovery of Creation: A Bibliographical Study of the
Church’s Response to the Environmental Crisis (ATLA Bibliography Series 29; Metuchen, NJ: The
American Theological Library Association and the Scarecrow Press, 1992). See also the helpful tax-
onomy of approaches set forth in Raymond Grizzle, Paul E. Rothrock, and Christopher B. Barrett,
“Evangelicals and Environmentalism: Past, Present, and Future,” TrinJ 19 (1998) 3-27.



452 JOURNAL OF THE EVANGELICAL THEOLOGICAL SOCIETY

organizations dedicated to environmental causes have arisen.'® To be sure,
evangelical reaction to environmentalism has been quite diverse. Some evan-
gelicals have joined with social and political conservatives to voice concern
about what they perceive to be evangelical environmentalists’ overly nega-
tive attitude toward human ingenuity as manifested in technology and their
tendency to ignore the role of individual human rights in social policy.'* And
it is fair to say that most lay evangelicals, responding to the anti-Christian
attitudes displayed by many environmentalists and following the lead of some
influential Christian media figures, have a generally negative attitude toward
environmentalism.

From a different vantage point, biblical theologians have also been active
in responding to the environmental crisis and to the accusations of tacit
Christian theological complicity with it. OT theologians have been particu-
larly active, and the last three decades have witnessed an avalanche of OT
studies driven by environmental concerns.’® However, what Paul Santmire

% The most significant organization at the theoretical level is the Evangelical Environmental
Network (www.creationcare.org) and the AuSable Institute (www.AuSable.org). A Rocha is an evan-
gelical organization devoted to the practice of creation care (http:/en.arocha.org).

'* See especially the writings of E. Calvin Beisner: Prosperity and Poverty: The Compassionate
Use of Resources in & World of Scarcity (Wheaton: Crossway, 1988); Prospects for Growth: A Biblical
View of Population, Resources and the Future (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1990k Man, Economy, and
the Environment in Biblical Perspective (Moscow, ID: Canon, 1994); Where Garden Meets Wilderness:
Evangelical Entry into the Environmental Debate (Grand Rapids: Acton Institute, 1997). Similar
in general outlook, though a bit more welcoming of environmental initiatives, is Derr, Eeology and
Human Need; idem, Environmental Ethics and Christian Humanism (Abingdon Press Studies in
Christian Ethics and Economic Life 2; Nashville: Abingdon, 1996). See also the manifesto of the
Acton Institute, “The Cornwall Declaration on Environmental Stewardship,” with accompanying
essays (Environmental Stewardship in the Judeo-Christian Tradition: Jewish, Catholie, and
Protestant Wisdom on the Environment [ed. Michael R. Barkey; Grand Rapids: Acton Institute for
the Study of Religion and Liberty, 2000]). (A brief analysis of the evangelical “backlash” to en-
vironmentalism is given by Richard T. Wright, who suggests [dubiously, I think] that the back-
lash is due mainly to political commitments: “Tearing Down the Green: Environmental Backlash in
the Evangelical Sub-culture,” Perspeetives on Science and Christian Faith 47 [1995] 80-91.) Though
not from a Christian perspective, note also William Tucker, Progress and Privilege: America in the
Age of Environmentalism (Garden City, NY: Anchor/Doubleday, 1982), who concludes his book as
follows: “The Age of Environmentalism has been a respite, a period when we took time from the
business of the world to learn to enjoy nature, appreciate the limits of our accomplishments, and
reset our bearings. We are the wiser for it and have environmentalism to thank. But such interludes
cannot last forever. History is calling us. There is still much to be done for the progress of humanity.
It is time to begin again.” (p. 284).

15 Especially productive to environmentally oriented theology have been (1) studies on the
ereation aceounts and the human role in ereation (which we look at briefly later in this essay);
(2) analysis of the so-called “ereation,” or “cosmic” covenant, reflected explicitly in Genesis 9 (on
which see especially Robert Murray, The Cosmic Covenani: Biblical Themes of Justice, Peace and
the Integrity of Creation [Heythrop Monographs 7; London: Sheed & Ward, 1992]; ef. Schaeffer,
Pollution 52-57; Ken Gnanakan, God’s World: Biblical Insights for a Theology of the Environment
[International Study Guide 36; London: SPCK, 1999] 60-63; Bernhard Anderson, “Creation and the
Noahic Covenant,” in From Creation to New Creation [Old Testament Perspectives; Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1994] 151-64); (3) the poetic depictions of the intrinsic beauty and significance of the
earth and its flora and fauna; (4) the prominence given to care for the land in the Mosaic covenant
(on which see especially Walter Brueggemann, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in
Biblical Faith [2d ed.; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002]; and also Geoffrey A. Lilburne, A Sense of Place:
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in a 2003 article called a “revolution” in biblical-theological studies relating to
the environment has hardly touched the NT, As Santmire says, “scholarly in-
vestigation of the theology of nature in the New Testament has not advanced
the way it has in OT studies.”'® The situation is not surprising, for the NT
certainly appears to offer far less material for a theology of nature than does
the OT.' But the problem is not just one of lack of material: several inter-
preters locate the fissure between a theology embracive of nature and one
indifferent or even hostile to it between the Old and New Testaments. In
contrast to the typically ancient near eastern perspective on the nature and
destiny of humans as bound up with the land in which they live, which still
shows through in the OT, the NT, it is alleged, under the influence of Greek
dualistic notions, has separated humans from their environment. Thus,
echoing and elaborating Feuerbach, it is argued that the NT is concerned
with the salvation of the soul, while “this world” is viewed quite negatively.
In this manner, the NT itself becomes the fountainhead of a contrast between
spirit and matter that was carried out with a vengeance in Gnosticism and
that has influenced generations of Christian theology and practice. And it is,
of course, a short step from such a matter/spirit dichotomy to the instrumen-
talist view of nature that is often said to lie at the heart of our environmental
crisis. 18

The picture thus drawn of the NT is, of course, a caricature. But there is
an element of truth in it. The NT is heavily anthropocentric; the “world”
is often viewed negatively; little is said about the natural world; and what
little is said sometimes suggests that it is doomed to an imminent fiery end.
Many evangelicals are therefore seriously convinced that concern for the en-
vironment is either a waste of time—God will insure that the world will be
preserved until its destined destruction—or a luxury we cannot afford—we
should deflect none of our time or resources from our core mission of evan-
gelism. Let me say at the outset that I have no intention of suggesting that
the redemption of human beings is not at the heart of God’s plan or that the
church should not make evangelism its primary goal. But I do want to suggest

A Christian Theology of the Land [Nashville: Abingdon, 1989]; Theodore Hiebert, The Yahwist's
Landscape: Nature and Religion in Early Israel [New York: Oxford University Press, 1996], who
argues that the “J" source betrays the perspective of small farmers, with a concomitant concern
for solidarity with the land), and (5) the prophetic portrayal of the coming kingdom in terms of a
renewed and peaceful earth.

'8 Paul H. Santmire, “Partnership with Nature according to the Scriptures: Beyond the Theology
of Stewardship,” Christian Scholars Review 32 (2003) 382 n. 4; see also David Rhoads, “Reading
the New Testament in the Environmental Age,” CurTM 24 (1997) 259.

" For a brief analysis of why the NT is relatively silent about nature, see John Austin Baker,
“Biblical Views of Nature,” in Liberating Life: Contemporary Approaches to Ecological Theology
{ed. Charles Birch, William Eakin, and Jay B. McDaniel; Maryknoll: Orbis, 1990) 20-22.

'% See, e.g., Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle 185; Paul Shepard, Man in the Landscape:
A Histaric View of the Esthetics of Nature (2d ed.; Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press,
2002) 224-25; John Passmore, Man’s Responsibility for Nuture: Ecological Problems and Western
Traditions (New York: Scribners, 1974} 10-27 (Passmore does not, however, carefully distinguish
“New Testament” from “early Christian theology”).
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that the attitude of an “either/or” when it comes to evangelism and environ-
mental concern is a false alternative, echoing the false alternative of evan-
gelism versus social concern that was debated in the 1960s and 1970s, and
is profoundly out of keeping with the witness of Scripture.

In this paper, specifically, I want to buttress this claim by suggesting, in
a necessarily preliminary manner, that the NT stands in continuity with the
OT in affirming the continuing importance of the natural world in the plan
of God. To be sure, this point has been made, and made well, by others. But
I hope to contribute to the discussion by the way I argue the point.

First, I want to go a bit more deeply into the exegetical issues presented by
the relevant texts than do many of the ecologically oriented NT expositions.

Second, and more important, I want to situate the relevant passages
within a broader biblical-theological context. “Biblical theology” is a disci-
pline that has been defined in many different ways since its “official” incep-
tion late in the eighteenth century. This is not the place to rehearse that
history or to deseribe my own understanding of the discipline in any detail.
But three facets of my own approach to hiblical theology are important for
this essay. First, I am convinced that biblical theology must both address the
needs of the contemporary world and, in turn, be shaped by those concerns.
This approach stands in some tension with the way in which biblical theology
has often been conceived, both by evangelicals and non-evangelicals. Biblical
theology, in contrast to systematic theology, has been defined as a purely
historical and descriptive task. Biblical theologians study the Bible in its his-
torical context, synthesizing its contents in terms of its own categories and
thereby providing the raw material for the systematic theologian, who works
with categories derived from traditional dogmatics and with one eye on the
needs of the church. In the famous formulation of Krister Stendahl, biblical
theology is said to be about what the Bible “meant”; it was for other disci-
plines to tell us what they “mean.”'? Postmodernism has, of course, cast
serious doubt on this typically modernist bifurcation between pure historical
description and contemporary application. No biblical theologian studies the
Bible in a vacuum—as the relationship between various phases of biblical
theology and the prevailing ideological climate of the time poignantly reveals.
But the separation of what the Bible “meant” and what it “means” might be
questioned at another level as well. Such a distinction, while appropriately
recognizing the historical context of Scripture, fails at some level to recognize
the performative dimension of Scripture. The words of the various human
authors of the Bible are also the words of God who seeks through those words
to stimulate worship of himself and to form the thinking and behavior of those
people who claim to be his. A number of biblical theologians have recognized
this problem and have accordingly, without sacrificing the historical dimen-
sion of biblical theology, suggested that the discipline must be undertaken
in dialogue. Charles Scobie, for instance, usefully identifies biblical theology

¥ Krister Stendahl, “Biblical Theology, Contemporary,” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the
Bible (ed. George Arthur Buttrick; 4 vols.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1962) 1.419-20.
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as a “bridge” discipline between exegesis of the biblical text on the one hand
and systematic theology on the other—mno new insight. But he then goes on to
insist that the bridge must carry traffic in both directions.?? Biblical theology
does indeed provide material for the systematic theologian to work with; but
biblical theology itself is necessarily and appropriately influenced by the
concerns and results of systematic theology. To extend the analogy, I suggest
that biblical theology may also function as a bridge between our modern world
and the exegesis of Scripture. Insights into the contemporary condition of the
world, derived from general observation or from careful scientific study, are
appropriately brought to bear on the formulation of biblical theology. In the
case of our topic, then, the unprecedented global degradation of the environ-
ment we are currently witnessing urgently raises questions about our reading
of the Bible—especially in light of the tendency we have noted above in some
quarters to blame the Bible, or at least some interpretations of the Bible, for
our ecological crisis.?! Moreover, the perspective of our own culture may also

20 Charles H. Scobie, “The Challenge of Biblical Theology,” TynBul 42 (1991) 49-51 (this article,
which is revised and abbreviated in Scobie’s full-blown biblical theology, The Ways of Our God: an
Approach to Biblical Theology [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003] 46-49, is an excellent survey of
some of the key issues in contemporary biblical theology). See also Dan Via, What is New Testament
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002); D. A. Carson, “Current Issues in Biblical Theology: A
New Testament Perspective,” BBR 5 (1995) 17-41; B. Childs, “Some Reflections on the Search
for a Biblical Theology,” HET 4 (1982) 9, and especially, for the hermeneutical issues we touch on
above, Kevin Vanhoozer, “Exegesis and Hermeneuties,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology
(ed. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner; Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2000) 52-64. A
parallel to the method we are advocating here might be found in the efforts of biblical theologians
to find resources in Scripture to respond to the assumptions about the nature and origins of human
life reflected in the Roe v. Wade decision.

21 1 have neither the space nor the expertise to provide justification for my language of “eeological
erisis.” And, of course, some scientists and even more politicians debunk any idea of a erisis (from
a scientific standpoint, see especially Bjorn Lomborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring
the Real State of the World [Cambridge: University Press, 2001]; a summary of the criticism of
Lomborg can be found in James Gustave Speth, Red Sky at Morning: America and the Crisis of
the Global Enivornment [New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004] 113-15. See also Derr, En-
vironmental Ethics and Christian Humanism 62-78), But most scientists are convinced that lan-
guage of a crisis is quite justified, as sophisticated technology, coupled with a modernist western
ideology, has led to a manipulation and despoilation of the created world unprecedented in human
history (see especially the excellent summary in Speth, Red Sky at Morning, who points out that
progress on some local environmental issues in the developed world [e.g. pollution, water quality]
should not blind us to the totally inadequate response to global issues [e.g. global warming]). See
also J. R. McNeill, Something New under the Sun: An Environmental History of the Twentieth-
Century World (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000); and the recently released UN report, “Living
Beyond our Means: Natural Assets and Human Well-being” (preliminary draft, Millennium
Ecostudy Assessment; www.millenniumassesment.org/en/products. Boardstatement.asp), whaose
opening statement reads: “At the heart of this assessment is a stark warning. Human activity is
putting such strain on the natural functions of Earth that the ability of the planet to sustain
future generations can no longer be taken for granted” (p. 2). To be sure, human beings have
frequently created local ecological disasters as great as anything we see today. But technological
expertise multiplied by the growth of world population has brought unprecedented global ecological
problems (I am indebted to my Wheaton colleague Joseph Spradley for this point), It should also
be noted, however, that care for the natural world does not require a “crisis” for its motivation, nor
are ecological problems ever likely to go away as long as fallen and self-centered human beings are
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legitimately become a lens through which we freshly read the Scriptures and
formulate their message in terms of biblical theology. As Richard Bauckham
argues, the environmental crisis has helped to free us from modernistic
ideologies about nature. And so we can now “read the New Testament dif-
ferently. We can recognize that, in continuity with the Old Testament tra-
dition, it assumes that humans live in mutuality with the rest of God’s
creation, that salvation history and eschatology do not lift humans out of
nature but heal precisely their distinctive relationship with the rest of
nature.”?? :

Of course, such a methodology carries with it inherent risks, and they must
be explicitly acknowledged. They are well stated by Thomas Derr: “It is just
that when the motive for the proposed adaptation is so clearly supplied from
outside the tradition, I wonder whether the gospel is still speaking to the
world, or if in effect the reverse has not happened, and the world is requiring
conformity from the gospel.”*® It would be terribly easy simply to replace one
ideologically driven reading with another; to replace a neglect of the creation
theme in Scripture with an equally unbalanced interpretation that reads into
the text a modern ecological perspective. The answer to the problem, however,
is not to retreat to a concept of a “pure” biblical theology, unsullied by con-
temporary agendas or perspectives—as if such a retreat were possible! The
answer, rather, is to acknowledge our perspective and, especially, to enter
into creative dialogue with the text whereby it is given the power to question
the correctness of our initial perspective. The text must indeed have the final
word, as we seek to discover the best ultimate “fit” between our biblical theo-
logical construals and the Bible itself.

I have already touched on a second dimension of biblical theology that is
central to our task: its canonical shape. Interpretations that drive a wedge
between the OT and the NT on the issue of the natural world fail to take
seriously the unity of Scripture. A biblical-theological approach as I under-
stand it will seek to discover ways in which the NT carries on the teaching
about the created world that is so important in the OT. It will actively and

in charge of things (Colin E. Gunton, Christ and Creation [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992] 105).
John Black, writing in 1970, resists the language of “crisis” because it suggests an immediate,
one-time problem that ignores the basic long-term changes that ecological healing requires (The
Dominion of Man: The Search for Ecological Responsibility [Edinburgh: University Press, 19701 129;
cf. Lawrence Osbharn, Guardians of Creation: Nature in Theology and the Christian Life [Leicester:
Apollos, 1993] 20-22).

*? Richard Bauckham, “Jesus and the Wild Animals (Mark 1:13): A Christological Image for
an Ecological Age,” in Jesus of Nazareth: Essays on the Historical Jesus and New Testament
Christology (ed. Joel B. Green and Max Turner; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994) 3-4, quotation
from p. 4, See also Steven Bouma-Prediger, who claims that “[m]y reading . . . is unapologetically
informed by ecology and, more exactly, by the challenges we face as we attempt to be faithful
followers of Jesus in an ecologically imperiled age” (For the Beauty of the Earth [Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2001] 89-90 [quotation from p. 90]; see also Rhoads, “Reading the New Testament,” 260).
Bouma-Prediger may, however, move too far in the direction of a subjective and reader-oriented
hermeneutic, as his comment in the same context reveals: “there is more than one good reading
of Secripture.”

% Derr, Ecology and Human Need 50.
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unabashedly seek to interpret the text of the NT in a way that brings it into
harmony with the OT.

Third, our biblical-theological approach to the issue under discussion will
set texts in the context of certain specific broader themes that bind the Scrip-
tures together, Two are especially important for the present essay. First, we
will utilize the common perspective of inaugurated eschatology, with its
eritical distinction between the “already” of fulfillment and the “not yet” of
consummation. My colleague Greg Beale and others have put forth the
notion of “new creation” as at least one central unifying theme within this
structure of eschatological realization.?* Quite appropriately, granted the
NT focus, most studies of “new creation” have focused on its anthropological
aspects. I want to explore the place of creation itself in this eschatological
program of new creation. Second, the theological and eschatological signifi-
cance of the texts we are looking at can only be appreciated after they are
set within the larger biblical story line. A brief and admittedly simplistic re-
hearsal of this story, with a focus on those stages of particular significance
to our study, runs as follows. The first humans, created in God’s image, failed
to obey the Lord their God and brought ruin on themselves and the entire
world. After the judgment of expulsion from the Garden and the Flood, God
began his work of reclaiming his fallen creation through Abraham and
his descendants. From that line came Israel, the nation God chose to carry
forward his grand plan of redemption. The nation was given the responsi-
bility not only to worship God through their praise and obedience but also
to be a “light to the nations”: to be the means of God’s blessing of the entire
world. As both means of blessing and testing, Israel was given a land. Israel’s
enjoyment of that land, indeed, her continuance in it, depends on her obe-
dience to the covenant stipulations. Yet Israel fails on this score; and so the
nation is sent into exile, removed from its land. But the prophets proclaim
that the exile will one day be reversed. Central to many of the prophetic texts
is this theme of return from exile, when God would bless his people anew,
the land would once again be fruitful, and the ultimate purpose of God to bless
the nations through Israel would be accomplished.?® Israel did, of course,
return from exile, but it quickly became clear that this return fell far short
of what the prophets had promised. And so a new deliverance was still
anticipated. The NT claims that this deliverance has taken place in and
through the coming of Jesus the Messiah. He, the second Adam, the true
and ultimate image of God, obeys where Adam had disobeyed and through
his death and resurrection inaugurates the last days that the prophets had

* E.g G, K. Beale, “The Eschatological Concept of New Testament Theology,” in “The Reader
Must Understand”: Eschatology in Bible and Thealogy (ed, K. E. Brower and M. W. Elliott; Leicester:
InterVarsity, 1997) 11-52.

% On the theological significance of the land in OT prophecy, see, e.g., Antoine DeGuglielmo, “The
Fertility of the Land in the Messianic Prophecies,” CB 19 (1957) 306-11. W. D. Davies surveys
Jewish views about the land; he notes that some Jewish traditions spiritualize the land (Davies,
The Gospel and the Land: Early Christianity and Jewish Territorial Doctrine [Berkeley: University
of California, 1974] 75-158). See also Scobie, The Ways of Our God 168-69.
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longed for. The true “return from exile” has finally taken place. Yet, as we
have already noted, the ultimate benefits of that fulfillment are not yet seen.
Through Christ’s second coming God will consummate his redemptive work
for the entire cosmos,?®

This very rough sketch of the shape of eschatological fulfillment as it
unfolds in the biblical story brings nothing new to the table. But insufficient
attention has been paid to the place of the cosmos in this scheme of fulfill-
ment. Return to the land and the blessing of the land were very important in
the prophetic witness.?” What happens to that theme in the NT? Any adequate
answer to this question involves us in some very knotty and controversial
hermeneutical issues. Some interpreters insist that the OT promises about
a return to the land have not been fulfilled in the return from exile and must
be fulfilled when Christ returns in glory. While this position deserves respect
for the seriousness with which it takes the OT promises, I am not convinced
finally that it does justice to what we might call the “universalizing” herme-
neutie of the NT.2® Other scholars insist that the NT pattern of fulfillment
points to Christ and his people as the “place” where the OT land promises now
find their fulfillment. As W. D. Davies puts it, “In sum, for the holiness of
space, Christianity has fundamentally, though not consistently, substituted
the holiness of a Person; it has Christified holy space.” The Christological
focus in the NT presentation of fulfillment of the promise is certainly justified.
But I think there are suggestions within the NT that the land promise has not
simply been spiritualized or “Christified,” but universalized.?® In a necessarily
tentative fashion, therefore, I will suggest that the land promise in the NT
is expanded, in a manner typical of the shape of NT fulfillment, to include
the whole world. Furthermore, I want to suggest that this restoration of “the
world” is not to be spiritualized, nor can it be reduced to human beings only.
It includes a material element. God is at work bringing blessing not only to
his people but to the physical cosmos itself.

Before pursuing this argument, I must make one more brief preliminary
point, having to do with my choice to use the word “nature.” Many authors

6 For more on some of these themes, particularly in the OT, see especially William J. Dumbrell,
Covenant and Creation (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1984); Christopher J. H. Wright, Living as
the People of God: The Relevance of Old Testament Ethics (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1983)
88-94.

27 Donald Gowan rightly stresses that the OT knows nothing of a redemption of humanity that
takes place without the renewal of the world (Donald E. Gowan, Eschatology in the Old Testament
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1986) 113-18; ef. Richard J. Clifford, “The Bible and the Environment,”
in Preserving the Creation: Environmental Theology and Ethics [ed. Kevin W. Irwin and Edmund
D. Pellegrino; Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1994] 14).

2% T should note, however, that the NT is not absolutely consistent in its universalizing; I think
that Rom 11:12-32 predicts a spiritual conversion of many Jews in the last days (see my The
Epistle to the Romanz [NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996] 710-26),

* Davies, The Gospel and the Land 368.

%0 Walter Brueggemann, for instance, in the new edition of his classic study of the theme, does
not think that the land promise is spiritualized to the extent that Davies does (The Land 160-68).
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have noted that the concept denoted by this word is quite ambiguous: what
people mean by “nature” is socially constructed.®® Commenting on this fact,
Alistair McGrath calls for the development of a new ontology of nature, rooted
in the biblical doctrine of creation.?? Jiirgen Moltmann expresses a similar
concern:

For centuries, men and women have tried to understand God’s creation as
nature, so that they can exploit it in accordance with the laws science has dis-
covered. Today the essential point is to understand this knowable, controllable
and usable nature as God’s creation, and to learn to respect it as such. The
limited sphere of reality which we call “nature” must be lifted into the totality
of being which is termed “God’s creation.”

If in this essay I use the word “nature” rather than “creation,” it is not because
I disagree with McGrath and Moltmann: indeed, this essay is a very minor
contribution to their program. Rather I use the word “nature” because it more
naturally denotes the sub-human world of creation that is the focus of this
essay.

The essay falls into three parts. I first look at several passages on the
future of the created world. I will then turn to passages and concepts about
the present state of the created world. I will conclude with some reflections
on the ethical implications of the NT eschatological perspective.

II. THE FINAL STATE OF NATURE;
THE “NOT YET” OF ESCHATOLOGICAL FULFILLMENT

1. Romans 8:19-22. Romans 8:19-22, along with Col 1:20, is the NT text
most often cited in literature on biblical environmentalism. And justly so. It
is the clearest expression of future hope for the physical world in the NT.
The text comes toward the beginning of a section in which Paul celebrates
the future glory that God’s work in Christ assures to believers. The verses
immediately ground (yap) verse 18: “I consider that our present sufferings
are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”** How
they ground verse 18 depends on the most important exegetical issue raised
by this text: the referent of “creation” (ktioic; oceurring once in each verse).
Interpreters have argued that the word must include, as it allegedly usually

3 Alister E. MeGrath, Nature, vol. 1 of A Scientific Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001)
81-133; Kate Soper, What Is Nature? Culture, Politics and the Non-Human (Oxford: Blackwell,
1995) 16-21, passimn.

32 MeGrath, Nature 133,

3 J, Moltmann, God in Creation: A New Theology of Creation and the Spirit of God (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1993) 21, For a discussion of Moltmann’s “ecological theology,” see Steven Bouma-Prediger,
The Greening of Theology: The Ecological Models of Rosemary Radford Ruether, Joseph Sittler,
and Jiirgen Moltmann (American Academy of Religion Academy Series 91; Atlanta: Scholars Press,
1995) 103-34, 217-63. Kate Soper correctly notes that most of the usual ethieal bases for “nature”
preservation inevitably depend on human values (What Is Nature? 252).

# Quotations of the Bible, unless otherwise noted, are from the TNIV.


























































































