
Is the historian Lynn White correct in attributing the roots of our ecological crisis to Christianity?
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Lynn White wrote his famous article in 1967. Since then, things have changed quite significantly. I have chosen to concentrate on a few points raised in the original article, subsequent post-White studies and developments within Christianity, whilst looking back at the origins of Christianity itself. There are a few points that, I believe, are worth considering today.

White basically maintained that it is impossible to fathom how humankind has affected 'natural' forms of life and balance in the natural ecosystems, but this interference is a fact: man-induced changes are difficult to quantify, but undeniable. Ultimately, our actions towards our ecology depend on what we think about ourselves in relation to things around us, which is not exclusive to Christianity; in Buddhism, for instance, we find — amongst other things — a principle called esho funi, “oneness of man and environment”.

In fact, White did not initiate his critique: Feuerbach is an important precursor; in America, the most important insights came from Emerson, Thoreau and Muir. Muir, in particular, targeted the claim in Genesis that the world had been made for man. This critique is connected to the assumption that religions originating in Asia had more beneficent and empathetic attitudes and practices toward the non-human world than the monotheist, Abrahamic religions.

White believed that the origins of this disconnection are to be found in agriculture around Medieval times (a ‘bias’ possibly linked to him being a scholar in Medieval history). In connection to this, White examines fundamental assumptions and developments at the root of this supposed collusion between humankind and religion towards the corruption of man’s relationship to his environment; he suggests that changes in agricultural practices (from the 7th century onwards) implied working the land in a much more violent way.

A more recent study, however, challenges this view, suggesting that there is no longer any support for the view that the spread of agriculture marked a major transition in human societies, as there was no discernible ‘switch’ from Paleolithic forager to Neolithic farmer. The ‘transition’ from living mainly on wild resources to a life based on food production took something in the order of 3,000 years: this seems to dismantle the argument that there was a “sudden switch”, as first assumed by White. Moreover, the “spread of farming” to secondary areas, such as Europe, turns out to have been a highly tenuous process, which sometimes failed. Therefore, the authors claim that it does not make sense any longer to use phrases like “agricultural revolution” when dealing with processes of such length and complexity — and the consequences of this on White’s argument are evident (Graeber & Wengrow, 2018).

The most important variables in environmental decline, however, were identified in Christianity's deep anthropocentrism and disenchantment of nature, as well as its antipathy towards pagan animism. White sees Christianity, especially in its Western form, as “the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen”, as it “not only established a dualism of man and nature, but also insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends”. Ultimately, White concludes that “the victory of Christianity over Paganism was the greatest psychic revolution in the history of our culture” (White, 1967).

Both modern technology and modern science are distinctly Western: Europe seized global scientific leadership from Islam as late as the 13th century. Significant stages are identified in two long, separate developments: the harnessing of water and wind power (and the machinery that followed) and the mechanical clock. White further argues that the 'marriage' between science and technology is operational only from 1850 onwards, when there is a convergence between scientific knowledge and technological power; even the word ‘ecology’ first appears in the English language in 1873: since science and technology only fused towards the middle of the 19th century, our ecological crisis became the product of an emerging, novel ‘democratic’ culture.

White maintains that even though our language and thought may not be overtly Christian anymore, their essence remain amazingly akin to that of the past: an inherent faith in perpetual progress; indeed, we have been living for the last 1700 years (and still live) dominated by Christian axioms, which we have to rethink, if humankind (and the planet) are to survive.

White himself recalls how “in Antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream, every hill had its own genius loci. These spirits were accessible to men, but very unlike men” (White, 1967). And with this we get to the crux of the matter: by destroying Pagan animism, Christianity could exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects. The spirit in natural objects, which formerly had protected nature from man, evaporated: man’s effective monopoly on spirit in this world was sanctioned, and the old inhibitions to the exploitation of nature fell apart. But where are the origins of such disconnect to be found?

In fact, indigenous spiritualities, Celts, but also — within Christianity — Franciscans, saw creation as good; as a theophany or revelation of God’s very being, just as Genesis taught. If so, how did Christianity come to be so divorced from nature? John Philip Newell, a poet and scholar known for his work in the field of Celtic spirituality, traces the roots of this disconnect in the impact of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo (“creation out of nothing”). He offers an alternative, still orthodox, view of creation based on the writings of Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyon (130-202), who taught that the whole of creation flows from the very ‘substance’ of God (Newell, 2011). Irenaeus signalled his concern about the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, intuiting this was to become the standard of Western Christianity’s approach to creation. But he also warned that to neutralise matter would be a disaster: teaching that creation does not come from holy substance would lead to the abuse of creation itself. It was a convenient ‘truth’ — the empire could do whatever it wished to matter: in this way, however, matter was not holy anymore; rather, it was made from nothing, essentially devoid of sacred energy. So, every imperial mind could ravage the earth’s resources with impunity; it could disparage the rights of creatures and dominate the physical well-being of its subjects: religion had become the accomplice of the state’s subordination of the earth; it had sanctioned the separation of spirit and matter. It is important to remind, however, that this is only one interpretation of Genesis, and although it has become ‘mainstream’ for reasons connected to power and control, it has little to do with Christianity's original view of creation.

Such ‘preferential’ approach may be correlated also to a fundamental split, which took place in the early centuries of Christianity: White points out that if the Greeks had believed in sin as “intellectual blindness”, with salvation found in clear thinking, the Latins felt that sin was “moral evil”, and that salvation was to be found in right conduct. Christianity thus focused insistently on the ‘flesh’ at the expense of the ‘world’: Richard Rohr — Franciscan priest and founder of the Centre for Action and Contemplation —, points out that excessive concentration on the body as the root of sin was a (calculated) misjudgment; in the long run, it made for a further distancing from the natural world, while the original meaning of ‘sin’ would in fact be ‘disconnection’ from God, and from creation as God’s expression (Rohr, 2016); so, an action disrespectful of any form of life and the environment could be rightly labeled (even theologically) as ‘sinful’.

The study of nature for a better understanding of God was known as nature theology, but although from the 13th century onwards every major scientist explained his motivations in religious terms, this was already posited on a bias, as we have just seen: even though the hypothesis of God became unnecessary to many scientists only at the end of the 18th century, it was attached to a rather literal (hence superficial) interpretation of the striking story of creation that Christianity had inherited from Judaism — an interpretation carefully controlled (and, when necessary, manipulated) by ecclesiastical hierarchies.

It is not difficult to find evidence of this impact on science: for a long time, for instance, the interpretations regarding fossils and the entire theory on the origin of mountains harked back to biblical indications and the ‘theory’ of universal deluge, as appropriated by the Swiss scholar Jacob Scheuchzer. As for plants, the prevailing species concept of the time was that they were unchangeable entities created by God; it was only with the advent of Darwinian evolution and discovery of Mendelian genetics species’ that concepts changed (Fay & Chase, 2017).

But according to White, more science and technology are not going to get us out of the present ecological crisis, until we find a new religion, or “rethink our old one” — and there are signs that the ‘rethinking’ is indeed happening: some attempts at reconciling Christianity with its ecological roots include the “Green Church” movement, Father Rohr’s approach, and many ‘enlightened’ Christian scientists’ contributions (Sheldrake, 2017). Rohr affirms that “the Christianity that so many are rejecting today is the one that does not take this world seriously. One of the foundational reasons for this widespread immaturity is that we have lost contact with the natural world, the ‘givens’ — and as a result, we’ve lost touch with our own souls” (Rohr, 2009). This echoes Plotkin’s ‘soulcraft’ work, and shows that a ‘different’ Christianity is possible.

The seeds of that ‘rethinking’, however, were already implied in White’s own writing; most notably, as he looked towards the figure of Saint Francis of Assisi (1181-1226), whom he considered a radical within Christian history, who believed in the virtue of humility, tried to depose man from his dominion over creation and set up a democracy of all God's creatures. Francis believed in all animals and plants having a soul, was familiar with reincarnation and metempsychosis; his view of man and nature rested on a unique sort of pan-psychism of all things animate and inanimate. 

Ultimately, White's thesis is that the present disruption of the global environment is the product of a convergence between technology, religion and science which originated in the Western medieval world, against which Francis was rebelling in such an original way. White considers Francis the greatest spiritual revolutionary in Western history, who proposed an alternative Christian view of nature and man's relation to it: he tried to substitute the idea of equality of all creatures, including man, for that of man's limitless rule of creation (White, 1967).

White, however, concludes that Francis failed, but today there are reasons to disagree. As, equally importantly, White urged Christians to “reform — not reject — their tradition”, the Franciscan thread finds a continuity, in recent times, culminating with Bergoglio choosing Francis as his papal name, and ensuing the Laudato sì encyclical, which emphasises that the “gift of consciousness” bestowed on humankind confers a unique obligation to care for the world that God created. This echoes Rohr, who writes that consciousness — the capacity to self-reflect; humans’ distinctive trait — implies, above all, more responsibility (Rohr, 2013).

The bottom line, according to White, is that “since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious” (White, 1967): an affirmation which bears a parallel with the karmic law of cause and effect. In Buddhist terms, if we have damaged the planet out of actions resulting from the three human poisons (anger, greed and ignorance), the only possibility to see different effects in the future, is by ‘reforming’ our actions (causes). Ultimately, White proposes Francis as a patron saint for ecologists and as epitome of pan-psychism, a principle that finds echoes in Rohr's writings (where it is referred to, more accurately, as ‘panentheism’).

Rohr writes: “Francis sought direction in the mirror of creation. He experienced himself situated inside of a meaning-filled cosmos, and is taken seriously by all world religions: to him, the sun, moon, animals, plants, and elements are all shown reverence — and even personal subjectivity — as ‘brother’ and ‘sister’. Francis expected to live lightly on the earth, a burden to neither the earth nor to those who fed and clothed him; to him, each individual existence — person, plant, stone, amoeba — is absolutely precious” (Rohr, 2010). 

Francis of Assisi is a modern equivalent of the earlier deserts’ fathers, or what would be an indigenous society’s shaman: he brought Christianity back to its roots; spent many days, weeks, and even months walking the roads of Umbria, letting nature teach him. Through extended time in nature, Francis became intimately connected with non-human living beings, and came to recognise that the natural world was imbued with soul. This is surely why John the Baptist, also, had moved his initiation rite out of the temple, away from the priestly purity codes, down by the riverside — and yet, now baptismal ceremonies are most often held in church buildings, usually disconnected from anything natural except the water itself. Even a Doctor of the Church, Thomas of Aquinas, affirmed that “grace does not destroy nature, but perfects it” (Summa Theologica), and that God’s image and likeness is visible within the other-than-human realm, which few Christians were ever taught — but while Aquinas explained this theologically, Francis knew it experientially.

Acknowledging the intrinsic value and beauty of creation — elements, plants, and animals — is a major paradigm shift for most Western Christians. We must be reminded that the word ‘profane’ comes from the Latin pro-, “in front of,” and -fanum, ‘temple’: we thought we lived “outside the temple”, but without a nature-based spirituality, we created a ‘desecrated’ universe, bereft of Spirit. As ‘geologian’ Thomas Berry said, the world is “a communion of subjects more than a collection of objects” (Berry, 1986). Berry was a true friend of and advocate for nature: like Joanna Macy and others, he saw that we are on the cusp of a new era; a new way of living that is in harmony rather than competition with nature, and highlighted several important elements to this shift.

But we have to understand that this is nothing new, within the long thread of Christian mysticism (which was always closer to Christianity’s ‘grassroots’ message than hierarchies ever were). Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) reportedly said: “you understand so little of what is around you because you do not use what is within you” (Clendenen, 1999). She recognised that the human person is a microcosm, with a natural affinity for or resonance with her macrocosm: the key word here is ‘resonance’ — while her concept of viriditas, the “greening of things” from within, echoes directly what would later come to be called “greening of religion” (Starr, 2008). This is reflected in both alchemy’s motto “as within, so without; as above, so below”, and in the Buddhist principles of inherent and manifest cause.

Meister Eckhart (1260-1327), also, is quoted saying “if humankind could have known God without the world, God would never have created the world” (Mc Ginn, 2009): here, nature is not a mere scenic backdrop so humans can take over the stage; creation is in fact a full participant in human transformation, since the outer world is absolutely needed to mirror the true inner world.

Although these are only some of the possible considerations on White’s article, my conclusion is that although his contribution still presents some valid points, a more in-depth analysis reveals its limitations, which find compelling evidence in more recent theological approaches — and indeed concrete developments — within Christianity itself.
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