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CSPH7066 Religion and the Environment
Assignment 1
Analyse the contribution of the Bible’s eschatological texts to the formulation of a positive environmental ethic (2500 words)

A positive environmental ethic seems increasingly pertinent given the bleakness of current observations and predictions of the future state of the planet. Specifically, we are told that current environmental change could end the current period (Cenozoic era) and the 20th century saw rapid population growth from two billion to six billion.[footnoteRef:1]  Significant progress needs to be made to avert the present environmental crisis. Opinion is divided over the role that religion can play with some scholars holding that Christianity is to blame[footnoteRef:2] whilst others wish to show that the same religion has much ecological wisdom on offer[footnoteRef:3].  This essay will analyse where eschatological biblical literature stands in this debate. The main texts that will be considered include 2 Peter 3, Joel 2, Mark 13 and Revelation 21-22.  [1:  Tucker ‘Religion and Ecology: Survey of the Field’ p398]  [2:  Especially White author of the 1967 article ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’]  [3:  See Dewitt ‘Reading the Bible Through a Green Lens’ ] 

	At first glance, these texts seem to offer little hope for earth’s future and could seem to be predicting current problems such as pollution (‘It is near – a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and thick darkness!’ – Joel 2:1-2) and natural disasters (‘The earth quakes before them, the heavens tremble’ – Joel 2:10), giving a sense of inevitability and helplessness.  They also predict ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (Revelation 21:1), which could lead to the conclusion that the present earth is not worth looking after. Roderick Nash agrees with this assessment and sees Christianity as anti-ecological due to its ‘pervasive otherworldliness’, stating, ‘Christians’ aspirations were fixed on heaven…Why take care of what you expected to be obliterated?’[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Bouma-Prediger For the Beauty of the Earth pp62-63] 

This is particularly problematic amongst Christians who take the Bible literally and predict an immanent second coming. In 2017, President Trump withdrew the United States from the Paris Climate Agreement and this was reported as a decision that was hailed by Evangelicals.[footnoteRef:5]   Therefore, it is easy to see why some scholars claim that eschatological literature can make no contribution to the development of a positive environmental ethic. James Nash has described Christianity as ‘ecologically tainted’, having done too much to encourage ecological degradation and not enough to discourage it.[footnoteRef:6] It could be interpreted that passages such as those above are to blame, but even Nash and others like Wendell Berry point out that we can learn to read the Bible anew and bring our behaviour more in line with ‘the ecological vision of scripture.’[footnoteRef:7] It seems then that it may not be eschatological passages themselves that are to blame but the church’s or individuals own interpretation of them.  [5:  Gibson ‘Politics, Culture or Theology? Why Evangelicals Back Trump on Global Warming’]  [6:  Bouma-Prediger  For the Beauty of the Earth p58]  [7:  Ibid p59] 

Texts may have been mis-translated in English or other languages so that the original, nuanced meaning has been lost.  2 Peter 3 is often accused of being anti-ecological. Verse 10 is commonly rendered that when Jesus will come again, the heavens will pass away and the earth and everything on it will be burned up.[footnoteRef:8]  The NRSV however, is seen to be more accurate and faithful to the Greek when it states that ‘the earth and everything that has been done on it will be disclosed’, and the 1975 Dutch translation has been viewed as more accurate still when it says that ‘the earth and the works upon it will be found’.[footnoteRef:9] Stephen Bouma-Prediger describes these errors as ‘the most egregious mistranslation in the entire New Testament.’[footnoteRef:10]  This indicates that the earth will be discovered rather than destroyed and leads Bouma-Prediger to conclude that, ‘Creation is not ephemeral and unimportant…rather it is our proper home. Biblical eschatology affirms the redemption and restoration of creation.’[footnoteRef:11]  Therefore, it seems that once these texts are properly understood they can start to be part of new Christian ethics that affirm the value of creation and ecological care and concern.   [8:  RSV Bible quoted in Bouma-Prediger For the Beauty of the Earth p68]  [9:  Ibid]  [10:  Ibid]  [11:  Ibid p69] 

Many of the aforementioned critics agree with this assessment, James Nash points out that ‘non-Christian cultures have also caused severe or irreparable harm to their ecosystems’[footnoteRef:12]. This almost points to humankind’s selfish desires being more to blame than an inherent biblical bias towards anti-environmentalism. Even Lynn White, one of the most scathing critics of Christianity’s involvement in poor environmental awareness claims that the religion and its texts can be used for good once properly understood. He argues that the response to the crisis can benefit from religious input and that Christianity has earth-affirming aspects on offer.[footnoteRef:13]  Thus, the case for eschatological biblical texts being unable to offer any contribution towards a new environmental ethic seem unfounded.  [12:  Ibid p67]  [13:  Ibid] 

	Therefore, various scholars suggest that eschatological texts can make some contribution to an environmentally friendly Christian ethic, whilst remaining sceptical about others. Barbara Rossing is positive about Revelation and the way that it can encourage ‘a sense of urgency of the present moment’ but is much more dubious about 2 Peter 3.[footnoteRef:14]  Revelation is about the destruction of the Roman empire and 11.18 states that anyone who destroys the earth will be destroyed[footnoteRef:15], which could be interpreted as including those who damage the planet carelessly. Alternatively, 2 Peter 3 refers to ‘God’s plan for a fiery end to the planet’[footnoteRef:16] and calls on believers to ‘hasten’ this day which she sees as problematic ecologically and refers to televangelist Jerry Falwell appealing to eschatological images to argue that global warming is God’s intention being brought into being[footnoteRef:17]. This is very worrying, but can this really be in line with the writer’s original intentions? Rossing realises that, ‘the letter uses such end-times threats as a tool to exhort individual sinners to repentance.’[footnoteRef:18] In Revelation, the awful ecological destruction described is not a prediction of what is to come, rather a reminder that if we do not act, the earth and all beings will suffer needlessly[footnoteRef:19], thus Christians should be empowered to change the course of history to one that is more likely to glorify God and his creation.  Therefore, eschatological texts have at least something to offer for ecological contemplation.   [14:  Rossing ‘Hastening the Day When the Earth will Burn? Global Warming, Revelation and 2 Peter 3’ p2]  [15:  Ibid p3]  [16:  Ibid]  [17:  Ibid]  [18:  Ibid p4]  [19:  Ibid p7] 

	Similarly, to Rossing, Keith Dyer questions the efficacy of 2 Peter 3 but is more positive about Mark 13.   He suggests that once most eschatological texts are re-examined they become much more than pictures of ‘inevitable disaster’.[footnoteRef:20]  Although Mark describes a grim future where the sun is darkened and the stars fall from heaven (13: 24-25), leading to the interpretation that only God can save us from this disastrous state of affairs[footnoteRef:21], it doesn’t have to be read this way. Dyer claims that, ‘The logic of Mark’s narrative insists that any cosmic eschatology motivates, not paralysis, but existential alertness and faithful action.’[footnoteRef:22]  Once this passage is read with the background of the message of the rest of the Bible -  highlighted by the 2010 Earth Bible’s core principles such as the interconnectedness of all living things[footnoteRef:23] -  it can be ‘retrieved from the brink of the apocalyptic abyss’.[footnoteRef:24] However, he sees 2 Peter 3 as dangerous and unable to form part of the grounds for a positive environmental ethic, as it actively encourages the downfall of the present earth, via the hope for a new heaven and the call to hasten this in verse 13.[footnoteRef:25] [20:  Dyer ‘When is the End not the End? The Fate of Earth in Biblical Eschatology (Mark 13)’ p45]  [21:  Ibid p46]  [22:  Ibid p52]  [23:  Ibid p45]  [24:  Ibid p56]  [25:  Ibid] 

	In addition, scholars such as Edward Adams agree that we need to be cautious about the use of 2 Peter 3 but does suggest that there is a glimmer of hope in such texts. He describes it as problematic, but states that, ‘the text is not completely devoid of features which are retrievable for a biblical theology and ethic of the environment.’[footnoteRef:26]  Adams is not confident that the non-destructionist interpretations of the passage, such as those suggested by Bouma-Prediger earlier are valid.[footnoteRef:27] Adams points out that seeing the translation of verse 10 as ‘the earth and its works will be laid bare’, doesn’t deal with the problem, as the earth’s dissolution is implied in a number of verses such as the opening of verse 11, ‘since all these things are to be dissolved in this way’.[footnoteRef:28]  He also uses Bauckham’s point that verse 7 (‘the present heavens and earth have been reserved for fire’) and verse 13 (‘a new earth’) imply dissolution to support his opinion.[footnoteRef:29] There is plenty of disagreement over whether 2 Peter 3:4-13 describes destruction or transformation and Adams provides a good case for dissolution of the old to make way for the new[footnoteRef:30], thus accepting a level of necessary destruction but still seeing the potential of this passage to encourage positive environmental activity. ‘For the writer of 2 Peter, matter is not to be dumped into eternal nothingness but recycled.’[footnoteRef:31]  In verse 14, believers are told to ‘strive to be found at peace’ whilst awaiting the new heavens and earth and this could be seen as a call for moral behaviour which could include care for the environment.[footnoteRef:32]  Adams points out that on the one hand the passage does suggest that end times are imminent (see verse 10, ‘the day of the lord will come like a thief’) but also at any time God determines, (verse 8, ‘with the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day.’) This leads to his conclusion that,  [26:  Adams ‘Retrieving the Earth from the Conflagration: 2 Peter 3.5-13 and the Environment’ p118]  [27:  Ibid p112]  [28:  Ibid p114]  [29:  Ibid]  [30:  Ibid p117]  [31:  Ibid]  [32:  Ibid ] 

This tension between urgency and long-termism, seems to leave space for Christian involvement in the wider socio-political world and its problems including the development of an ethic of environmental care.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Ibid p118] 

Overall, the message is that God may recycle the features of the current earth into a new earth, and in the meantime, we need to recycle what we no longer need and preserve the earth and its resources for future generations so that God will be pleased with what he finds when he returns. Therefore, even these seemingly discouraging passages can be used to support a new environmental ethic. Adams also sees similar inspiration in Revelation. Despite some claiming that the coming of a new heaven leads to ‘an otherworldly eschatology’ and ‘a disinterest in nature’,[footnoteRef:34]  Adams also proclaims that,  [34:  Adams ‘Does John’s Vision of a New Creation Encourage or Discourage Environmental Responsibility?’ p3] 

John’s vision of a new heaven and a new earth may not, in and of itself, inspire Christian environmentalism but it can support it, as part of wider biblically informed theology of the natural world.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Ibid p4] 

	There is likely to be some material continuity between the new earth and the present one and for this reason the stewardship mandate given in Genesis 1:26-18 and the description of the inherent goodness of creation found also in Genesis 1 apply in the meantime and Christians need to be reminded of this.[footnoteRef:36] Eschatological texts can therefore play a part in informing new more environmentally aware forms of Christian ethics even if they do not play the most central role.   [36:  Ibid] 

	In contrast to this, many scholars argue that eschatological texts can make a significant contribution to forming an eco-friendly Christian ethic. Douglas Moo asserts that both Peter and John envisage radical transformation rather than annihilation and new creation.[footnoteRef:37]  He looks back to the Old Testament to understand the wider context of these passages and in his eyes, ‘the NT stands in continuity with the OT in affirming the continuing importance of the natural world in the plan of God.’[footnoteRef:38]  He argues for renovation rather than replacement using Romans 8 and its teaching of the liberation of the cosmos, and also the fact that the promise of the resurrection of the body, holds that the physical and the material are necessary for future survival and this applies to the collective universe as much as to individuals[footnoteRef:39].  This makes eschatological literature central to the argument that the environment needs to be treated with respect as it is part of God’s future plans.   [37:  D. Moo ‘Nature in the New Creation: New Testament Eschatology and the Environment’ p6]  [38:  Ibid p2]  [39:  Ibid p7] 

	Furthermore, Jonathan Moo is equally as positive and describes the New Testament, including its eschatological content as, ‘an indispensable resource for the development of a Christian environmental ethos.’[footnoteRef:40]  He argues that the language of fire present in 2 Peter 3 should be viewed as metaphorical as it is used in this way in other parts of the Bible. The fire is for judgement not destruction and he refers to Al Wolters who sees the fire as that which will purify and destroy human evil, leaving everything else intact or renewed.[footnoteRef:41] The images of hope and judgement in 2 Peter and Revelation should serve as powerful sources of encouragement and motivation for living justly and caring for the earth[footnoteRef:42] and can therefore be part of a new environmental ethic. Francis Bridger is also in agreement and has written that the impact of eschatology on ecological thinking has been neglected.  In eschatology, ‘the original creation is seen as a prototype of the new creation. Ecological ethics on this account is rooted in the kingdom which is to come: it is anticipatory.’[footnoteRef:43] The natural order will not be overthrown, it will instead be vindicated.[footnoteRef:44] It therefore makes sense to look after it in the meantime.  [40:  J. Moo ‘Continuity, Discontinuity and Hope’ p21]  [41:  Ibid p35]  [42:  Ibid p41]  [43:  Bridger ‘Ecology and Eschatology: A Neglected Dimension’ p291]  [44:  Ibid p295] 

	In addition, there are other scholars who support that the key ‘new heaven and new earth’ eschatological passages are referring to transformation rather than total destruction. Gale Heide views the message of both 2 Peter 3 and Revelation as positive. Heide points out that prophetic language is often metaphoric, especially when describing judgement. In 2 Peter, ‘the description of the burning fire as all-consuming may be purposefully exaggerated to highlight the fact that nothing will escape God’s holy fire of judgement.’[footnoteRef:45] Peter is comparing to the flood and saying that what is coming will be unavoidable and impending, rather than destructive. It is taken for granted that they will survive, which Heide uses to argue it is symbolic of the final judgement of unrighteousness, as opposed to an actual description of the end of the world. He thinks there will be a physical change, but the passage is not referring to annihilation and total re-creation.[footnoteRef:46]  He concludes that eschatological passages can give hope amid despair[footnoteRef:47], so surely, they can be of assistance in informing a new ethic during these worrying times.  [45:  Heide ‘What is New About the New Heaven and the New Earth?’ p51]  [46:  Ibid p52]  [47:  Ibid p56] 

Moreover, Mark Bredin has argued that Revelation has a positive view of the whole of creation. God is revealed as a carer which should lead humans to see themselves as carers made in his image.[footnoteRef:48] It is the inhabitants of earth who have brought about destruction in the past (breaking God’s covenant). This makes it obvious that this is not what God intends[footnoteRef:49], so Revelation could be a call for right relationships which includes non-human creation.  Bredin warns that, ‘unless we accept Revelation’s invitation to see the truth humans will not survive and the ecological plagues of Revelations will become common realities with increased fighting for decreasing natural resources.’[footnoteRef:50] It is easy to assume then that humans have an important role to play in averting environmental crisis and eschatological texts can help remind of this.  [48:  Bredin ‘God the Carer: Revelation and the Environment’ p76]  [49:  Ibid p84]  [50:  Ibid p85] 

	Having reviewed the various viewpoints above, it seems clear that there are positive messages that can be gleaned from what at first sight appear to be texts that show creation as temporary and less important than the higher goal of humankind’s spiritual purpose.[footnoteRef:51] Lynn White may be correct in placing blame on Christianity for the environmental crisis, but it appears that this is due to invalid interpretations and the use of scripture to authorise unethical behaviour towards the planet. Once eschatological texts are properly translated they can inspire positive environmental engagement. The Church may hold much more guilt than the texts themselves and Wendell Berry may well be correct in stating that the Church has become ‘captive to modern Western culture’, serving consumption and wealth, therefore becoming ‘the tool of much earthly villainy’, standing by whilst nature has been ravaged.[footnoteRef:52] Once this is reversed, key eschatological texts can be used appropriately as part of a wider positive environmental ethic.    [51:  There are also many other scholars that agree with J. Moo, D. Moo, Bridger, Heide & Bredin that eschatology can make a significant contribution to the formulation of a positive environmental ethic including Stephen Pattemore, Scott Dunham, Gregory Stevenson, Harry Maier, David Russell, Thomas Finger, Ernest Lucas & Anne Gardner but word count does not permit an analysis of their work here.   ]  [52:  Bouma-Prediger For the Beauty of the Earth p77] 
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