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Introduction

Eschatology is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “a doctrine of death and the afterlife”.[footnoteRef:1]  In the bible, the texts identified as eschatological are those that deal with concepts of ‘end times’.  There is debate as to whether these ‘end times’ texts describe destruction of our planet by fire and the creation of a completely new earth; or whether they point to a transitional event, whereby this earth is cleansed and renewed by fire in order to receive a heavenly city, the new Jerusalem.  In either case, the new earth is to be without sin and suffering and will be suitable for God to dwell on, amongst its inhabitants.  Two of the texts picking up these themes are found in 2 Peter 3:10 – 13 and Revelation 21:1 – 1 – 4, as follows: [1:  The Oxford Current English Dictionary, compiled by Joyce M. Hawkins, (Oxford: University Press, 1990), p264.] 

But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will be disclosed. 
Since all these things are to be dissolved in this way, what sort of people ought you to be in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set ablaze and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire? But, in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  New Revised Standard Version Bible: Anglicized Edition, National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America, 1995,[hereafter, NSVB], <http://bible.oremus.org/> [accessed September 4th, 2018], no page numbers.] 

(2 Peter 3.10 - 13).

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘See, the home of God is among mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his peoples,
and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from their eyes.  Death will be no more;
mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  NSVB.] 

 (Revelations 21.1 - 4).

This essay will consider the contribution of the eschatological texts to the formation of a constructive environmental ethic, with a focus on the way in which the texts have been interpreted and understood.  To this effect, three main interpretative approaches will be examined; namely:  uncritical literalism; by means of examination of context and critique of earlier translations; and through appreciation of symbolism and metaphorical meaning.  It should be noted, however,  that there is no attempt to argue these are distinct categories – it is envisaged that individual aspects from more than one of them might be drawn on by theologians, so that particular conclusions are able to be declared.


Uncritical literalism

Looking specifically at 2 Peter 3, Rossing acknowledges that the global furnace portrayed in these writings describes an ecological disaster and that it would appear humanity is counselled to look forward to this planetary annihilation and accelerate its arrival.[footnoteRef:4] Adams summarises that the reader is likely to ask: ‘if there is to be a new heaven and earth, why be concerned about preserving the present earth?’ ;[footnoteRef:5]  in accordance, Roser-Renouf et al found that around 11% of American adults do actually hold this view,[footnoteRef:6]  and Scherer found that around forty percent of the American congress also espoused such beliefs.   [4:  Barbara R. Rossing, ‘“Hastening the Day” When the Earth Will Burn? Global Warming, Revelation and 2 Peter 3 (Advent 2, Year B), Currents in Theology and Mission (October 2008), [hereafter, “Hastening the Day”], <https://www.thefreelibrary.com/_/print/PrintArticle.aspx?id=186594230>, [accessed May 31st, 2018], p. 3 (pp. 1 – 11).]  [5:  Edward Adams, ‘Does John’s Vision of a New Creation Encourage or Discourage Environmental Responsibility?’, The Bible in Transmission (Winter 2008), <https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/93834/mod_resource/content/1/Adams%202008%20-%20The%20New%20Creation%20and%20Environmental%20Responsibility.pdf> [accessed July 30th,2018], p.1 (pp.1 – 4).]  [6:  Roser-Renouf, C., Maibach, E., Leiserowitz, A., & Rosenthal, S., Global Warming, God and the “End Times” (New Haven, CT: Yale University and George Mason University, March 2016), <http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/global-warming-god-end-times/>, [accessed July 30th, 2018], p. 5 (pp. 1 – 21).] 


At first glance, the eschatological texts do not appear to carry a hopeful message for our planet; after all, the sea will be no more (Rev. 21.1);[footnoteRef:7] the elements will melt (2 Pet. 3.10);[footnoteRef:8] and heaven and earth will pass away (Rev. 21.1).[footnoteRef:9]  Indeed, Scherer’s research revealed that many far-right fundamentalist Christians in the USA have concluded our earth is destined to God-ordained destruction and that scripture, therefore, provides an edict not to get involved in ecological concerns and to take a position against environmentalism.[footnoteRef:10]    Moreover, the exhortation to be active in hastening  this catastrophe (2 Pet 3.12) ,[footnoteRef:11] taken literally, is unlikely to contribute much to a sense of need for an environmental ethic.  Perhaps not surprisingly, then, Roser-Renouf was able to show, in 2004, that fundamentalist neoliberal politicians in the USA  have profiteered from climate-destroying corporate activities at levels over and above political peers.[footnoteRef:12]   [7:  NSVB.]  [8:  NSVB.]  [9:  NSVB.]  [10:  Glen Scherer, ‘Christian-Right Views Are Swaying Politician and Threatening the Environment’, Grist (28 October 2004), <https://grist.org/article/scherer-christian/> [accessed July 30th, 2018], no page numbers.]  [11:  NSVB.]  [12:  Glen Sherer, ‘Christian Right Views’, no page numbers.] 


Interpretation by means of examination of context and critique of earlier translations 

Some scholars have sought to place seemingly contradictory biblical eschatological accounts in relationship to one another; or, as Jonathan Moo writes, to ‘identify vital strands of continuity 
between them’.[footnoteRef:13]  Context may also be considered in a cosmological sense, as demonstrated by Adams, who poses that the worldview of the Stoics may have shaped the way in which the author of 2 Peter used language;[footnoteRef:14] a point picked up by Jonathan Moo who observed, however, that the Stoics did not subscribe to ‘one final and climatic’ day of judgement, but an eternal cycle of obliteration and renewal.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  Jonathan Moo, ‘Continuity, Discontinuity, and Hope: The Contribution of New Testament Eschatology to a Distinctively Christian Environmental Ethos’, Tyndale Bulletin 61 (1) (2010),  [hereafter, ‘Continuity, Discontinuity, and Hope’] <http://www.tyndale.cam.ac.uk/tb-dates> [accessed September 4th, 2018], pp. 21 (pp. 21 – 44).]  [14:  Edward Adams, ‘Retrieving the Earth from the Conflagration: 2 Peter 3.5 – 13 and the Environment’, Ecological Hermeneutics: Biblical, Historical and Theological Perspectives, eds. Horrell, C. Hunt, C. Southgate and F. Stavrakopoulou (London: T & T Clark, 2010), [hereafter, ‘Retrieving the Earth’], p. 113 (pp. 108 – 120). ]  [15:  Jonathan Moo, ‘Continuity, Discontinuity, and Hope’, p. 32.] 


Scholars in this category have also questioned earlier biblical translations.  For example, in 2 Peter 3, the King James version tells that the earth will be ‘burned up’;[footnoteRef:16] whereas, it is argued (for example, by Moo,J.,[footnoteRef:17]  Moo, D.,[footnoteRef:18]  and Heide[footnoteRef:19]), the more accurate meaning is ‘laid bare’, ‘disclosed’ or ‘found’.  Concerning the description of the elements melting with fire, Jonathan Moo suggests that the use of the word stoicheia for ‘elements’ might perhaps refer to ‘spiritual forces’, or may even mean ‘heavenly bodies’; although he concedes that, despite attaining some academic endorsement for this idea, stoicheia had not previously been used for this purpose by the author of 2 Peter 3.[footnoteRef:20]  Regarding judgement day, Stevenson argues that Revelation does not speak of the earth’s annihilation at all, rather both heaven and earth ‘flee’ from God.[footnoteRef:21] [16:  2 Peter 3:12, The Holy Bible, King James Version (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1930), p. 970.]  [17:  Jonathan Moo, ‘Continuity, Discontinuity, and Hope’, p. 31 - 32.]  [18:  Douglas Moo, ‘Nature in the New Creation:  New Testament Eschatology and the Environment’, JETS, 49/3 (September 2006), [hereafter, ‘Nature in the New Creation’], <https://www.wheaton.edu/media/migrated-images-amp-files/media/files/centers-and-institutes/cace/articles/MooNature.pdf>, [accessed September 4th, 2018], p7, (pp. 1 – 23).]  [19:  Gale Heide, ‘What is New About the New Heaven and the New Earth? A Theology of Creation from Revelation 21 and 2 Peter 3’, JETS 40/1 (March 1997), [hereafter, ‘What is New?’], <https://www.etsjets.org/files/JETS-PDFs/40/40-1/40-1-pp037-056_JETS.pdf>, [accessed September 4th, 2018], p. 53, pp. 37 – 56.]  [20:  Jonathan Moo, ‘Continuity, Discontinuity, and Hope’, p. 33.]  [21:  Gregory Stevenson, ‘The Theology of Creation in the book of Revelation’, Leaven, Vol. 21/3, Article 6, [hereafter, ‘The Theology of Creation’], <http://digitalcommons.pepperdine.edu/leaven/vol21/iss3/6>, [accessed July 30th , 2018], p. 141 (pp. 138 – 142).] 


Scholars critiquing translation and context still rely to some extent on literality of meaning.  Further, their choosing of certain texts to illustrate particular points, and the interpretations they reach, elicit a suspicion that some might be overly concerned to achieve meanings aligned to their own environmental vision.  Horrell, however, is more straightforward; admitting that the eschatological texts are ambiguous and that their meanings can be down to interpretation and projection; he examples this by suggesting that vegetarian Christians might take the view that to be vegetarian is to be eschatologically prepared, having found support from sympathetic texts such as the  prophetic words of Isaiah 11.6 – 9[footnoteRef:22]:  [22:  D.G. Horrell, The Bible and the Environment: Towards a Critical Ecological Biblical Theology, Chapter 8, [hereafter, The Bible and the Environment], (London: Equinox, 2010), p. 91.] 


The wolf shall live with the lamb,
   the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
   and a little child shall lead them. 
The cow and the bear shall graze,
   their young shall lie down together;
   and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
   and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 
They will not hurt or destroy
   on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord
   as the waters cover the sea.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  NSVB         .] 

   (Isaiah 11.6 – 9)

Some authors, such as Douglas Moo, propose that the eschatological texts really convey that instead of an apocalypse there will be renewal of the universe and that this should inform an environmental ethic.[footnoteRef:24]   Horrell takes issue with this interpretation, saying that it leaves ecological issues unresolved because ‘the transformation in view is so radical and complete that . .  God . . turns the world into something very far removed from the functioning world as we know it’.[footnoteRef:25]  Adams largely agrees, concluding that 2 Peter 3 is unable to be ‘re-labelled an eco-friendly text’, although he acknowledges that some of its content can inform an environmental ethic.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  Douglas Moo, ‘Nature in the New Creation’, p. 11 – 12.]  [25:  D.G. Horrell, The Bible and the Environment, Ch. 9, p. 113.]  [26:  Edward Adams, ‘Retrieving the Earth’, p. 118.] 


Interpretation of textual symbolism and metaphorical meaning

The problem with interpreting eschatological scripture literally is that it confines it to surface meaning; preventing the uncovering of deeper themes and suppressing the beauty and horror of its symbolism, metaphor and poetry.  Heide understands the need to discover what the imagery of the apocalypse would have meant in its time,[footnoteRef:27] and puts forward that the catastrophic inferno of the eschatological texts may have been utilised as a symbol to ‘highlight the fact that nothing will escape God’s holy fire of judgement’;[footnoteRef:28]  an idea supported by Douglas Moo who observed that the allegorical use of fire in the Old Testament was often to convey judgement.[footnoteRef:29]   [27:   Gale Heide, ‘What is New?’, p. 39, (pp. 37 – 56).]  [28:   Gale Heide, ‘What is New?’, p. 51, (pp. 37 – 56).]  [29:   Douglas Moo, ‘Nature in the New Creation’, p.6.] 


Viewing the texts as literature, Maier is able to draw out the nuance and symbolism contained within, without having to pin eschatological meaning tightly down.  Instead, the texts are enabled to tell stories - timeless ones that can weave their way into, and retrieve meaning from, the imagery of earlier faiths.[footnoteRef:30]  Set free from dogmatic interpretation, it feels possible that these stories are able to impart new understanding in any particular moment or context ‘to see what forms of interdependence they outline, and how they invite us to envision the web of life’.[footnoteRef:31] Suddenly, the ancient eschatological texts are alive and in relationship with the presences of here-and-now place; heaven and earth meet. From this integrated position, potential meanings and feelings are released and, now, an environmental ethic is not only intellectually possible, but is strongly desired; because, in the words of Kretz, ‘theories and practices .  . reflect how emotion functions in tandem with critical thinking’.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Harry O. Maier, ‘There’s a New World Coming!  Reading the Apocalypse in the Shadow of the Canadian Rockies’, The Earth Story in the New Testament, The Earth Bible Vol. 5, eds. N.C. Habel and V. Balabanski, [hereafter, ‘There’s a New World Coming!’], (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), pp. 178-179, (pp. 166 – 179).]  [31: , Harry O. Maier, ‘There’s a New World Coming!’ p.170,  (pp.166 – 179).]  [32:  Lisa Kretz, ‘Climate Change: Bridging the Theory-Action Gap’, Ethics and the Environment, Vol 17, No. 2, Special Issue on Climate Change, 2012), p. 16 (pp 9 – 27). ] 


Do the bible's eschatological texts contribute to the formulation of a positive environmental ethic?
 
Gottlieb acknowledges that the arguments on which objections to the linking of ecology and religion are based have substance; however, he urges that the problem is not only a spiritual opportunity, but religion has something to offer to the crucial need to respond to the planet’s crisis in an engaged, practical and responsible way.[footnoteRef:33]   [33:  Roger S. Gottlieb, Introduction: Religion and Ecology – What Is the Connection and Why Does It Matter? (Oxford Handbooks Online 2009) <DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195178722.003.0001> [accessed May 10th 2018], p. 7 – 12 (pp. 1 – 20).] 


Horrell appraises that an environmental ethic is ‘not simply to be found within the pages of the bible’ and that the ecological impact of events described in eschatological texts is problematic;[footnoteRef:34] while Pattemore attempts to contextualise the dilemma by stating that ‘we cannot and should not try to make out that first-century Christians were environmentally aware and active’.[footnoteRef:35]  However, with the influence and co-existence of pagan religion, early Christians may have been very aware that, for many, divinity was present in the natural world; additionally, for both spiritual and agricultural purposes, sensitive inter-relationship with the land was vital.  It is possible that preaching an environmental ethic at that time might have been seen to carry the risk of re-uniting converts with their pagan origins. [34:  D.G. Horrell, The Bible and the Environment, Chapter 8, p. 103.]  [35:  Stephen W. Pattemore, ‘How Green is Your Bible? Ecology and the End of the World in Translation’, The Bible Translator 59.2 (April 2007), p. 85, (pp. 74 – 85).] 


Adams, without softening that this earth will pass with cataclysmic events, suggests it might, however, continue ‘for thousands of years to come’; and he states that ‘this tension between urgency and long-termism .  .   leaves space for Christian involvement in the wider socio-political world and its problems and for the development of an ethic of environmental care’.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Edward Adams, ‘Retrieving the Earth’, p.118. ] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The willingness for a constructive environmental ethic is clear.  It is concluded, however, that when the extraordinary imagery of the scriptures is liberated from literalism and intellectual precision, the richness of symbol and metaphorical meaning is empowered to engage the reader’s understanding and range of felt responses; and it is posed that, when this happens, the eschatological texts are, indeed, able to formulate and craft a positive and authentic environmental ethic.
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