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INTRODUCTION

The idea for this work began over a year ago, when I

first read the essay: "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic

Crisis," by Professor Lynn White of the University of

California at Los Angeles. The essay condemns the Judeo-

Christian land ethic which he blames for the majority of our

current ecological problems. I find that I cannot agree with

his analysis, hence this thesis. Through this paper I will

attempt to show why I believe Professor White was incorrect

in his critique.

The method which will be used to explain my position is

as follows:

1. Summarize and critique White’s essay. In doing so,

those items which I feel are pertinent to this issue will be

presented.

2. The way in which the followers of Judeo-Christianity 

approached the land ethic will be examined. This will

involve a study of scripture and other sources as well as

some of the traditions of these two faiths.
3. This information will be compared with the beliefs

and traditions held by various Native American tribes. I

hope to show where the paths of these groups converge, as 
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well as what each group has learned from the other.

4. I will attempt to demonstrate why our current

ecological crisis cannot be entirely blamed on the Judeo-

Christian ethic as Professor White claims.

H It is my hope that after reading this thesis, the

reader may come to a better understanding of the traditional 

Judeo-Christian approach to land issues. Throughout history 

there have been misinterpretations of that approach which 

have led to some serious problems, but I believe that no one

group or society is to be held entirely accountable for the 

current ecological crisis.

♦

3



Chapter I

A critique of "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic 
Crisis”

In 1967, when Lynn White Jr. wrote, "The Historical

Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis," mainstream America was just 

becoming aware of the ills facing the environment. Earth Day

was three years in the future, and, outside of academia and 

a few groups such as the Sierra Club, few knew or even cared 

about what was happening to their world, their home, their 

lives. Ecology was not even a word in the English vocabulary

until 1873. (White, 20). In the Twentieth century only a few

voices would be heard "crying in the wilderness". It was

only after the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring

in 1962, and the subsequent controversy which arose as a

result, that the number of such voices began to increase.

Americans have a pragmatic approach toward life, a

tendency to view things in black and white. As they became 

aware of the ecological crisis, they began to look for

someone to blame. Once again it was "the other guy’s fault," 

and "not my responsibility." It is out of this milieu that I

believe Professor White was writing.

He begins the essay, quite correctly, by stating that
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"All forms of life modify their contexts... Ever since man 

became a numerous species he has altered his environment 

notably" (White 18). White’s introduction continues with 

examples and further commentary based on those statements. 

The next section is concerned with the development of

science and technology in Western civilization. According to

Dr. White, "both modern technology and modern science are 

distinctively Occidental" (White 21). Later, however, in

this same section he mentions that "The distinctive Western

tradition of science, in fact, began in the late 11th 

century with a massive movement of translation of Arabic and

Greek scientific works into Latin" (White 22). The third

section is entitled the "Medieval View of Man and Nature."

Here he discusses the development of agricultural practices

and how from those developments, humans moved from being a

part of nature to being exploiters of nature. It was at this 

point in time that we experienced "a psychic revolution in

the history of our culture" (White 24). We developed an 

attitude toward perpetual progress which was hitherto

unknown. This was "rooted in, and is indefensible apart

from, Judeo-Christian teleology" (White 24). White wrote

that:

Christianity, in absolute contrast to ancient 

paganism and Asia’s religions (except, perhaps, 

Zoroastrianism) not only established a dualism of
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man and nature but also insisted that it is God’s

will that man exploit nature for his proper ends

(White 25).

It is at this point in the essay that White begins to
9

separate Eastern and Western Christianity. He speaks of a 

dichotomy between Eastern "natural theology" and the West’s

"effort to understand God’s mind by discovering how his

creation operates" (White 26). The natural theology of the

East was primarily symbolic. It demonstrated ways in which 

God speaks to humans through nature. In the West a more 

systematic approach was taken. White uses the example of 

Robert Grosseteste, Friar Rodger Bacon, and Theoderic of 

Freiberg’s work on the optics of rainbows from a religious 

understanding (White 26-27). Eventually this was to lead, in 

the late 18th century, to the unnecessity of God in Western

science.

In the last pages of the essay some differing Christian

views are examined, especially the teaching of St. Francis 

of Assisi. In this section, White explains that Francis’s

alternative view was an attempt to "substitute the idea of 

the equality of all creatures, including man, for the idea

H of man’s limitless rule of creation” (White 29). In White’s

opinion Francis failed in his mission.
Professor White closes his essay by saying that "since

the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the
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remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call

it that or not" (White 30)

While Dr. White makes some interesting points, it must

be noted that there are some rather glaring inconsistencies

in his argument. While stating that modern science and

technology are distinctly western, he later points out that

this only came about after the translation of Arabic and

Greek scientific works into Latin. This being so, it would

appear that there must have been an older tradition and

methodology under which Christianity operated prior to the 

11th century. He also holds that Judeo-Christian tradition

teaches that all of creation has been "planned ...explicitly

for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation

had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes" (White 25).

This is a misinterpretation of the ancient Judaic tradition 

of land stewardship (See Gen. 2:15; Lev. 25:2-5, 23-25, 28

and 26:3-5. )

In this Hebraic tradition God is the ultimate ruler.

All creation exists to serve God’s purposes, humankind is 

merely the steward of the land, its caretaker. The

misinterpretation arises from the fact that humans have 

often abused this responsibility, or failed to perform the

task to which they were assigned.
An example from Christian scripture which tends to

illuminate the fact of human irresponsibility is found in

Luke 19:11-27. In this passage several servants are given 
7



sums of money to invest for their ruler. Some assume full 

responsibility and perform as they were instructed, which

resulted in their being granted rewards and additional

responsibility. One servant, however, fails in his duty and

has all his responsibility and freedom removed. All were

stewards, and many stood to benefit from the proper

performance of their stewardship, yet when one failed in his

responsibility, others suffered as a result.

Similarly, in the story of the Fall, Adam and Eve fail

to act as proper stewards, as they were called to do.

Because of this all of Creation suffers. Jeremy Cohen, in

his exegeses of Genesis 1:28, calls humankind "the partners 

of God in his ongoing work of creation." This was done to

"ensure the survival of his creation in perpetuity" (Cohen

13) .

The Judeo-Christian Scriptures are filled with

examples of how the stewards of the land have failed in 

their stewardship. The story of Adam’s fall is one example

and the Parable of the tenant farmers in the Gospel of

Matthew is another (Matt 21:33-41). It is not that humans

have been given the Earth to do with as they please, rather

it is that they have been assigned to care for and nurture

the land and have failed in that assignment. (I shall delve

deeper into this area in Chapter II.)
Lynn White calls Christianity "the most anthropocentric

religion the world has seen" (White 25). In doing so he is
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only looking at some of the people who practice that 

religion imperfectly. Much of what he perceives as the

result of the traditions of the Christian "faith vision" are

more likely the result of basic human greed and avarice. The 

<» true traditions of this Faith are theocentric, that is, all

of creation is centered on God.

When White speaks of St. Francis, he puts forth as the 

patron of the environmental movement an individual who was

very in touch with the true traditions of Judeo-

Christianity. St. Francis calls others into that truth, in

much the same way Jesus calls people into the true

traditions established at the time of Creation. Like Jesus

and the religious leaders of Israel before him, St. Francis

had to constantly struggle with his own followers to adhere

to the path they had chosen.

We must therefore begin to examine more closely our

role as Earth Stewards and begin to see how as Christians we

have succeeded or failed in that role. It must be determined

whether our successes and failures are due to the religious

traditions we claim as our own or whether these are the

result of some other action outside of those traditions.

t

9



Chapter II

An Examination of the Judeo-Christian Land Ethic

t
When norms of conduct in a society become 
arbitrary, capricious, and pragmatic, there 
is great danger that one will passively enter 
into cooperation with injustice and evil, and 
refuse to listen to God’s preemptory command.

Thomas Merton

In the last chapter I began to examine the Judeo- 

Christian Land Ethic. Although this religious system has a

long tradition of land stewardship and respect for all of

Creation, its history shows it has not always adhered to

this tradition. This is not due to a fault within the

tradition, but stems from the unwillingness of its followers

to listen to the words of their scriptures, prophets,

teachers, and spiritual leaders.

According to these scriptures, the tradition of land 

stewardship can be traced back to the begining of Creation.

God’s first command to humanity is this, "Be fertile and

multiply; fill the earth and subdue it. Have dominion over 

the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all the 

living things that move on the earth (Gen 1:28). For the 

ancient Hebrew people this was a sign that God had intended
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human beings to be God’s co-creators. For the Jewish 

theologian Jeremy Cohen, "Hebrew writers thus perceived

God’s creation of the entire cosmos from within the context

of their particular covenantal, historical relationship with

God" (Cohen 38). Cohen further states:

The key to the 'original’ meaning of Genesis

1;28 lies not in its alleged license of

environmental irresponsibility, nor for that

matter, in any more praiseworthy ecological

lesson. Rather the career of Genesis 1:28

begins the midrashic process itself, whereby

the Bible appropriates God’s blessing of all

humankind with fertility and dominion in

order to define and exclusive relationship

between God and his chosen people" (Cohen

66) .

In commenting on the co-creative power of humankind, Claus

Westermann states "The Creator does not bestow ready-made

products on people, but gives them the capacity to acquire 

and create" (Westermann as quoted by Cohen 13).

At about the time of Christ, Philo the Jew comments

that: "The Creator made man after all things, as a sort of 

driver and pilot to drive and steer the things on earth, and

charged him with the care of animals and plants, like a 
governor, subordinate to the chief and great king" (Cohen, 

p. 72). Other writers such as Moses Maimonides rejected any
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notion that God had created the world expressly for

humankind’s benefit. Still others saw the following verses

as a limiting mankind to a vegetarian lifestyle in order

that the power over animals granted to humans in the 

previous verse would not be too great, so that animals would

be able to reproduce as they also had been commanded (Cohen, 

186-187. This section provides much greater detail on these

writers.):

God also said: "See I give you every seed-bearing

plant all over the earth and every tree that has

seed bearing fruit on it to be your food; and to

all the animals of the land, all the birds of the

air, and all the living creatures that crawl on

the ground, I give all the green plants for food.

(Gen 1:29-30)

It was only during the patristic era and the middle 

ages that the concept of Genesis 1:28 began to be seen from 

a more anthropocentric viewpoint. Much of this change may

have come from the influence of gnosticism which the church

was constantly battling but which continued to influence the 

beliefs of the people. Coupled with this gnostic tendency is

the increasingly rapid rise of new technology in the Vest, 

such as the harnessing of water power for other uses besides

the milling of grain, ca. 1000 C.E., the invention of a new 

form of plow in the 7th century C.E. (which allowed farmers 

to turn over a greater amount of earth than the earlier
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stick plow would allow), and the harnessing of wind power in 

the 12th century (White 21-23). Finally the increase of 

knowledge which came about as a result of the rediscovery of

the ancient Hellenistic writings and the reflection upon 

them served to change almost completely the viewpoint of

dominion and stewardship.

Land ownership was still believed, to some extent, to

be a divine attribute. Humans only held the land in trust as

a gift from God. For the ancient Hebrews:

The Lord’s are the earth and its fullness;

the world and those who dwell in it (Ps. 24:1).

and

The land belongs to me and to me you are only

strangers and guests (Lev. 25:23).

For the people of Israel the land was to be cared for

and nurtured, for it in turn would care for and nurture

them. Their God had commanded them to rest from their labors

every seventh day, and they applied this injunction to the

land on which they dwelled and to the creatures which aided

them in the development of that land. They even went so far

as to make laws protecting the land from overuse, and this

some three or four thousand years before our current 

environmental legislation began to be worked out! These laws

are expressed in Numbers 33: 53-54 and Leviticus 25. The
adherence to these laws would bring great blessings to the

peop1e:
13
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If you live in accordance with my precepts and 

are careful to observe my commandments, I will 

give you rain in due season, so that the land

will bear its crops and the trees their fruit:

your threshing will last till vintage time, and

your vintage till the time for sowing, and you

will have food in abundance, so that you may

dwell securely in your land. I will establish

peace in the land, that you may lie down to rest

without anxiety (Lev. 26:3-6).

These laws assured the people that the land would not

be depleted. They were a reminder to the Israelites to care

for the land in the same way that God had cared for them

during their escape from bondage in Egypt. This is the

manner in which these ancient people viewed dominion, that

is, as a responsibility, a command to care for the earth and

not as a hammer to beat it into submission. God, with the

earth, gave them life and they, in turn, returned that life

to the earth in their sacrifices. Through the pouring out of

the blood from these sacrifices onto the ground or onto the

altar upon which the sacrifice was offered, they ritualized

the return of all life to God who created the earth and all

its inhabitants.

Thomas Berry, in Dream of the Earth notes that this 

traditional cosmological story of the universe was held 

until around the 14th century C.E. At that time the series
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of plagues that struck Europe helped to hasten the changes 

which were already taking place in religious attitudes, in

education and in the daily lives of the people. He states

that because of the plagues there was "an intensification of

the faith experience," and that "Faith dominated the

religious experience. Redemption mystique became the 

overwhelming form of Christian experience" (Berry 126) As 

people began to understand their religious experience as a

redemption from the evils of the material world, manifested

in the plagues and hard life of the period, Creation became

less important to them. The land and all of its treasures

became a means to an end for some and a burden of bondage

for others.

The merchant class began to rise during this time, or

shortly before. This was a group which no longer had direct

ties to the land. These people did not have to work the land

for their food, they simply purchased the surplus from those

who did work the land. The more the merchant class

developed, the less important the land became, at least from 

the perspective that humankind is closely related to it. The

land now became important in other ways, ways which were not

tied to the formerly held religious traditions.

The land now became a source of income above that

needed by individual families to live. This developed 

because of new technological advances. The possession of 

land became, for some, a symbol of prestige, for others a
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resource to be exploited to its full potential. These new 

technological advances enabled humanity to gain some

semblance of control over the land through the harnessing of

its elements, earth, wind, fire and water. No longer would

people be subject to the whims of nature, now nature could,

in many ways, be directed by men to do their bidding. As the

years passed this became easier to accomplish.

The people of Western Europe now no longer viewed the 

Judeo-Christian scriptures from the same perspective as

their ancestors. Their perception of scripture was more

intellectual, more philosophical. Scripture shifted from 

being a set of instructions for living in harmony with the 

creation of God, to a set of regulations which, if followed

explicitly, would lead men to their heavenly reward. Men 

began to read scripture in ways that would help them to meet

their own ends. Christianity now became an intellectual 

exercise in achieving the kingdom of God at some future 

point rather than in the daily lived experience of God’s

wonderful gift. God moved out of the forests and mountains 

and into the church buildings laced with gold and silver

filigree.

This transference of the "creation mystique" to the

"redemption mystique," as Thomas Berry calls it, was

hastened not only by the plagues of Europe, but also by new 
scientific discoveries. Men such as Galileo and Copernicus

disrupted the entire concept of how the world was perceived.
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At first these new ideas were looked upon as heretical works 

of the devil by those within the religious institutions. The

religious leaders at that time were not as in tune with the

creation as their forebears had been. They were frightened

of any new knowledge, which would drastically change their

world view. The religious leaders of the middle ages now

began to give the impression that only those things directly

related to the church were sacred.

During the 14th and 15th centuries theology and ritual

became so highly intellectualized and stylized the the "man 

in the pew" no longer felt himself a part of the religious 

life of the time but merely a spectator. The language of 

worship was understood only by the religious leaders, and

theology became so "other worldly” that the common 

parishioner had no way of relating it to his or her own

life. These then turned to popular devotions which were,

more often than not, based on superstition and fear and were

an attempt to imitate what they saw the monks and priests 

doing. In this way the dualism of heaven vs. hell, good vs. 

evil, natural vs. supernatural, became ingrained in the

hearts and minds of the people.

All of these shifts in thinking combined in the ensuing 

centuries, through the Reformation, the Counter Reformation

and the Enlightenment, to bring about a profound change in 
the way in which people viewed themselves and the world in 

which they lived. For those in the West the discovery of the
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North and South American continents and the opening of new

trade routes to the East opened up the possibility of a 

whole new world to explore and possess. The idea of land 

stewardship would now be almost completely abandoned in

favor of land ownership. In the eyes of many there was so

much land, so many resources that they appeared limitless.

This being so, the importance of nurturing the land was

greatly reduced, for when it wore out, it became a simple

matter of packing up one's belongings and moving to a new

place and begining again. This was especially true on the

American continents and has become even more true of the

rain forests of South America today.

The attitudes which developed toward land ownership and

use are by no means limited to the European west. Indeed

Lewis W. Moncrief in "The Cultural Basis of Our

Environmental Crisis" says:

No culture has been able to completely screen

out the egocentric tendencies of human

beings. There also exists in all cultures a

statue hierarchy of positions and values,

with certain groups partially or totally

excluded from access to these normatively 

desirable goals (Moncrief 33).

Other societies throughout history have also taken the 
approach that the land was theirs to do with as they 

pleased, as with any piece of property. Most often this
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approach took place in the context of conquest, as in the 

defeat of the Carthagenians by Rome. In this instance the 

Romans, after leveling Carthage, sowed salt in the farmland 

so that nothing would grow, thus prohibiting the

6 Carthagenian society from rebuilding.

Among other groups the land belonged to the ruler who

granted allotments to his subjects. He required them to give

him a portion of their produce from the land in repayment or

for taxes. The Chinese emperors and Japanese Shoguns would

operate in this manner with their vassals.

In reflecting upon the various ways that the land has

been viewed, it would seem that the more "civilized" a

society, the less it sees the land as a living partner or as

a gift from God or the gods. Because of this phenomenon the 

land is often not respected by its inhabitants. Conversely,

the more nomadic or less "urbanized" the people, the greater

they respect the land as a living thing, or a precious gift.

This can be clearly seen in the animistic approach taken by 

the various African peoples or the belief systems of the

Native Americans. For these peoples the earth is alive and

is a teacher. It constantly provides them with the

information which they need to survive. If they heed the 

q earth’s lessons they will prosper, but if they are lax in

listening or in showing respect they will suffer such dire
consequences as drought, famine and death.

There are, then, many more variables which have

19



affected human attitudes toward the land. They come from 

different cultures and different social groups within those

cultures. Religious tradition is but one of these variables.

The words of Lewis Moncrief describe how one of these

• variables changed over a period of time. This particular 

instance indicates little about the religious influence on

land use. The Roman Catholic Church, according to the 

following statement, is acting more as a political body than

as a religious institution.

From the time of the dissolution of the Roman

Empire, resource ownership in the Western 

world was vested primarily with the monarchy

or the Roman Catholic Church which in turn

bestowed control of the land resources on

vassals who pledged fealty to the sovereign.

Very slowly the concept of private ownership

developed during the Middle Ages in Europe,

until it finally developed into the fee simple

concept (Moncrief 35).

But how does this relate to the American experience? In

what ways have our attitudes been shaped by the Western 

European approach to the land? How have beliefs and

* traditions of the indigenous peoples of North America 

modified that approach, and in what ways are our traditions 

and theirs similar? In Chapter III some possible answers to

these questions will be examined.
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Chapter III

Native American and Judeo-Christian Land Ethics 
Compared

Upon the discovery and subsequent colonization of the 

New World, the European peoples were introduced to entirely

different people whose actions and belief systems were

unlike anything they had been exposed to previously. In the

European way of thinking these Native Americans or Indians, 

were savage, ungodly people who were often seen as something

less than human.

As time passed, some among the "invaders" began to see

that the native people were not necessarily as savage as was

believed, nor were they an ungodly people. Many Native 

Americans had religious traditions which were as complex as

the Judeo-Christian traditions. Most of the missionaries

"rode roughshod" over the natives and forced their beliefs 

on the Indians, without ever making an attempt to learn

about their traditions. Some of the Christian missionaries

who accompanied the early explorers soon realized that the

Indians had developed their own spirituality and belief 

systems. Those few missionaries attempted to find certain 
similarities in their spiritual traditions so that their 

evangelical work might be simplified. Attention, however,
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was seldom given to these individuals in the rush to acquire

all the treasures this new land had to offer. What was

missed by most were the spiritual treasures that the natives

held within their hearts. It is only recently that the

White, Euro-Americans have begun to seek out those treasures

and compare them critically with the spiritual treasures of

their own Judeo-Christian traditions.

Generally the Indian approach to life was quite the

opposite to that of the European., Where the whites saw

themselves at the apex of creation, many of the Indians saw

themselves at the bottom, needing the assistance of "spirit

guides," in the form of the animals they lived with if they

were to survive at all. Everything for the Indians had a

spirit, living as well as non-living things, such as rocks

and mountains. For most Indian nations all things were holy,

all places, all times. The Great Spirit, Wankan-Tanka. 

Grandfather; whatever name was given to the deity, was

always with them. In the words of Luther Standing Bear:

Wherever the Lakota went, he was with Mother

Earth. No matter where he roamed by day or

slept by night, he was safe with her. This 

thought comforted and sustained the Lakota and 

he was eternally filled with gratitude (Hart

49)
Belden C. Lane in Landscapes of the Sacred tells a

story of a dairy farmer that shows the difference between
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the "reverence for the clayey sod with the fetish for

cleanliness found in our dominant white, urbanized American

culture" ‘Lane 51). The story also illustrates how some

whites shared the Indian respect for the land. It is similar 

to the story of Moses before the burning bush. Moses was

told to remove his shoes out of respect for the Lord and in 

order that he might be fully in touch, through all his

senses, with the divine presence.

Working for a dairy farmer one summer, he

noticed with interest how his boss always

scrubbed his hands carefully before leaving

the house early each morning. But then, 

Immediately outside the front door, he would

stoop down to rub his hands in the dust before

begining the day. Smith couldn’t understand

the absurd consistency with which the farmer

carried out this daily ritual. "Don’t you city

boys understand anything?" the boss finally 

responded, with all the confidence of one

accustomed to life at the Middle Place.

"Inside the house it’s dirt; outside it’s

earth. You must take it off inside to eat and

be with your family. You must put it on

outside to work and be with the animals" (Lane

51) .

23



In a similar way the Lakota Sioux, Luther Standing Bear,

tells how "The old people like to remove their Moccasins and

walk around with bare feet on the sacred earth" (Lane 51).

Lane and Standing Bear both use these examples to indicate

how closely tied to the land humans are. Disconnection from

the land is possible, but it is a choice that only humans

make. The land will not divorce itself from its creatures.

The loss of the connection to the land becomes acute

when people leave the land and move into cities. For someone

raised in an urban environment, never in touch with the land,

the earth is not a sacred thing, a living being. It is rather

something to be feared and beaten into submission. This is 

the attitude that many of the white settlers brought with

them to the wilderness. This attitude continues among people 

today. I once knew a soldier form South Philadelphia. He had 

never experienced nature until he enlisted in the army. The 

nights in the field terrified him. What to me was beautiful

and holy, was to him a dirty, bug infested, life destroying

environment. Like Smith in Lane’s story, all he saw beneath

his feet was lifeless dirt. A living earth was beyond the 

comprehension of that young soldier.

For the Native American the notion of sacred space was a

very real concept. This sacred space is most often identified 

as a place in nature, perhaps a certain tree, a holy 
mountain, a sacred river. For the Native Americans as well as 

Jews and early Christians, these sacred places were often
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very real, such as the Storytelling Stone at the head of 

Canadaigua Lake in the land of the Seneca, or Mount Sion and

Mount Carmel in the Judeo-Christian tradition. The sacred

places may also be allegorical or able to be seen only with 

the spirit eyes as in the River of Life in the Christian

tradition or Huerfano Mountain which is spiritually located
*

in the Middle Place or cross points of lines connecting 

Humphrey’s Peak and Wheeler Peak, and Hesperus Peak and Mt. 

Taylor in the four corners area of the American Southwest.

Sacred places are those in which people of faith feel an 

enhanced awareness of their God or gods. They do not lessen

the sacredness of the whole earth. Many of the American

Indians felt the Great Spirit’s presence in every aspect of

their lives, yet they also went to special sacred places to 

experience that presence in a more profound way. Some called

this a Vision Quest. In this particular experience a 

worshiper was given insights into his own life, or the life 

of his tribe, or was given a specific task to perform that 

would benefit his people. In a similar way, for the Hebrews,

the belief that all the land was God’s was also true,

therefore the whole world was sacred. The places where God

was revealed to the children of Israel were remembered as

special however, because they were where the people had a

unique experience of God.
As centuries passed, however, rituals and liturgies 

began to be more important than the reasons for which they

25



developed. When the Jewish and Christian peoples began to

lose touch with the land, the land began to lose its

sacredness. More attention was being given to the objects

used for worship than was being given to the act of worship.

£ The human created vestments and vessels became more sacred

than the earth from which their materials came. The works of

man outshined the works of God. A gnostic tendency to view 

the created world as something less than the supernatural, 

heavenly world had crept into the belief systems of Judeo-

Chr ist iani ty.

The Native American beliefs do not distinguish between

the material world and the supernatural, both are woven 

together as one. For the Native Americas the dualism of the 

white Christians was incomprehensible. The Native Americans

were a part of the land and it was a part of them, body and 

spirit. Perhaps Chief Seattle, in a letter to President

Pierce in 1855, made the clearest distinction between the

white view of creation and that of the Native Americans;

How can one buy and sell the air, the warmth of 
the land? It is difficult for us to imagine. We do 
not own the sweet air or the sparkle on the water.
How then can you buy them from us?

Each pine tree shining in the sun, each sandy 
beach, the mist hanging in the dark woods, every 
space, each humming bee, every part of the Earth is 
sacred to my people, holy in their memory and 
experience.

* We are part of the Earth and the Earth is part
of us. The fragrant flowers are our sisters. The 
reindeer, the horse, the great eagle are our 
brothers. The rocky heights, the foamy crests of 
waves in the river, the sap of meadow flowers, the 
body heat of the pony - and of human beings - all 
belong to the same family.
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So when the Great Chief in Washington sends word 
that he wants to buy our land, he asks a great deal 
of us.

We know that the White Man does not understand 
our way of life. To him, one piece of land is much 
like another. He is a stranger who comes in the 
night and takes from the land whatever he needs. 
The Earth is not his friend but his enemy, and when 
he has conquered it, he moves on. He cares nothing

* for the land. He forgets his parents graves and his
children’s heritage. He kidnaps the Earth from his 
children. He treats his Mother the Earth and his 
Brother the Sky like merchandise. His hunger will 
eat the Earth bare and leave only a desert.

I have seen a thousand buffalo left behind by 
the White Man - shot from a passing train. I am a 
savage and cannot understand why the puffing iron 
horse should be more important than the buffalo, 
which we kill only to survive. What are human 
beings without animals? If all the animals cease to 
exist, human beings would die of a great loneliness 
of the spirit. For whatever happens to the animals 
will happen soon to all human beings. Continue to 
soil your bed and one night you will suffocate in 
your own waste.

Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are 
but one thread within it. Whatever we do to the 
web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound 
together. All things connect. Whatever befalls the 
Earth befalls also the children of the Earth. 
(Vittachi 142-143)

This was not unlike the relationship which the

Israelites had with the land. They were commanded to

care for the land. After working their fields for six

years they were to allow the land to rest. Every

fiftieth year the land was also to rest from its labor

of providing food. If the Israelites followed these

injunctions then all would be well with them.

The Lord said to Moses on Mount Sinai, "Speak to 
the Israelites and tell them: When you enter the 
land that I am giving you, let the land too keep a 
sabbath for the Lord.

For six years you may sow your field, and for 
six years prune your vineyard, gathering in their
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produce. But during the seventh year the land shall 
have a complete rest, a sabbath for the Lord, when 
you may neither sow your field nor prune your 
vineyard. The aftergrowth of your harvest you shall 
nor reap, nor shall you pick the grapes of your 
untrimmed vines in this year of sabbath rest for 
the land. While the land has its sabbath, all its 
produce will be food equally for you yourself and 
for your male and female slaves, for your hired 
help and the tenants who live with you, and 
likewise for your livestock and for the wild 
animals on your land.

Seven weeks of years shall you count—seven 
times seven years—so that the seven cycles amount 
to forty-nine years. Then on the tenth day of the 
seventh month let the trumpet resound; on this the 
Day of Atonement, the trumpet blast shall re-echo 
throughout your land. This fiftieth year you shall 
make sacred by proclaiming liberty in the land for 
all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you 
when everyone of you shall return to his own 
property, everyone to his own family estate. In 
this fiftieth year, your year of jubilee, you shall 
not sow, nor shall you reap the aftergrowth or pick 
the grapes from the untrimmed vines. Since this is 
the jubilee, which shall be sacred for you, you may 
not eat of its produce, except as taken directly 
f rom the f ie1d.

Observe my precepts and be careful to keep my 
regulations, for then you will dwell securely in 
the land. The land will yield its fruit and you 
will have food in abundance, so that you may live 
there without worry. (Lev. 1-12, 18-19).

The feasts and sacrifices of the Hebrews were also

tied to the cycles of the world. Morning and evening

offerings, the New-Moon feast, the day of first fruits

in the festival of weeks (Pentecost), etc., all were in

one way or another linked to the land.

It is only when people began to disassociate themselves

from such a close link with the land that it began to be seen

as a commodity, a possession. As noted in Chapter II, the

Hebrew people made laws to prevent the overuse or misuse of
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the land, laws which were reinterpreted in later years as the

attitudes toward the land changed, especially in the Middle

Ages as the whole concept of land ownership changed. Until

that point however, the connection to the land was still an 

+ important religious issue for many people in the West.

As the Middle Ages progressed the religious attitude

toward the land became less pronounced. The tradition of 

land stewardship was somehow buried in the pomp and

circumstance of ritual. The reverential respect which was

once held for the land was replaced by a view that perceived 

of the earth as a place of sorrow and suffering. The new

belief was that earth would one day be replaced with a

heavenly city where there would be no suffering or labor.

Religious symbols, which included natural objects such as

trees, flowers, and various animals, were allegorized to 

represent some aspect of the Christian lifestyle. One 

example is the Christmas tree. With its bright candle light 

and colorful decorations, it represented eternal life.

Another, the butterfly, was used as an allegory for the

risen Christ and the new life which he brought. Symbols such

as these were used to help the Christians transcend the 

drudgery of this life and strive for the new life which was

£ to be theirs in the Kingdom of Heaven.

In time white settlers began moving in strength to the
New World. They brought with them the religious practices 

and symbols which had been established in Europe. Any
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practice of the Native Americans, which even hinted at using 

objects from nature in a worship service, was looked upon as 

superstitious, pagan and savage. Often the natives were 

forced to abandon their spirituality for the religion of the

whites.

By the time of the American colonization, Europeans 

could no longer view the land for what it was. The land was 

no longer an end in and of itself. It was no longer a living 

entity, created by God and found by him to be "very good." 

Now the land became merely a means to an end, be it

prestige, or profit or both. The whites had become so

detached from the land, that for many it ceased to have any

value, outside of the value which humans placed on it. Now

it was "Manifest Destiny" to control the land, and make it

work for man. Should a portion of the land be troublesome, 

why then remove it, level it out, force it to change. It is

only a thing which must be used to achieve the goal of

"gaining all you can."

This att i tude, as Chief Seatt1e notes, was

incomprehensible to the Indian. To the Native Amer icans the

whites must have seemed to be an irreligious peop1e, f or

they respected little of what the natives held holy.

In time, however, certain of the whites began to

reattach themselves to the land and to see it once again as

sacred. Men such as Henry David Thoreau and John Muir began

to call attention to the land once more as something more
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than a piece of property to be bought and sold or a

commodity to be used up and then disposed. But attitudes are

slow to change. Just as it took hundreds of years for people

to forget that the land belongs to God and we are simply

"strangers and guests" (Lev. 25:23), so it would take many

years to cause a reversal of that thinking. The respect for

the land shown by the Native American peoples was, for the

whites, a quaint, colorful paganistic practice until the

non-native immigrants began to notice that the resources

were not unlimited. As the land’s resources began to

dwindle, humans and all the other creatures who lived upon

the land began to feel the effects of the unquenched greed

which had blinded the Euro-Americans in their quest for

power and property. The land began to die. As it did so the 

physical and spiritual health of the humans who lived on it 

began to fail. But not all have felt these effects. Many are

still blind to Chief Seattle’s words: "For whatever happens

to the animals will happen soon to all human beings...All 

things are bound together. All things connect" (Vittachi 

143). They are also blinded to the words of their own

scriptures;

But if you do not heed me and keep my

commandments... then I in turn will give you your

deserts. I will punish you with terrible woes - 

with wasting and fever to dim the eyes and sap the

life. You will sow your seed in vain, for your
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enemies will consume your crop...So devastated

will I leave the land that your very enemies who

come to live there will stand aghast at the sight

of it. You yourselves I will scatter among the

nations at the point of my drawn sword, leaving

your countryside desolate and your cities

deserted. Then shall the land retrieve its lost

sabbaths during all the time it lies waste, while 

you are in the land of your enemies; then shall 

the land have rest and make up for its sabbaths

during all the time that it lies desolate,

enjoying the rest that you would not let it have

on the sabbaths when you lived there.

(Lev. 26:14, 16, 32-35)

Only when the people of this current age have learned

from their mistakes, their ancestors and the people who have

been in communication with the land, will change begin in

their attitude toward the land. They must choose to remove

the blinders in order for the earth to survive.

A change in attitude has begun. The last few years have

seen it begin to accelerate. People throughout the world are

begining to see how out of touch we have become with

creation. Some, like Lynn White, are blaming others, while

others are shouldering their share of the blame and working 

to bring about the needed changes before it is too late.
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Chapter IV

Where Are We Now, Where Are We Going?

While The farmer holds the title to the land, 
actually it belongs to all the people because 
civilization itself rests upon the soil. Those who 
labor in the earth are the chosen people of God.

Thomas Jefferson

In the last two decades we have seen a tremendous

change in the attitudes of Americans toward the land. We are

begining to realize that there is something more to the 

Earth than a pile of dirt and stones. We are rediscovering

our connection with the Earth. Scientists, theologians,

philosophers, and artists no longer view the Earth as a

static, dead rock. They are seeing that she is a living

thing, and that she is ill. The illness, they say, can be

cured but all of the earth’s "cells” must work together in

order for this to happen. To do so all people must look

back, past the point at which the separation occured to see

where the roots of our interdependency with all life lies.

James Lovelock says that "if we are to reconnect to the 

Earth, we need to reawaken our love for her (Vittachi 16).

Voltaire once said that "God created us in his image
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and likeness, and ever since we have been trying to repay

the favor" (n.s.). As co-creators with God humans are to aid

God in the ongoing work of Creation. Unfortunately some

humans have the mistaken understanding that they are to take

over from God and recreate what God has already done. Humans

have done this in many ways, by anthropomorphizing God and

God’s non-human creatures, by de-humanizing those people who 

did not fit the picture of how a human should look, act and

talk, and by constantly trying to make the world a better 

place to live. This kind of thinking is primarily based on

an individual idea of what "better” is for a particular

person. Anuradha Vittachi, quoting one psychotherapist at 

Earth Conference One, which was held at Oxford University in

April 1988, says:

We have been behaving like a five-month old infant

who doesn’t want to grow up. In his narcissistic

babyhood, the baby sees its mother as existing only

to look after him. She has no being, no purpose,

other than that. She comes and goes when he demands

comfort, or f ood,, or warmth, as f ar as the baby is

concerned. He is the be-a11 and the end-a11 of the

universe. (Vittachi 18)

The problem of our current land ethic is not a religious

one, nor a technological one, nor an economic one. It is not 

a singular problem of any singular human system. Rather it is 

a problem which developed out of all of our systems. It will
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take all of these systems to develop a new land ethic, one 

which is beneficial to all life on the planet and not just to

humans.

Fr. Matthew Fox believes that all creation is the result

fc of God reflecting upon himself. We, in a very short time

span, have succeeded in tarnishing that reflection. Richard

Viladesau goes even beyond this by stating that "Creation is 

not merely God’s self expression; it is so God-like, 

participates so much in the being of God, that it is, like 

him, a 'self,’ and thus other than God in himself" (Viladesau

43)
Creation, then, is a reflection of God. Never in the

history of the universe has it been seen that a reflection 

was better than the object being reflected. All that can be 

expected is that the reflection be as good as that object. 

Therefore, our mission as stewards of the Earth is, to help

creation to be the best possible reflection of the Creator.

Yet no matter what we do, no matter how strenuous our

efforts, the reflection which we are will never equal the

totality of God. The following words by Annie Dillard 

illustrate just how amazing a reflection of God creation is:

Look, in short, at practically anything—the

* Coot ’ s feet, the mant i s’s f ace, a banana, the

human ear—and see that not only did the creator

create everything, but that he is apt to create

anything. He’ll stop at nothing.
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Landscape is the texture of intricacy...A bird’s 

feather is an intricacy; the bird is a form; the

bird in space in relation to air, forest,

continent, and so on, is a thread in a texture.

0 The texture of space is a condition of time.

Time is the warp and matter the weft of the woven

texture of beauty in space, and death is the

hurtling shuttle (Dillard 135, 138, & 140).

But how can we be true stewards? How can we assist

creation to be a more perfect imitation of the creator?

We can begin by developing a workable Land Ethic.

Aldo Leopold, in his 1949 classic A Sand County

Almanac, defines an ethic as "a differentiation of social

from anti-social conduct" (Leopold 238). He further states

that all ethics hold that an individual "is a member of a

community of individual parts" (Leopold 239). As a member of

a community the individual must simultaneously compete for

his place in the community, and co-operate with that

community. "The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of

the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals,

or collectively: the land" (Leopold 239). For Leopold this

makes humankind a part of the Earth community rather than 

£ the conqueror, or, as Thomas Berry puts it, "a specie among

species" (Vittachi 19).
As more people come to realize that we are not "the be

all and end all" on this planet, that all of Creation is a
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reflection of God, then the task of developing a Land Ethic 

will become easier. For humankind to continue to view itself

as the conqueror of the land would be, in Leopold’s words, 

"self defeating," for:

...it is implicit in such a role that the

conqueror knows, ex cathedra, just what makes the

community clock tick and just what and who

valuable, and what and who is worthless,

community life. It always turns out that he knows

neither, and this is why his conquests eventually

defeat themselves (Leopold 240)

Humans have been living under the false impression that

science and technology hold the solution to all of their

problems. Yet science is discovering what the philosophers

have known for some time, that every answer contains material

for at least two more questions. The ancient philosophers

knew this and accepted it as part of the mystery of life, the

known-unknown. As humans began to make discoveries which were

understandable to them about life on Earth, they also began

to make assumptions about their own status as individuals

within her biotic community. This has led humanity into the

consequences which it now faces in the ecology of the Earth.

How, then, can the direction of the crisis be reversed?

What methods are being applied which will aid in the healing
of our home planet? Since this is primarily a theology paper

the focus of this final section will be theological though
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there are many other disciplines which are working on

solut ions.

We can see and hear daily, through the media, what is 

being done in the scientific fields, but in many ways this

4 scientific and technological work is the dressing on the

wound. Certainly much research has gone into the reasons how

the Earth became polluted, her ozone depleted and her forests

and farmlands dying, but that research invariably leads to a 

method for fixing those particular hurts. What is needed is a

change in attitude of the ones causing the damage. This is

the role of the educators, the philosophers, the theologians. 

For the entire span of human history it is those members

of the human branch of the Earth community who pause to

reflect upon the question, "Why?”, who have shaped the way

others think about the world we live in. None of the other

four principle questions of What, When, Where, or How, are as

existential or transcendental. The other four questions can

be answered through empirical methods, but "why" always seems

to be beyond understanding.

It is humankind’s attempt to answer, "Why?", which lead

to a theological and philosophical reflection. Until humans

change some of their possible answers, which many throughout

history have accepted as basic truths, people will continue

to cause damage to the Earth at a rate faster than she can

repair herself.

Once it is realized that humankind cannot know all the
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answers or develop all the solutions to the problems which 

face the Earth, then and only then will humanity be able to

become co-creator with God once again. Humans are rapidly 

learning that many of the things which they thought were

♦ helping them in the co-creative process, were actually

hindering them. The chemicals which they at first saw

dramatically increase crop yields, they now see actually 

poison the land upon which they are applied, turning it into

a 1ifeless desert.

When profit ceases to be the primary motive for doing 

various projects, then real progress will be made. No one 

human is worthy of a seven or eight-digit a year salary when 

so many of the Earth community’s other inhabitants are going

without their basic survival needs of food and shelter, a

suitable habitat. The bottom line is not a minimum acceptable 

profit margin. The bottom line is the physical, 

psychological, and spiritual well-being of all the Earth’s 

inhabitants, from the simple to the complex life-forms. The

loss of one organism, before its alloted time span is 

complete, diminishes all humanity. It makes profit a

meaningless waste of resources.

The time for change has begun.

if Humanity has come to the point in its history where it

has to realize that if something is not done immediately, 
then humans themselves will become an endangered species. We 

may become the first of Earth’s inhabitants to become extinct
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at its own hand, taking with it many other species.

Yet those of true faith will refuse to allow this to

happen. They will answer the call to change. They will return 

to the original vision of their faith which calls them to be

# stewards of the land. It will no longer be "man against

nature," but will once again be "humanity and nature working

as one."
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Conclusion
*

It is ray hope that I have achieved those goals which I

proposed at the begining of this work. I said that I did not

agree with Lynn White’s premise that all of our ecological

ills are the result of Judeo-Christianity. Hopefully it can

now be seen that the issue is much more complex than that.

The crisis which we now face is the result of much more deep

seated human drives of greed, power, and fear. Religion is

simply one way of addressing those emotions, but it is not

the only way.

This paper was not an attempt to wholly absolve Judeo-

Christianity from its role in the problem. It was merely to

show that this religious system was not the root cause of

the problem. Judeo-Christianity certainly had its part to

play in developing the ecological ills which now face the 

planet, but there were many other human systems which shared

t at least equally in that development.

We must constantly be alert to the temptation to blame
and criticize either others outside ourselves for all our

problems, or to take the blame entirely upon ourselves. That
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ecological ills exist is a known fact. We must always 

remember how they came to be so that we do not repeat our 

mistakes. But we must also be constantly vigilant in order

that we do not create even greater ills from which we cannot 

it recover.

In the begining the Earth was without form and void.

Then God spoke, and the world became.

And God saw that it was very good. (Gen 1)

*
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