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PAGANISM, NEW SPIRITUALITY AND CHRISTIANITY:
LOOKING FOR A HOLISTIC ECOLOGICAL ETHIC

John Smulo

Introduction

In 1966, Lynn White Jr. delivered a lecture entitled “The Historical
Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”* This lecture has gone a long way in
promoting the idea that Christianity is responsible for the current
ecological crisis, and has repeatedly been quoted by those seeking to
establish its cause.? White wrote, “Certainly the forms of our thinking
and language have largely ceased to be Christian, but to my eye the
substance often remains amazingly akin to that of the past.”® What White
means here is that though many would affirm that we live in “the post-
Christian age”, most of the influence of Christianity is still intact. And it
is precisely this influence that White believes is the main culprit behind
the ecological crisis.

While it should be confessed that Christians have not by any means
led the way in seeking a way out of our present crisis, it is simplistic to
place all of the responsibility on Christians. Certainly factors such as
capitalism, greed,’ the progress of science and technology®, and the
effects of war® need to be taken into account as influences which have
contributed to our present ecological crisis.

One of the first Christian responses to Lynn White was from Christian
philosopher and environmentalist Francis Schaeffer. He acknowledged
the extent of the environmental problem, and based his Christian
response on a “theology that recognized both our shared creatureliness
(he was not ashamed to speak of the Earth as “our fair sister”) and the
unique role of human beings as creatures responsible to God.””

A common response to the perceived belief that Christianity has no
provision for an ecological ethic is to look to the Pagan community or
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forms of New Spirituality for the answer. As Loren Wilkinson has
written, “Many environmentalists believe that some of the components of
New Age thinking provide a better foundation than Christianity upon
which to build an ethic for living on the earth.”® This belief is due in no
small part to White’s influence. In his words, “By destroying pagan
animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of
indifference to the feelings of natural objects.””

From a Christian ethical perspective, this essay will evaluate such
claims in light of what the Bible teaches. We will then seek to provide a
Christian ecological ethic, and conclude by suggesting several methods
of social change. First, however, we need to develop an understanding of
commonly used ethical frameworks of ecology.

1. Ethical Ecological Views.

Carolyn Merchant, who is Professor of Environmental History at the
University of Berkeley, proposes that there are three main types of
ethical views that underlie the political positions of individuals,
corporations, government agencies, and environmentalists who struggle
over land and natural resource uses. These include what she terms
egocentric, homocentric, and ecocentric ethical positions. They are
viewed as the culmination of associated political, religious, and ethical
trends that have developed in western culture since the seventeenth
century.’®

According to Merchant, the rise of /aissez faire capitalism and the
mechanistic worldview in the seventeenth century, as well as the ethic of
present mainstream industrial capitalism are associated with an
egocentric ethic, or an ethic grounded in the self."* This doesn’t appear to
be purely negative for Merchant. She writes, “An egocentric ethic’s
orientation does not derive from selfishness or narcissism, but rather is
based on a philosophy that treats individuals (or private corporations) as
separate, but equal social atoms.”*

Ecological movements who have as their primary goal social justice
for all people are associated with a homocentric ethic', or an ethic
grounded in the social good. Examples given by Merchant of such
ecological movements include, social ecologists, left Greens, social and
socialist ecofeminists, many Second and Third World environmentalists,
and the mainstream sustainable development movement.*

Since homocentric ethics have as their goal social justice and social
good, Merchant naturally sees similarities with the utilitarian ethics of
Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. Especially in view of utilitarian
ethics as it seeks to act in such a way as to ensure the greatest good for
the greatest amount of people.” She also associates homocentric ethics
with Marx’s goal to “better the human condition by using science and
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technology to meet human needs for food, clothing, shelter, and fuel to
overcome the necessities imposed by nature.”*

Finally, deep ecologists, spiritual ecologists, Greens, cultural
ecofeminists, organic farmers, bioregionalists, and most indigenous
peoples’ movements are associated with an ecocentric ethic, or an ethic
grounded in the cosmos, or whole ecosystem."’

One with an ecocentric ethic holds that the whole of the environment
has an intrinsic value. Whether inanimate objects such as rocks and
minerals, or animate plants and animals.®® Those who hold to an
ecocentric ethic claim to derive their view from the science of ecology.
What is learned from ecology is applied to environmental problems as a
guideline for resolving ethical dilemmas.*

Merchant states, “Ecocentric ethics also have religious and spiritual
components. Deep ecology, nature religions, ecological spirituality, and
process philosophy have at their roots an ecocentric value system.”?
Those who hold to the religious and spiritual components involved in an
ecocentric ethic are typically those that claim they have a better
foundation than Christianity upon which to build an ethic for living on
the earth. We will now look at major aspects of these alternatives in
order to provide a basis for evaluating this claim.

1.1. Pagan Approaches to Ecology.

Pagan spiritual paths, and those that come under its umbrella such as
Wicca, Shamanism, and Druidry are flourishing.21 One of the reasons
why is that Pagans advocate a nature-based or eco-spirituality. As Nevill
Drury has written, “There is a widespread feeling today that native
peoples the world over live their lives more closely attuned to the cycles
of nature than most of us who live in large sprawling cities.”? As a
result, many people—perhaps especially those “who live in large
sprawling cities”—are looking to nature-based religions to fulfil a
yearning for a spirituality that lovingly cares for and interacts with
nature.

According to the prominent Pagan and University of London lecturer,
Vivianne Crowley, “Paganism is a green religion. It encourages us to live
in love and kinship with the natural world.”*® Furthermore, “In
Paganism, the God is conceived of as operating within Nature.”*

One of the central principles of Pagan spiritual paths is that the
Divine is present in Nature and humankind. For most Pagans there is a
strong intuition that the Divine presence is tangible in the creation.
Technically, Pagans have an immanent concept of the Divine. For some
Pagans the immanent presence of the Divine correlates to another
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concept known as pantheism, or the belief that the Divine is
everywhere.® Although Christianity does affirm that God is both
transcendent and immanent, to be true to itself Christianity cannot
encompass pantheism. According to Crowley, all monotheistic religions,
such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam, have desanctified Nature.
Furthermore,

They have moved the Divinity wupstairs, to a spiritual and
insubstantial realm. Our hearts no longer give thanks to the
Goddess when the flowers bloom, when our crops thrive. We
give thanks to weed killer and phosphates! Unfortunately, this
so-called rational rather than reverential attitude to Nature is
disastrous for our future.”®

Another central principle of Pagan thought is that the Divine is both
female and male. Pagans believe in both Goddesses and Gods yet they
understand that the Divine is beyond the limitations of gender.”” Both
feminine and masculine aspects of Deity impact ecological practices
within Paganism. As Crowley writes, “Giving something back to the
Earth in return for the life she gives us is important in Paganism and is
found throughout Pagan thought.”? In relation to the male Deity, two of
the most well known aspects of the God are the Horned God and the
Green Man. Once again from Crowley:

These aspects of Deity reflect modern Paganism’s concern with
maintaining our planet and our natural environment. The images of
Divine as part of Nature which are conveyed by the Horned God and
the Green Man are an important part of this process. They are also a
recognition that we can live fulfilled and whole lives only if we
acknowledge ourselves as part of Nature, not separate from it.?

1.2. Gaia and Ecology.

Another component of thinking that is associated with Pagan and
New Spirituality that many believe provides a better foundation than
Christianity upon which to build an ethic for living on the earth is the
Gaia hypothesis.®

James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis first introduced the Gaia
hypothesis through several papers in the mid-1970s. In 1979, Lovelock
published what was to be his first book dealing with the Gaia hypothesis
entitled Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth.* This theory has received
mixed responses from scientific and religious communities.**  For
example, in 1988 the American Geophysical Union, an international
association of geologists and geochemists, devoted its entire conference
to discussing the Gaia hypothesis where the idea was both criticized and
supported vigorously.® In relationship to Christians evaluating the Gaia
hypothesis, Connor’s caution is appropriate. He writes that we,
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need to avoid a knee-jerk rejection of the entire Gaia theory.

Gaia is the current consensus builder within the New Age. But

the ideas underlying Gaia theory are not intrinsically evil
because they carry the name of a pagan goddess.*

What is Gaia? James Lovelock confesses that the concept Gaia has
evolved from when it was first introduced in the 1970s until twenty-five
years later when he wrote his second book on Gaia.*® According to
Lovelock, “Gaia is best thought of as a superorganism. These are
bounded systems made up partly from living organisms and partly from
nonliving structural material.”*® This superorganism can “regulate
climate and chemistry.”®" Lovelock’s understanding of Gaia is important,
because he and Lynn Margulis originated the hypothesis. However, it
would be incorrect to assume that Lovelock and Margulis necessarily
agree with the interpretations that many from Pagan or New Spirituality
backgrounds have in regard to Gaia.** In particular, Lovelock and
Margulis don’t hold to concepts of the earth’s divinity as many from
Pagan or New Spirituality worldviews do.

Many Pagans and others affirm that Gaia or the Earth is living.
Merchant asks, “Is the earth dead or alive? The ancient cultures of east
and west and the native peoples of America saw the earth as a mother,
alive, active, and responsive to human action.”® Yet in the last three
hundred years, as Merchant has observed, western mechanistic science
and capitalism have viewed the earth as dead and something to be
exploitable for profits. Merchant rightly believes that the consequence of
viewing the earth this way as opposed to the way of ancient cultures is
profound:

The death of nature legitimated its domination. Colonial
extractions of resources combined with industrial pollution and
depletion have today pushed the whole earth to the brink of
ecological destruction.”

Another aspect of Gaia that those from Pagan and New Spirituality
backgrounds appreciate is the connectedness between all living things,
including the earth. Crowley writes, “Connectedness is an important
concept in Paganism and is the opposite of the Delusion of Separateness.
We are part of Nature—cells in a functioning whole.”*! Christians should
similarly affirm a holistic, interconnected, view of life. However, where
Christians will differ with those from Pagan and New Spirituality
backgrounds, is in the belief that the Earth is divine. However, Christians
shouldn’t “throw the baby out with the bathwater” because we disagree
in this regard. More appropriately, Pagan spirituality should provoke
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Christians to relearn from Scripture the high value the Creator has placed
on the creation.

2. Toward a Christian Ecological Ethic.

Upon evaluating some of the key spiritual alternatives involved in an
ecocentric ethic, we are now in a better position to evaluate the claim that
they have a better foundation than Christianity upon which to build an
ethic for living on the earth, as well as developing a Christian ecological
ethic. To begin with, there is much to be commended in the ethical
framework that such spiritual alternatives provide for an ecological ethic.
Moreover, the obvious involvement by many holding to such beliefs
within the environmental movement is to be applauded.

In seeking to develop a Christian ecological ethic, it must be admitted
that Christians have a lot to learn from those who frequently hold to New
Spirituality and Pagan spiritual perspectives within the environmental
movement.* Differing religious perspectives should not stop us from
learning, or perhaps better put, rediscovering, what the Bible has
affirmed in regard to many principles held by environmentalists. For
example, Loren Wilkinson mentions a,

biblical doctrine that the environmental movement is helping
us to rediscover—that is, the fact that we are stewards of
creation. This picture of the human task as a priestly, preserving,
and unfolding activity, in which the Creator’s image-bearers are
responsible both for creation and to the Creator is a biblical
view.®

However, those holding to a Pagan or New Spirituality ecocentric
ethic fall short of providing a solid foundation for a holistic ecological
ethic. Even Merchant has admitted,

Ecocentric ethics, like egocentric and homocentric ethics, have a
number of philosophical difficulties. Finding a philosophically
adequate justification for the intrinsic value of non-human beings
has been called by some environmental philosophers the central
axiological problem of environmental ethics.*

Merchant appears partially defeated when she admits from her
worldview, “At the bottom, ecocentric ethics may have a homocentric
justification.”*

The difficulty for Merchant and many others within the
environmental movement who hold an ecocentric or other ecological
ethic is that they have taken the Creator out of their ethic for the creation,
which naturally has everything to do with the Creator. Christianity has
the answer to the question Merchant raised: “What intrinsic value do
non-human beings, or rocks or trees or the rest of creation have?”
Christian sacred Scripture affirms that everything that exists has intrinsic
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value because God created all that exists. Hence, the necessary
ecological ethic that Merchant has failed to supply is a theocentric
ethic.® A theocentric ethic will contain principles coming out of two
primary beliefs. First, God is the Creator. Therefore all of creation has
the utmost worth and meaning. Second, God has given humanity
responsibility to care for the creation. Therefore, we need to carry out
God’s purposes in this regard. Below we will explore ethical principles
derived from the Christian sacred Scripture that follow from these
beliefs.

2.1. The earth belongs to God and therefore must be cared for.

On the one hand, the Bible teaches in Psalm 24:1 that “The earth is
the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” On the
other hand, Genesis 1:28 and 2:15 teach that human beings have a
responsibility to take care of the earth and all creatures.*” Christian
scholar Elizabeth Achtemeier rightly teaches, “In the Bible there is never
any thought that the world and all that is in it belong to human beings.”*
Rather, we are God’s “stewards whose task it is to preserve and care for
his earth and to distribute earth’s benefits.”* God has given humankind
the use of the earth and what is in it for specific purposes. Therefore we
should not take advantage of God’s creation by misusing it in ways that
were not originally intended. Christian theologian Clark Pinnock rightly
says, “The destruction of nature is hurtful to the God who formed it and
loves it. The Spirit suffers along with nature and struggles against powers
that despoil.”® This is equally so in regard to the earth, as it is to the
wider environment such as the ozone layer.

2.2. Humans need to care for all of God’s creatures.

Proverbs 12:10 states that “A righteous person cares for the needs of
their animal.” Exodus 23:12 teaches that animals aren’t to work any
more than six days a week, thus establishing that humans are to care for
animals. Ruether writes, “God both works and rests and makes this the
pattern for all humans, and even for (domesticated) animals. They too
belong to the covenant and are to be given rest on the seventh day.”*
Ruether bases this on “Deuteronomy 5:12-14 [which] includes sons and
daughters, male and female slaves and oxen, and donkeys and livestock
in the mandate for sabbatical rest from labor; also Exodus 20:10.”% The
German Christian mystic, Hildegard instructed, “Do not regard other
creatures as existing merely to serve your bodily needs. By cherishing
them as God requires, your soul will benefit.” Many well-known
Christians have modeled for us a love for all types of creatures. Francis
of Assisi called creatures his brothers and sisters.> Similarly, Mitton
records that “There are many stories of Celtic saints showing love and
concern for animals and birds, and indeed many stories of animals and
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birds showing concern for the saints.”® Furthermore, God instructed
Noah to build an ark and to take two of every creature, a male and a
female, which he did in spite of the hard time his neighbors gave him.
Calvin DeWitt, director of the AuSable Institute for Christian
Environmental Education rightly says, “If you translated that story into
modern terminology, you would frame it as saving threatened species.”*®

2.3. The future redemption of the earth demonstrates its
importance.

The Bible promises that one-day God will restore both humanity and
the creation to what they were meant to be.”” The renewal of the earth
has been a consistent teaching in the Old and New Testaments.® As
George Eldon Ladd has written,

The redemption of the natural world from evil and decay is the
corollary of the redemption of the body. The prophets constantly
described the establishment of God’s Kingdom in terms of a
redeemed world (Isa. 11:6-9; 65:17-25).%

While both Old and New Testaments proclaim the redemption of the
world, the New Testament makes explicit that it will take place as the
result of Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom. 8:19-23; Col. 1:20). As
Smith writes,

Christ’s death and resurrection wiped out evil and death and
vindicated creation as good while assuring its renewal and
transformation into a new creation. We look to a new heaven and
a new earth (2 Pet. 3:10-13).%

Clifford and Johnson give a helpful application of this doctrine. They
write,

God will not let go of this world because he plans its renewal.
Therefore we should also connect with our planet and show the care
and love of God for it, both in our environmental stewardship and in
generally working for a better world. As Jesus taught, the kingdom
that is to come is already mirrored in those who join with him now.®

2.3. The Jubilee principle.

In the book of Leviticus, God instructed Israel to have a seven-year
cycle in relationship to the land. During the seventh year several things
were to take place. To begin with, Israel was not to sow or gather their
crops. They were simply to let the land rest for the year (Lev. 25:2-5;
25:20-22). However, the Israelites, along with all those who are part of
their community—including livestock and wild animals—were allowed
to eat from the abundant crop God provided in the sixth year. After
seven, seven-year cycles, the following year was to be a special Jubilee
year where liberty was proclaimed throughout the land to all the
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inhabitants. Everyone was to return to their family, and land was to

return to the family of origin (Lev. 25:8-12; 25:25-34). Notably, humans

were to be restored to freedom and equality within the community if they
hadn’t been in such a position prior to the Jubilee (Lev. 25:25-55).

The Jubilee year recognized the relationship between the earth,
humans, animals, and the rest of creation. It provided a way to bring
healing, freedom, and restoration to the whole of God’s creation. Ruether
rightly understands the importance of the Jubilee laws as lying in their
provision of a model of redemptive eco-justice. Furthermore,

Unlike apocalyptic models of redemption, the Jubilee vision
does not promise a “once-for-all” destruction of evil. Humans
will drift into unjust relations between each other, they will
overwork animals and exploit land. But this drift is not to be
allowed to establish itself as a permanent “order.” Rather, it is to
be recognized as a disorder that must be corrected periodically,
so that human society regains its right eco-social relationships
and starts afresh.”®

The Jubilee year provides us with a healthy principle for working
towards a healthy relationship between humans, animals, other living
creatures, and the earth. It is likely that Jesus had the year of Jubilee in
mind when he preached in the synagogue at the beginning of his ministry
(Luke 4:16-21).%

3. Methods of Change.

As we have seen in our brief survey, the Bible gives us a solid
foundation for a well-rounded ecological ethic. However, as some of
Christianity’s critics have rightly noted, Christians themselves have not
done the best job in caring for the earth. How do we best turn the tide
from apathy in the church towards creation into a healthy understanding
and practical involvement in caring for the environment? We believe
non-violent action and reformation are the most appropriate and
effective. What follows will list what we believe are the most crucial
strategies.

3.1. Non-Violent Action.

The method most often used by activists within the environmental
movement is non-violent and sometimes militant direct actions.** Though
environmentalists normally practice non-violent action, there is a
disappointing increase in militant direct actions. Doyle writes, “With
increasing frustration at pursuing ‘legitimate’ avenues for environmental
change, there has been a worldwide increase in more militant, sometimes
violent direct actions.”® Such behavior may risk human harm or even
death.
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We should be involved in helpful forms of non-violent action where
appropriate. However, violent direct actions should never be participated
in. Methods of action that involve possible or probable violence towards
humans are counterproductive at best, and to be avoided completely.

3.2. Reform in Theology.

In a recent article, John Jefferson Davis examined twenty
representative systematic theology texts published by evangelicals since
1970 for the purpose of discovering how much space in chapters on
creation and the atonement was devoted to environmental concerns.®
His find is startling. While the theologians surveyed devoted a median of
nearly 31% to issues such as evolution, the age of the earth, and the days
of Genesis chapter one, they only devoted a median of about 1% to
developing the implications of the Biblical doctrine of creation for
environmental stewardship.®” Davis rightly states,

These results indicate not only the pervasive influence of the
scientific enterprise in modern culture, but also the impact of the
creation-evolution ~ controversies on  the  shaping—or
misshaping—of the evangelical theological agenda. It is likewise
apparent that evangelical theologians generally do not see any
connections between the atoning work of Christ and the future of
the earth and Christian responsibility for its proper stewardship.®®

We probably underestimate the influence that theologians have on the
wider body of believers. However, the large amount of debate and
discussion surrounding issues such as creation-evolution, the days of
Genesis, etc. most likely are directly stimulated by the large amount of
space devoted to such issues in standard systematic theology texts. On
the other hand, the lack of debate and discussion about environmental
concerns in large sectors of the church may well reflect the scant amount
of teaching on the subject from theologians.®® Theologians need to
recognize this and work for change through explicit writing on the
environment in appropriate areas of systematic theology texts.

3.3. Reform in Attitudes.

Evangelical Christians in particular have often had an “us” and
“them” mentality. This has certainly been the case in regard to the
environmental movement. A significant minority of evangelicals are
indifferent or even hostile toward environmental concerns. What Davis
deduces is obvious:

The association of prominent streams of the environmental
movement with “New Age” and eastern religions, liberal
Protestant theologies, feminism, and opposition to free-market
capitalism has contributed to the ambivalent attitudes toward
environmentalism among these conservative evangelicals.”
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Rather than take an “us” and “them” approach, Christians should seek

to affirm that which is good in the environmental movement, even when

those who affirm it are from religious backgrounds other than

Christianity.” Affirmation of particular ideas doesn’t equal affirmation

of a belief system as a whole. A positive approach will also go a long

way towards others taking another look at what Christianity has to say
about the environment. Roszak has noted positively,

In the mainstream Christian churches today, there are
environmental ministries that are encouraging an active
discussion of planetary stewardship and creation spirituality;
some even seek to undo the longstanding prejudice against
“pagan” culture and its insights. "

Conclusion

We need to show more concern than we have for the ecological crisis.
It is evident that Christianity does have a solid foundation for building an
ethic upon which to live upon and care for the earth. However, if
Christians don’t put the principles which are found in Scripture for an
ecological ethic into practice, no one else can be blamed but ourselves if
others criticize Christianity for its lack of care and concern for the
creation.

Wilkinson’s words are sobering, yet offer hope. We will conclude
with them. He writes,

The environmental movement is an ethic looking for a religion—
indeed, a religion looking for God. We need to recover, from
Scripture and the richness of the Christian tradition, deeper
doctrines of creation and redemption. Then, as Paul did in
Athens, we can say to our contemporaries (who are beginning to
catch a glimpse of their stewardly task as God’s image-bearers):
“What you worship as something unknown | am going to
proclaim to you” (Acts 17:23)."”

! This lecture was delivered December 26, 1966, at the Washington
meeting of the American Academy for the Advancement of Science. The
text of the lecture was printed in an article in Science magazine in 1970.
It is also recorded as Appendix | of: Francis A. Schaeffer, Pollution and
the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology (London: Hodder and
Stoughton, 1970), 70-85.
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