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CREATIONISM AND OUR ECOLOGICAL CRISIS
JOHN W. KLOTZ*

The author examines the criticisms which have been raised against a literal understanding of
Genesis in connection with the present environmental crisis. He points out that evolutionism is more
likely to lead to exploitation than creationism. He pleads for a return to a creationist understanding
of the relationship of man to nature.

Ecology and the environment are much in the
news today. Not a day goes by without some
mention of pollution in our daily newspapers;
magazines of general circulation now have entire
departments devoted to the environment. To be
against pollution and to be for clean air and
water are the “in” things.

There is no doubt that we face some very real
problems as a result of our deteriorating environ-
ment. We may debate whether the term “crisis”
is justified; yet it is obvious that we face some
serious problems as a result of what we have
done to the world about us. Morris Neiburger,
the Los Angeles meteorologist, is wrong when
he pessimistically suggests that all civilization
may pass away, not from a sudden cataclysm like
a nuclear war, but from gradual suffocation from
human waste, for Peter tells us differently (II
Peter 3:10). Yet most people agree that

man has been wasteful of the resources of
the world in which he lives. He has ravaged
its forests and soils and has plundered its
mineral wealth; he has squandered and
soiled its waters; he has contaminated its air.
No reasonable person would suggest that
man not use his environment, or that he re-
vert to his primitive past, but no reasonable
person can condone his wasteful excesses.1

It is hardly necessary to outline the environ-
mental problem. Anyone who reads or watches
television or listens to the radio is well aware of
the seriousness of the situation. Who is to
blame? It is easy to point the finger at soulless
corporations, greedy businessmen, vote-hungry
politicians, apathetic voters, money-hungry de-
velopers, but the fact of the matter is that we
have all contributed to the deterioration of the
environment. To quote Pogo, “We have met the
enemy and he is us.”

Why Does Man Exploit?
But why? What has led people to exploit the

environment, waste our resources, and cheat
future generations of their legacy? There are a
great many people who blame the Bible and
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specifically the Christian church for our present
crisis. For example, Lynn White, Jr., in a widely
quoted article places the blame squarely on the
shoulders of the Christian church. Christianity,
he says, is the most anthropocentric religion the
world has ever seen.

Christianity in absolute contrast to an-
cient paganism and Asia’s religions (except
perhaps for Zoroastrianism) not only estab-
lished a dualism of man and nature, but also
insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit
nature for his proper ends. . . . By destroy-
ing pagan animism Christianity made it pos-
sible to exploit nature with a mood of indif-
ference to the feelings of natural objects. . . .
Somewhat over a century ago science and
technology joined to give man powers
which, to judge by many of the ecological
effects, are out of control. If so, Christianity
bears a huge burden of guilt. . . . We shall
continue to have a worsening ecological
crisis until we reject the Christian axiom
that nature has no reason for existence ex-
cept to serve man.2

And Ian L. McHarg in his otherwise very excel-
lent book, Design With Nature, says much the
same thing:

Whatever the earliest roots of the western
attitude toward nature, it is clear that they
were confirmed in Judaism. The emergence
of monotheism has as its corollary the rejec-
tion of nature; the affirmation of Jehovah,
the God in whose image man was made, was
also a declaration of war on nature. The
great western religions born of monotheism
have been the major source of our moral
attitudes. It is from them that we have
developed the preoccupation with the
uniqueness of man, with justice and com-
passion. On the subject of man-nature, how-
ever, the Biblical creation story of the first
chapter of Genesis, the source of the most
generally accepted description of man’s role
and powers, not only fails to correspond to
reality as we observe it, but in its insistence
upon dominion and subjugation of nature,
encourages the most exploitive and destruc-
tive instincts in man rather than those that
are deferential and creative. Indeed, if one
seeks license for those who would increase
radioactivity, create canals and harbors with
atomic bombs, employ poisons without con-
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straint, or give consent to the bulldozer men-
tality, there could be no better injunction
than this text. Here can be found the sanc-
tion and injunction to conquer nature—the
enemy, the threat to Jehovah.

The creation story in Judaism was ab-
sorbed unchanged into Christianity. It em-
phasized the exclusive divinity of man, his
God-given dominion over all things, and
licensed to subdue the earth. . . . When this
is understood, the conquest, the depreda-
tions, and despoilations are comprehensible,
as is the imperfect values system.3

So we creationists are said to bear an even
greater burden than we have generally recog-
nized. Apparently, according to some, we have
been guilty not only of anti-intellectualism and
anti-scientism by supporting the Genesis account
of creation against the “findings” of modern sci-
entists, but also we have encouraged exploita-
tion of nature and have brought about the mod-
ern environmental crisis by insisting on accept-
ing the Genesis account as literal and historical!

White and McHarg are probably correct in
blaming our environmental crisis on exploitation.
They may be right even in faulting Christians
for exploiting, though Christians are certainly
no more guilty than those who do not share their
faith. We would even be willing to grant that
some people have used God’s statement to the
“Father of us all” that he was to “rule over the
earth and subdue it” as a justification for an ex-
ploitation of the resources which God provided.

Mankind Has Always Exploited
But both are wrong in making Christianity

solely responsible for man’s exploitation of his
environment. White admits as much when he
cites as examples of man’s exploitation the human
control of the Nile for six millenia, the fire-drive
method of hunting which he believes was prac-
ticed by primitive man, and the cutting of forests
by Romans to build ships to fight the Cartha-
ginians. These certainly cannot be attributed to
acceptance of Genesis.

It is evident, too, that Christianity can hardly
be blamed for the damage man did to the fertile
crescent, the cradle of civilization. The Tigris
and Euphrates have their origins in the hills of
Armenia which were originally forested. The
rich alluvial plains of these two rivers nourished
a flourishing civilization until Assyrian and Baby-
lonian militarism required the cutting of the
forests. The fertile soils soon washed away and
were deposited in the Persian Gulf so that Ur of
the Chaldees, once a seaport, is now 150 miles
from the sea and its buildings are buried under
35 feet of silt.

Christianity can hardly be blamed for what
has happened to the once fertile valley of the

Indus River, or the fertile Chinese country-
side whose Yellow River gets its modern name
from the silt which it carries. The exploitation
of this country’s resources is well documented in
a recent article by Yi-Fu Tuan.4

He points out that the concern leading to the
tradition of forest care in China arose in response
to damages that had occurred already in anti-
quity. He also calls attention to the destruction
of forests and consequent soil erosion which
came from the expansion of cities, from the indis-
criminate burning of woodlands to deprive dan-
gerous animals of their hiding places, and even
from the need for soot to make ink. Further
Yi-Fu Tuan states that while Buddhism suggest-
ed the preservation of trees around temple com-
pounds, it also introduced the idea of cremation
which brought about timber shortages in the
southeastern coastal provinces of China. He calls
attention to overgrazing in Mongolia where the
most abused land appears as sterile rings around
the lamaseries; and he quotes a Japanese conser-
vationist who blames most of the deforestation
of his country on Buddhism which fostered the
building of huge halls and temples.

It is Tuan’s thesis that a wide gap may exist
between a culture’s ideals and their expression in
the real world. He believes that there are con-
flicts between an ideal of nature or environment
and our practice.

A similar point of view is expressed by Mon-
crief.5 He believes that the wide acceptance of
White’s “simplistic” explanation is based more
on fad than on fact and states that to contend
that religious tradition is responsible for our
ecological crisis “is a bold affirmation for which
there is little historical or scientific support.” He
believes that various cultural and historical facts,
such as the American development of a society
made up of small landowners in which decisions
to degrade the environment are made not by a
few but by millions of landowners, are much
more responsible for our problems than any set
of religious beliefs.

Both these point to the thesis developed by
Wright6 in an article, “Responsibility for the
Ecological Crisis,” that it is not religious belief
but human greed and ignorance that have allow-
ed our culture to come to the point of ecological
crisis. Creationists would certainly agree with
Wright that to solve our ecological crisis we must
come to grips with these basic aspects of human
nature. The Bible points out that men have
seldom lived up to their responsibilities in this
or any other area.

Wayne Friar and Donald Monro make this
same point in a discussion of Lynn White’s
article.7 It is not that Scripture has misled men:
it is that, because of what the theologian calls
original sin, men fail to follow Biblical precepts.
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Biblical Precepts Reconsidered
White and McHarg and those who follow them

are wrong in fixing the responsibility for encour-
aging this exploitation. Like so many other
people they have forgotten to read beyond the
first page of the Bible. God’s command to man
to subdue the earth and have dominion over the
fish of the sea, and the birds of the air, and over
every living thing that moves upon the earth can
only be understood against the background of
the Biblical concept of God’s ownership of all
earthly resources and man’s position as a steward
of what God has committed to him.

The Bible teaches that man is indeed the first
or most important of God’s visible creatures
(Gen. 1 and 2). Moreover, man is to subdue the
earth and to have dominion over it; for this pur-
pose God gave him a superior brain, and set him
apart from the animals by endowing him with
ability to communicate, so that the culture and
learning of the past can be transmitted to future
generations.

Yet man’s assignment to rule over the earth
and to subdue it must be read in the full context
and against the important background of other
Biblical statements. Man can hardly claim to
own anything. The psalmist proclaims, “The
earth is the Lord’s and the fulness thereof”
(Psalm 24:1), and God says through the psalm-
ist, “Every beast of the field is mine and the
cattle on a thousand hills. I know all the birds
of the air and all that moves in the field is mine.”
(Psalm 50:10f).

When one accepts the Genesis account of crea-
tion he recognizes that the land, the plants, and
the animals and air and water belong to God
because He made them. Man cannot claim to
own anything, and he can hardly claim the right
to exploit.

One of the concepts that runs throughout the
pages of Scripture is the concept of responsible
stewardship. Because man is the crown of God’s
creation, and because he has been given great
intellectual endowments, man has a special re-
sponsibility and is expected to care for what has
been entrusted to him. He does not possess it;
it has been given him to “husband” and to tend,
just as our first parents were to till the garden
and keep it (Genesis 2: 15).

God is concerned also for the plants and ani-
mals which He created. He clothes the lilies of
the field in splendor greater than Solomon’s
(Matt. 6:28ff). He cares for the insignificant
sparrows not one of whom falls to the ground
without His knowledge and permission (Matt.
10:29). If God is concerned for other living
things, then man, his steward, must show similar
concern.

One of the reasons for our environmental crisis
is the crass materialism of the day. Men have

exploited the world in order to pile up profits.
Here, too, the Bible has something to say about
those who consider “things” all important and
who plan to build larger barns to accommodate
all their possessions.

Our Savior devoted a large part of the Sermon
on the Mount to pointing out the foolishness of
material cares and concerns. A Christian steward
takes the long range view of that which has been
committed to his charge. He realizes that he can-
not pile up short term profits for himself at the
expense of that which he will one day be obliged
to turn over to his successors. He feels a real
sense of responsibility to those who will come
after him.

Evolutionary Theory Another Cause
Another important reason for the environ-

mental crisis of the day has been the widespread
acceptance of the theory of evolution. It is in-
teresting that White speaks of the last 100 years
as being the time when the environmental crisis
has become acute because, he says, man has
acquired the tools to exploit the environment.

While crass “survival of the fittest” has been
repudiated by many evolutionists who find it
repugnant because of what the Christian would
call God’s law written in man’s heart at creation,
it is a fact that exploitation of the environment
by man follows logically from acceptance of the
ideas of evolution and survival of the fittest.

In past decades men, who have accepted evo-
lution, have reasoned:

(a) If the unfit are weeded out through ruth-
less competition, then man has a right to elimi-
nate those species which cannot compete with
him.

(b) If nature in an objective and impersonal
way has brought man to his present stage of de-
velopment, and if nature has given him the
ability to exploit his environment, then certainly
there is nothing wrong with doing just that.

(c) And as far as other plants and animals are
concerned, extinction has been the law of evolu-
tion in the past. We get along pretty well with-
out the dinosaurs, whose demise can be blamed
on nature; why fault man for exterminating the
passenger pigeon—and after all someone might
say, “Who really misses the passenger pigeon
today?”

That evolution and the evolutionary philoso-
phy may lead to an exploitation of the environ-
ment is recognized. Frederick Elder in his Crisis
in Eden, while praising the evolutionist, Loren
Eiseley, criticizes Pierre Teilhard de Chardin as
an exclusionist, who in his evolutionary system
separates man from his environment and encour-
ages man to exploit the environment. Teilhard
wrote of transcendence coming at the end of the

(Continued on Page 49)
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pursuit of the present direction, which Elder be-
lieves is likely to result in ecological disaster.

In moving toward the transcendence stage of
Omega, man, to put it bluntly, crunches na-
ture by the means of science and technology.
Teilhard puts it more elegantly by saying,
“Taken in the full modern sense of the word,
science is the twin sister of mankind,” for
“the march of humanity . . . develops in-
dubitably in the direction of conquest of
matter put to the service of mind.”

Thus Elder believes that Pierre Teilhard’s evolu-
tionary philosophy has led him to justify man’s
exploitation of the world in which he lives.

There is another aspect to be considered, and
that is the creationist’s attitude toward the world,
as contrasted with the attitude of the evolu-
tionist. The creationist believes that God created
originally a perfect world, the intricacies of
which show God’s wisdom. Because God’s wis-
dom is so superior to man’s, it is unlikely that
man will be able to improve on the world which
God created.

Therefore, the creationist is in no hurry to
change natural balances and to seek to alter the
world which God has created. To be sure God
expects man to serve as a sort of manager; he is
not to take his talents and bury them in the
ground.

Yet this management must be conducted in
keeping with and not contrary to the complex
balances which God has created. When the crea-
tionist sees how each organism fits into its niche,
he marvels at God’s wisdom and is reluctant to
make any changes until he is certain that he will
not be inflicting damage.

The evolutionist, on the other hand, regards
these balances as the result of chance evolution-
ary changes. He believes that he can and ought
to control and direct the changes which go on
continually. The evolutionist is arrogant enough
to believe he can improve on nature. He is
hardly likely to hesitate to accelerate changes
which he believes are bound to take place; and
he counts on impersonal natural selection to
guarantee survival of the truly fit.

Conclusion
We do have some problems. Perhaps some of

the cries that have been raised are unnecessary
calls of alarm. But there is enough evidence that
the situation is serious and that it demands our
attention. What we need is not a repudiation of
Scriptural and creationist principles, but a rejec-
tion and repudiation of the evolutionary philoso-
phy and a more wide-spread acceptance of the
Biblical and creationist view of the place of man.
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