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5b: A Christian Perspective


Teacher Resource Sheet 2  

Dominion, Domination, the Fall and the Problem of Evil.

In the previous topic we considered the Biblical account of the creation of man and the role assigned to him as guardian of the Earth. This view remained largely unchallenged until comparatively modern times. However in recent years two issues have come to the fore. The first is whether the Judaeo-Christian view of nature has led to man’s exploitation of the natural world. The second is how to reconcile the existence of natural evil and suffering in the animal world if God declared his creation to be ‘very good’ (Gen1:31)?

Man’s Dominion and the Exploitation of the Earth.

In 1967 Lynn White, an American historian of science, wrote an influential article which put the blame for our present environmental problems on Western science and technology. He wrote, “Since both our technological and our scientific movements got their start, acquired their character and achieved world dominance in the Middle Ages, it would seem that we cannot understand their nature or their present impact upon ecology without examining fundamental medieval assumptions and developments.” (The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis, Science 155 (1967) p.1204) These assumptions included the Biblical account of creation. He goes on to ask the question, “What did Christianity tell people about their relations with the environment?… Man named the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God planned all this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man's purposes. ... Christianity ... also insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends. … By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects.” (ibid. p.1205)

Is White justified in his critique of the Judaeo-Christian view? Michael Poole, among others, has commented on his thesis. He points out that in the Bible ‘dominion’ does not imply exploitation but involves being a trustee or guardian and caretaker. Ancient Israel was an agrarian society and there are laws forbidding exploitation (see Leviticus 19:19f.) The land was to be left fallow every seventh year when the poor and wild animals could eat from it (Exodus 23:11). The people of Israel were seen as God’s tenants. The land belonged to God and that is why after fifty years all debts were to be cancelled and land would revert to its original owner. (Leviticus ch.25) Animals were to be well treated. They were to rest, along with humans, on the Sabbath (seventh) day (Exodus 20:10). When put to work they must be treated humanely, for instance an ox must not be muzzled when it trod grain (Deuteronomy 25:4) Of course, throughout history, Christians have exploited natural resources, but this is not something peculiar to them. In pre-Christian times, when nature was worshipped, huge areas of forest were deliberately destroyed for hunting and land clearance. In India the ‘sacred’ Ganges is heavily polluted. Christians, as much as, and probably more than, most people are conscious that we are entrusted with the care of our planet. That is not to say that there is nothing for them to repent of in terms of complicity with the widespread lack of care shown for the Earth. Indeed, given what we now know, Christians should be in the vanguard of working towards more responsible stewardship of the world that God has entrusted to humanity.

Natural Evil and Suffering.

The problem of evil has consistently presented a challenge to Christian Belief and traditional solutions have been found in the Augustinian Freewill Defence and Irenaean Theodicy (a theodicy is a defence of God), which takes into account man’s moral development. The former argues that if God gave mankind genuine freewill then he could not guarantee that mankind would not abuse this freedom by bringing suffering upon itself and others and also upon inanimate nature. The Irenaean Theodicy believes that man was not created perfect but evolved from an animal state into one in which he would be conscious of God and of God’s desire to enter into a relationship with him. In order for man to freely enter into such a relationship there had to be an environment where there was both danger and challenge and the possibility of evil. In such a world calamities must strike indiscriminately otherwise, if every moral act was rewarded and every evil act punished, a truly moral act done for its own sake, and not for mere reward, would be impossible. These theodicies do not address natural evil as much as they do evils deliberately brought about by moral agents. But in their different ways both address the question of why the world is, at times, less than paradise. The contemporary difficulty with Augustinian theodicies is that they attribute so-called natural evils to the historical fall of Adam. This is difficult to square with an evolutionary understanding of Earth history. 

Animal suffering presents a particular problem because it seems that animals do not have as their goal the knowledge of God and the freewill defence does not apply to them. Earlier generations, less sensitive to animal suffering, found it less of a problem. Augustine believed that there was a harmony in nature and that animal suffering contributed to that harmony. Aquinas believed that the Bible, in forbidding  cruelty towards animals, was either thinking about the loss of the animal to its owner, or envisaging that cruelty to animals could lead to cruelty to humans.

For John Stuart Mill it spoke not of a benevolent but of a cruel God.

" ... one of the things most evidently designed is that a large proportion of animals should pass their existence in tormenting and devouring other animals. They have been lavishly fitted out with instruments necessary for the purpose ... If a tenth part of the pain which have been expended in finding benevolent adaptations in nature, had been employed in collecting evidence to blacken the character of the Creator what scope for comment would have been found in the entire existence of the lower animals."

(John Stuart Mill Three Essays on Religion: Nature. (Longmans Green, London (1875) 58)

Charles Darwin found great difficulty in reconciling the existence of suffering in the natural world with a belief in an almighty benevolent God. Some of his contemporaries, including his mentor at Cambridge University, Adam Sedgwick, didn’t find any real problem. For Sedgwick, biology was full of beautiful form and perfect mechanisms “exactly fitted to the vital functions of the being.” Darwin saw in nature not the evidence of a good God but just the opposite. “What a book a devil’s chaplain might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering, low and cruel works of nature.” He wrote to Asa Gray, “There seems to me too much misery in the world. I cannot persuade myself that a beneficent and omnipotent God would have designedly created the (parasitic wasp) with the express intention of their feeding within the living bodies of caterpillars or the cat should play with mice.” (quoted by Cornelius G. Hunter. Darwin’s God Grand Rapids, Brazos Press 2001 141)

For those who adopted a form of natural theology, suffering was often seen as a necessary aid to moral improvement. Darwin would have none of it. “That there is suffering in the world no one disputes. Some have attempted to explain it in reference to human beings, imagining that it serves their moral improvement. But the number of people in the world is nothing compared with the numbers of all other sentient beings, and these often suffer greatly without moral improvement. A being so powerful and so full of knowledge as a God who could create the universe is to our finite minds omnipotent and omniscient. It revolts our understanding to suppose that his benevolence is not unbounded, for what advantage can there be in the sufferings of millions of lower animals throughout almost endless time?” Darwin found an answer to the problem by abandoning the notion of God as the omnipotent, benevolent creator and substituting natural selection, “ …which is not perfect in its actions but tends only to render each species as successful as possible in the battle for life with other species, in wonderfully complex and changing circumstances.” (The quotations from Darwin are taken from Cornelius G. Hunter Darwin’s God Grand Rapids. Brazos Press 2001 140, 17-8)

Some creationists, on the basis of their literal interpretation of the Genesis creation story have stated that there was no predation or death before the fall of man. Such a view is highly implausible and has no scientific support. Carnivorous animals seem specifically designed for eating meat, elaborate food chains exist and, of course, vegetation is living and the eating of vegetation itself constitutes death. It is often wrongly assumed that the alternative to ‘nature red in tooth and claw’ is animals living harmoniously together in a quiet pastoral setting. The real alternative to the survival of the fittest is a decadent world with overpopulation, starvation and the weakening of the gene pool. This would seem to be the way in which the evolution of animals has come about. This must be incorporated into any plausible Christian account of the purposes of God for the created order seen in an evolutionary perspective.

The Biblical narrative is unashamedly anthropocentric. Although the Bible does not directly link the fall of mankind with suffering and death in the natural world there is a sense it which man’s fall is intimately connected with the condition and fate of the world. The Bible speaks of the whole creation waiting in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed, “For the creation was subjected to frustration not by its own choice, but by the will of the one (God) who subjected it in hope, that the creation will be liberated from the bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God.” (Romans 8:20-21) Commenting on this passage, Professor Charles Cranfield said that the whole universe does glorify God but, “since their praise is destined to be not a collection of independent offerings but part of a magnificent whole, the united praise of the whole creation, they are prevented from being fully what they were created to be, so long as man’s part is missing, just as all the other players in a concerto would be frustrated of their purpose if the soloist were to fail to play his part.”  Thus, according to the Bible, mankind plays a pivotal role as steward of God’s creation. 

Aims of the Topic

To enable the student to answer the following the following questions

· How has man’s domination of the Earth led to exploitation?

· Can the biblical mandate to subdue and rule over the Earth be held responsible for such exploitation?

· What does the Bible teach about our responsibility to animals and the environment?

· How have Christians tried to answer the problem of animal suffering and natural evil?

Learning Objectives/Outcomes   

At the end of the topics most students will have

· Understood the criticism that Christians, by taking the creation mandate to rule and subdue the earth seriously, have become exploiters of the planet.

· Understood what the Bible teaches about care of the planet and animals.

· Understood how Christians, as well as followers of other religions have exploited the Earth.

· Understood the problems raised by the existence of natural evil and the suffering of animals.

· Understood how Christians have interpreted the Bible to find answers to the problem of natural evil.

Some will not have progressed as far but will have

· Understood how the Earth has been exploited and why Christians were blamed for this.

· Understood what the Bible teaches about concern for animals and the environment.

· Some understanding of the problems raised by natural evil and attempts by Christians to solve these problems.

Others will have progressed further and will have

· Been able to interact with the views of critics like Lynn White.

· Understood the problems raised by natural evil and be able to evaluate the various attempts at answering them.

Resources

Books

· Hick John Evil and the God of Love Glasgow Collins 1968
· Hunter Cornelius Darwin’s God Grand Rapids Brazos Press 2001
· Jeeves Malcolm and Berry R. J. Science, Life and Christian Belief Leicester Apollos 1998 ch12.
· Osborn  Lawrence Guardians of Creation Leicester Apollos 1993  
· Poole Michael Beliefs and Values in Science Education Buckingham PA Open University Press 1995
· Russell Colin Cross Currents London Christian Impact 1995 ch.11
Articles

· Berry R.J. Christianity and the Environment. Science and Christian Belief 3 (1991) 3-15
· Berry R.J. Creation and the Environment. Science and Christian Belief 7 (1995) 21-43
· Houghton John Christians and the Environment. Science and Christian Belief 9 (1997) 101-111
· Peacocke Arthur Welcoming the ‘Disguised Friend’ Darwinism and Divinity Farmington Papers: Science and Christianity 11, The Farmington Institute, Oxford, 1998
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