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Toward an evangelical environmental ethic

1.  What is evangelical Christianity?

The term "evangelical" is used in a variety of ways, typically to refer to a range of Protestants.  I will use the phrase more generally to designate any Christian, a person who has been baptized, who subscribes to two propositions:


1) salvation is found through faith in Jesus Christ, and


2) the Bible is the authoritative word of God in matters pertaining to Christian faith



and theology.

Evangelicals may affirm these beliefs even as they acknowledge abuses that have been rationalized in their name.  For example, evangelicals have been criticized for excessively individualistic piety and ignoring issues of social justice.  In particular, evangelicals are known not to be particularly concerned about ecology.  The triumphalist attitudes and colonialist consequences of evangelical mission efforts are well chronicled and while few religious traditions can claim to be perfect, evangelicals have a particular burden to bear.  While we are commanded to live by an ethic that imitates Jesus and demonstrates love for the voiceless, dispossessed, and hungry, our historical record in this area leaves room for improvement.  There is in evangelical Christianity a distinct gap between what is preached and what is done.  Some think the gap is sufficient reason to modify or abandon evangelical beliefs; I think it is sufficient reason to bring our tradition's practices and institutions into line with our beliefs.


Evangelicals are monotheists who construe God in the personal metaphors of the Bible, as the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Ruth, and Esther, and as the father of Jesus Christ.  Evangelicals typically do not avail themselves of the maternal images of God in Scripture, but there seems to be nothing intrinsic to the tradition to prevent construing God in this way.  The one triune God is father and son and may be mother where mother is the indwelling Holy Spirit caring for her people like a hen sheltering her young.


Evangelicals have a reputation for being susceptible to anti-intellectualism and for disdaining philosophy, but again there seems nothing in the tradition to prevent us from affirming that the personal God of the biblical narratives is also the trans-personal God of the philosophers, the only perfectly free, omnipotent, and omniscient individual existing of metaphysical necessity.  We believe God's relation to the world is that of Creator to created; because God is "the primary efficient cause of things" (St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, 1a 4. 2.) the existence of nature depends on God.  Whereas God exists necessarily, it is in God's very nature to exist, nature does not exist necessarily; it is logically possible that God could have guided things differently in geological history and the earth been forever bereft of life.  The earth might never have existed; the universe could never have existed; therefore, it is not in the very nature of nature to exist.


As Christian monotheists, evangelicals differ from those who believe God is not personal and from those who believe God is not distinct from the laws and processes of nature.  We subscribe to the view that personal concepts are properly attributed to God if the attribution is understood as analogy.  As monotheists, we differ from those who hold that the existence of the world is necessary rather than derivative from the existence of God, and from those who hold the mystical doctrine that all that exists is God and no part of God exists apart from the universe.  God and the physical universe do not seem to us coextensive; there are processes in nature God does not control and specifically some of the processes of the human will.  We understand humans as individuals distinct from God possessing a property that cannot be subsumed into the godhead:  autonomy or moral freedom.  Particular human choices may be foreseen by God, but at least some of them are neither determined by nor explicable as properties of the divine.


This theological anthropology has important ramifications for environmental ethics.  First note that a firm belief in the distinction of humanity and divinity leads to the major philosophical problem monotheists face.  Why would an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God create a world of such suffering and maliciousness?  Because evangelicals believe evil truly exists, it is not open to us to explain evil as an illusory perception to be overcome by right understanding.  Right Christian understanding begins with the fear of the Lord:  the open acknowledgment that God is holy and we sinful.  Because we believe evil arises from free human choices, it is not open to us to attribute evil either to faulty epistemological equipment, the mysteries of the internal life of a God beyond good and evil, nor to the whims of malignant gods.  How the several doctrines of the reality of evil, human autonomy, and God's goodness can be simultaneously affirmed constitutes for many the major stumbling block to acceptance of monotheism.  Evangelicals do not claim to have solved the problem of evil although we think we can point in some promising directions.  For now, we accept the seemingly intractable nature of the problem because doing so involves fewer epistemological sacrifices than the alternatives.  To adopt monism, panentheism, determinism, pantheism or atheism would require us to sacrifice core beliefs.  To live with the problem, unsettling as it is, is therefore a more rational option for evangelicals than to give up the convictions upon which rest our view of ourselves, God, and the world.

2.  Is evangelicalism responsible for environmental degradation?

Lynn White Jr.'s essay, "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis," found a receptive audience in the United States willing in the late 1960s to blame environmental degradation and overpopulation on the Christian tradition.  The kind of Christian monotheistic beliefs described above divorces humans from nature and drives a wedge between us and other animals, separating us from creation in a hierarchical dualism that rationalizes institutions of oppression:  of spirit over matter, souls over bodies, men over women, and humans over nature.  As White pointed out, there are verses in the Bible in which humanity is charged with filling the earth and subduing it, having dominion over the fish and birds and every living thing that moves on earth (Gen 1: 28).  According to White, whereas pre-Christian pagans lived in harmony with the land because they believed there were spirits inhabiting the wolves and trees and brooks, Christian dualists regarded these things as machines, inert and dead, and rationalized their exploitation by saying God had put them here to serve our ends.
  Is White right?  Do orthodox Christian traditions like evangelicalism necessarily entail the exploitation of creation?


A standard response to White is to insist that "dominion" does not mean and never meant exploitation.  The proper interpretation of "have dominion over" is not "use wantonly" but rather "nurture, use with responsibility and care."
  I agree with Wendell Berry who responds that the Christian notion of spirituality cannot be divorced from proper care of the earth.  Berry believes Christian "this-worldliness" may be similar to the Buddhist doctrine of "right livelihood," a potentially fruitful avenue for conversation between Buddhists and evangelicals.  But even if the Bible condoned exploitation, it is questionable whether White's argument would succeed.  White assumes a straightforward causal relation between two very complex objects:  Christianity, an amalgam of diverse religious beliefs and shifting traditions, practices, and institutions, and the environmental crisis, an equally complex set of evolving and devolving ecological states and consequences.  The relationships between Christianity and environmental degradation are almost surely as complex as either one of the objects taken by itself.  There are for example causes of ecological decline having little to do with Christianity.  Consider factors outside religion that affect contemporary environmental attitudes in western societies:  social factors such as urbanization and materialism; economic factors such as the growth of the market economy; political factors such as colonialism, nationalism, or democratization; and cultural factors such as consumerism.  Each vector plays a role in shaping environmental attitudes and practices.  Outside the west are many cases of environmental decline in which Christian beliefs could not have been a factor.  There are historical counterexamples to White's thesis:  nonChristian cultures that degraded their landscapes, including ancient Greece, the former USSR, contemporary China.  Evangelicals must admit that Christianity has been a contributing factor of environmental degradation in western societies, but they need not grant that it is the only factor.  To explain the present state of all ecosystems with reference only to Christianity makes for a simple and elegant theory but not one that accounts for all the data.


Scientific objections to White's thesis ask whether a catastrophic environmental crisis is imminent.  White identifies overpopulation, soil erosion, smog, deforestation, and, "the carcinoma of planless urbanism, [and] the now geological deposits of sewage and garbage" as the main features of the crisis but does not document in the 1967 essay the actual magnitude of the problems.  Environmental contrarians question whether the problems are apocalyptic in scope.  Julian Simon, Dixie Lee Ray, and Jan Narveson argue that garbage, overpopulation, urban sprawl and air pollution are not insoluble problems.
  I suspect the contrarians are at least partly wrong; it does not seem unreasonable to assume that the growing human population, our loss of biodiversity, global warming, soil erosion, energy availability, and water quality are critical issues demanding serious attention.  Several tens of thousands of people die each day of malnutrition; Iowans have eroded away half of six feet of some of the best topsoil in the world in 140 years of plow agriculture; the Ogallala aquifer is being pumped dry by center pivot irrigation systems.  The science on which concern for each of these issues is based seems clear enough.  Even if they are not solely to blame for the problems, evangelicals ought to have something to say about them.

3.  Must evangelicals be anthropocentrists? 

It has been a good discussion, and there are many contributions to which I would like to respond.  Rather than addressing individuals authors, however, I would like to do two things:  (a) set our discussion in a broader context, and (b) provide my own views of the matter.  In what follows, therefore, I will argue for what I call an "evangelical environmental ethic," which is an ethic that takes the New Testament seriously as a guide.  After describing an environmental ethical theory based, in part, on the Bible, I will make some comments about meat-eating.


 Must evangelicals be anthropocentrists?

There is much in the Bible to suggest that God cares for people more than for animals, plants, rivers, and forests, including explicit divine commands that animals are to be sacrificed to atone for human sin.  Many passages imply that humans are superior in worth to animals.  Genesis 1:26-28 is the passage Lynn White underscores, in which God gives humans dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, the cattle and every creeping thing.  In the same passage God tells humans to be fruitful and multiply.  In Genesis 9:1-3 God says every moving thing that lives shall be food for humans.  In the New Testament, in Acts 10, Peter has a vision in which he is told that every animal, and not just the traditionally clean ones, are fit for us to kill and eat.  Throughout the Bible, domestic and wild animals are consistently depicted as objects to be used as means to human ends.  Jesus feeds the crowd Matthew (14:17) describes as 5,000 men "aside from women and children" with two fish.  In Mark 5:13 Jesus grants the request of the demons in the tormented Gerasene to be cast into swine.  According to this story, the life of one man is apparently worth more than 2,000 pigs.  It appears Jesus did not regard any nonhuman animals as having intrinsic value.


Nor did he seem to regard plants as having intrinsic value.  In Matthew 21:19 he apparently rendered a fig tree incapable of reaching its biological potential simply because it had no fruit for him.  Was Jesus the first anthropocentrist in the Christian tradition, holding the value of nature is to be found only in its instrumental use by humans?  Such an attitude is found even more strongly outside the Gospels in the other-worldly eschatology of the New Testament epistles and writings.  Will there be animals in heaven?  Revelation 22:15 suggests that when time has ended idolators and murderers will be on the outside in the darkest region where the dogs are.  Mark 13:31 gives the theme a slightly different twist by predicting that this earth will pass away and a wholly new heaven and earth appear.  Why worry about where the dogs and pigs and fig trees will be if this earth will not survive?  Why worry about having distinctive responsibilities for the environment at all if, a) Jesus is coming again soon, b) when he does, nature will end and c) after the judgment, there will no longer be plants, animals and ecosystems?


On the face of it, the easiest biblical basis for an evangelical environmental ethic is the one commonly found in our churches, an ethic that does not attribute intrinsic value to anything outside the circle of human beings.  Christian anthropocentrists may blithely accept the truth of the environmentalists's worst nightmare and envision with equanimity the destruction of all rainforests and wildlife habitats.  A potentially ruined planet will not concern evangelicals who place their trust in Jesus, watch for his return and anticipate being taken away from this veil of tears.  They will resist what they see as the temptation of loving what is not eternal:  the earth, ephemeral and passing.


But evangelicals need not accept this reading of scripture.  First, from the assumption that there will not be animals in heaven it does not follow that we may disrespect them.  If it did, then we could abuse human murderers, rapists, slanderers and white collar criminals on the grounds that they are not bound for heaven.  Far from commending such an attitude, Jesus instructs us to love sinners; he lays down his life for them.  So even should it be true that all flora and fauna pass away when Jesus comes, it is not Christ-like to exploit them in the meantime.


Second, Christian anthropocentrism builds its case on an ahistorical approach to a few biblical verses taken out of context while ignoring other, more powerful, themes in the Bible, such as the resounding affirmation of the goodness of God's creation by David, Job, Isaiah, and the prophets.  The Yahwist's creation story in which God crafted the magnificent aspects of nature is not captured by Lynn White Jr.'s narrow focus on the dominion passages.  In the first chapter of Genesis, God made light and declared it good in verse 4; declared the earth and sea good in verse 10; saw that the plants, trees, and seed were good in verse 12; the sun, moon, and stars, good, in verse 18; sea creatures and birds, good, verse 21; cattle and "everything that creeps upon the ground" good, verse 24.  Not once in this celebration of creation did the author suggest God thought these things good because they might eventually serve Adam and Eve.  The text implies God saw the things themselves and recognized that they were good, and we can plausibly infer that the author meant, in our terms, that these things have intrinsic value, value that does not depend on their usefulness as means to ends.  Christian anthropocentrism is at odds with these passages, with all of the Psalms that declare the glory of God's handiwork, and with that strain of piety immortalized in the hymn reminding us that our heavenly father's eye is on the sparrow.


There is a strong theme in the Bible that stresses the inherent goodness of nature.  But how does this theme square with the falleness of creation theme found in the eschatological passages?  To answer this question we must answer the more basic question:  What theological ethic is most consistent with the overall trajectory of Scripture?

4.  How should evangelicals construct their environmental ethic?

In a word, on the basis of the word of God and all we know.  Start with some basic principles of biblical interpretation.  No matter who reads the Bible they necessarily use some hermeneutic or other, some theory of interpretation.  Existentialists read the Bible with a certain theory in mind; poststructuralists with another; Catholic bishops with a third; and Southern Baptist pastors with a fourth.  Even those who claim to read the Bible `just for what it says, without a theory' themselves have a theory; historians have traced the history of its development.  The point is not to get rid of all theories of interpretation but to be self-conscious about the one we are using.  Which one should evangelicals use?  I would argue for the sensus literalis, the "plain meaning of the text," approach, because it seems to be the one recommended by scripture itself.


What is the plain sense of the text?  There is room for disagreement among Christians here, but it is not wide:  a spectrum of Christian communities agree about the answer.  Whether you think of the Mennonites and Anabaptists, the several Reformed traditions, or the Roman Catholic church, all seem to find the central message of the Bible in the words and deeds of Jesus Christ, and especially in the themes of:  1) his Father's creative power and love; 2) Christ's salvific work on the cross, and 3) the hope and sustenance given by the Holy Spirit.


To interpret the biblical narrative in the light of a trinitarian hermeneutic is to interpret it in a way that coheres with its basic narrative.  To interpret the Bible in the light of a trinitarian hermeneutic in the twentieth century is to interpret every verse in its proper context, with respect for that verse's literary genre, be it poem, proverb, history, psalm, legend, myth, genealogy, or gospel.  It is to attend to the author's rhetorical purposes and the history of the text's redaction, reception and ecclesial appropriation.  And it is to resist the temptation to go straight from a single verse taken out of context to a public policy.  Between the verse and the policy there is much work to do.  There is a theological ethic to be constructed, an ethic that brings into reflective equilibrium four sources of knowledge:  a) the Bible; b) the Christian theological tradition; c) our own moral intuitions; and d) the discoveries of science and other secular sources of knowledge.
  Derive from scripture a trinitarian theological ethic and then engage it with the works of Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Barth and Sally McFague.  Refine and test the moral principles that result against the discoveries of Copernicus, Galileo, Linnaeus, Darwin, Einstein, and Crick and Watson.  At the end of that process, and only at the end of it, suggest Christocentric moral principles.  Use them to guide the community as it seeks to influence public policy in a way that brings Christ in a respectful manner to our democratic pluralistic culture.


Those committed to meditating on God's word and imitating Christ's life in the age of environmental degradation must remember how vital is their task.  We are trying to discover sound biblical and theological moral principles that will become the basis for public policy.  Public policy is a powerful tool; it often has sweeping ramifications for peoples's lives.  Inevitably it seems to end up coercing someone.  It is not Christ-like to impose on others unexamined prejudices based on naive interpretations of biblical prooftexts.  Jesus did not approve of applying the written law in a legalistic manner and he urged followers to see the spirit of the law, applying its proscriptions with love, justice and mercy.


When evangelicals make church policy for themselves it is an internal matter of deciding communal rules for like minded individuals.  When we step into the arena of public policy, such as environmental policy, we are deciding rules for nonChristians as well and we will fail in our duties if we do not first prayerfully consider all of God's truth, all that is available to us to know from the Bible, from theology, ecology, psychology, veterinary physiology, political philosophy, ethology, molecular biology, moral theory, population biology.  In short, an adequate theological basis for an evangelical approach to environmental ethics and policy must be comprehensive and systematic; it should bring into reflective equilibrium all of the various sources of our knowledge.

5.  Should evangelicals be ecocentrists?

A powerful source of knowledge today is philosophical environmental ethics in which a position called ecocentrism is dominant.
  Given biblical objections to Christian anthropocentrism and the proposal above for methodology in Christian ethics, might one defend Christian ecocentrism?  Christian ecocentrism would be the view that the value of nature is intrinsic to it:  that is, that the value of natural individuals, such as individual fig trees and hogs, and the value of natural wholes, such as rainforest ecosystems and endangered species, does not derive from their instrumentality to humans but is instead found in the things themselves.
  This position may be suggested in the first chapter of Genesis; God sees each individual sparrow and cow and each species and ecosystem as an end in itself, something that is good even if it never serves any human needs.


Should evangelicals adopt ecocentrism?  This-worldly themes in the Hebrew Scriptures seem to cohere with ecocentrism, but those themes seem contradicted by the other-worldly eschatological theme of the New Testament.  Which theme should guide our ethic?  It is important not to interpret apocalyptical and prophetic passages in ways that diminish the central affirmation of our faith.  The central affirmation is that God made material bodies and declared them good.  Christians should not think of this world as a burden from which to seek deliverance nor as an illusion from which to be released.  Christians reject gnosticism in its many forms, affirming that the wet messy metabolic world of transpiration, reproduction, evolution, and decomposition is sacramental, matter that is not itself God but speaks the presence of God.  Our Lord is really present in brooks, streams, low pressure air systems, sparrows, hogs and figs trees, and all are the work of the Creator, sustained in existence by the Creator's hand.  But they are no more to be confused with the Creator than the book, Gaia and God, is to be confused with its author, Rosemary Radford Ruether.

 
An evangelical ethic based on following Jesus affirms the intrinsic value and sacramentality of the material world because Jesus Christ himself is its ultimate affirmation.  In Christ, the God of Abraham and Sarah assumes incarnate form not to rescue us away from our earthly bodies but to raise them back to their proper status.
  The body is not a transitory vehicle to be shuffled off in favor of a disembodied eternal existence.  The resurrection faith of the early Church saw the body not in dualistic terms as machinery for the soul but rather in wholistic terms as the form, the constitution, of the soul.  According to Saint Paul, the scandal of the Gospel is that God takes on flesh not simply to save our souls but to save our bodies as well.


An evangelical environmental ethic places priority on the creation account in Genesis 1 and on the gospel accounts of Jesus's birth, death, and resurrection, because these passages bring reflective equilibrium to all of the things we believe.  This is the essence of the case for Christian ecocentrism.


There are objections.  Does not the incarnation prove that God places supreme importance on humans?  God became a man after all, not a hog or a fig tree.  An ecocentrist may answer:  God did not have to save hogs and fig trees.  Only humans possess free will, and only they abused their autonomy, falling into sin.  God does not have to redeem creation; for all we know the other species are sinless, their intrinsic goodness intact.


How would Christian ecocentrists explain Jesus's cursing fig trees and condoning the killing of fish and pigs?  They might point out that ecocentrists do not attribute moral rights to animals.  Unlike animal rightists, ecocentrists approve of hunting and fishing and meat eating when practiced in a sustainable way with concern for the needs of future generations.  They may also argue that the value of each living thing is determined by its place in the ecosystem.  If humans have destroyed almost all fig trees in an ecosystem, then the remaining trees take on immense value because they are essential, in Aldo Leopold's apt phrase, to the diversity, integrity, and beauty of the land.  But if there are an abundance of such trees, then each particular tree has very little value in itself.  There were, no doubt, many fig trees in Jesus's ecosystem, so his withering of one of them was not an action that would be out of balance with the natural rhythms of his place.


The major problem with Christian ecocentrism is not that it cannot be harmonized with particular eschatological passages of scripture but that it cannot be harmonized with the overall trajectory of scripture, which places a premium on individual human life.  If the value of something is pinned to its relative scarcity or abundance, then the value of individual humans varies according to how many humans there are.  If there is an "oversupply" of humans and a dangerously low number of snakes, then an individual snake not only is worth more than a human but, according to the theory, the action we are morally obligated to perform is to sacrifice humans for snakes if situations arise in which such a choice is unavoidable.  This position runs counter to the major lines of the biblical narrative, but not counter to ecocentrist intuitions.  The novelist Edward Abbey, seeing the ruin humans had inflicted on his beloved southwest desert, wrote that he'd rather shoot a man than a snake, a judgment that contradicts the evangelical conviction that Jesus came to save every individual human.
  Ecocentrism seems to undervalue humans, just as anthropocentrism seems to overvalue them.


Might evangelicals fix that problem by assigning equal value to everything with intrinsic value?  According to this view, humans could never be worth less than snakes, but neither could they be worth more than snakes.
  Here is a kind of radically egalitarian biocentric individualism that runs into another problem.
  If everything that has intrinsic value has it equally, then it seems it would never be permissible to kill anything, including malignant tumors and AIDs viruses.  The poet Gary Snyder reportedly is very honest about the implications of his biocentric individualism, saying that he so honors all living forms that if he gets cancer he intends to "refuse treatment and observe the growth of the cancer as the flowering of another aspect of nature, beautiful and valuable in its own way."
  This consequence is unacceptable to evangelicals.  Neither anthropocentrism nor ecocentrism, seems evangelical in spirit.

6.  Should evangelicals recognize moral rights for animals?

When evangelicals adopt the plain meaning hermeneutic of Scripture we look for the beginning and end of the story, tracing its trajectory through Christ's life, death and resurrection, trying to construct a biblical theological ethic that coheres with our other sources of knowledge.
  Following this method, we have already noted God's view of creation, that nature has intrinsic value.  We may also observe that God originally made us to be vegetarians, giving us for food, according to Gen. 1:29 "every plant yielding seed . . . and every tree with seed in its fruit."  Similarly animals were given only plants to eat.  According to Gen. 1:30, the original creation included no predators.  After the fall God sends a flood, but not without first saving every animal species in the Ark.  When the waters subside, God makes a covenant not with Noah alone but, according to Gen. 9:12, between God and Noah "and every living creature . . . for all future generations."  Soon thereafter God apparently gives humans permission to eat animals.  Here is the relevant passage:The fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth, and upon every bird of the air, upon everything that creeps on the ground and all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered (Gen. 9:2).

The passage reads less like divine permission to eat flesh, however, and more like divine lament over the intransigence and self-indulgence of humans.  God's response here seems similar to God's response to Samuel (I Samuel 8:9) when the pophet informed God that the Israelites insisted on having a king like their neighbors when God had instructed the nation not to have a king.  God is displeased because the people "have rejected Me from being king over them."  God counsels Samuel as follows; if the people do not want my will to be done, then let their will be done.  God does not go on to punish the Israelites for their disobedience, which seems irreversible.  Rather, God tells Samuel that Samuel must "solemnly warn" the people of their error and describe for them the calamity that will ensue if they persist in their ways.  Samuel speaks to the people and then returns to God with their decision; the Israelites will have their king.  God replies, "Listen to their voice, and appoint them a king" (v. 22).  It is a not a divine decree that all will be well.  It is a divine admission of the power of free human choice and an attempt to delimit the sovereign's powers and responsibilities.


In the Genesis animal story, it appears that God similarly decides to face reality, knowing that humans will disobey.  God's response to the human desire for meat foreshadows God's response to the Israelite's desire for a king.  But far from sanctioning the institutions of meat-eating, God's permission statement seems more of a curse than a blessing:


Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything.  Only you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood.  For your lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning; of


every beast I will require it and of man; . . .

God goes on to circumscribe the practice of animal raising and slaughtering.  Just as will later be true with regard to Israel's demand to be like the other nations, God recognizes the fact that fallen humanity will lust for blood.  God seems to have only one option.  God issues a warning to the animals that once walked by our side:  Watch out; the human's desire for your flesh will be insatiable.  Along with the permission, however, God also offers strict proscriptions.  In verse 4, God says `I give you everything' to eat, but adds that the animals are given in the same way the plants were given.  The plants were given over to our use so long as we used them in a way that did not destroy them; humans were given only plants that yielded seed and only the fruit of trees.  We were not to kill the trees or drive plants to extinction; humans were to eat the seeds and fruit in a way consistent with the health of the plants and trees.


So it is apparently with God's permission to use animals; we are not to eat the flesh `with its life.'  Orthodox Jews interpret this passage to mean, among other things, that the blood must be drained from the carcass before eating it, but it is not implausible to think that God's concern was not with details of food preparation but rather with the basic issue of our proper relation to animals.  What would it mean to have divine permission to use animals only in a way that does not require `draining their life' from them?  It might mean permission to gather their eggs, shear their wool, use their milk, and harness their draft power, so long as we do so in a humane and sustainable way, a way that did not require taking their life.  It might mean only eating the carcasses of animals that have lived full and complete lives and have died naturally after being treated with respect by human caretakers.


How would such an unorthodox interpretation square with God's requiring animal sacrifices in the Hebrew Scriptures?  It shows how significant is the blood of an animal.  God would not bother with Cain's vegetable sacrifices but the blood of Abel's sheep rouses God's immediate attention.  Clearly, the slaying of animals is not something to be done routinely or lightly.  Indeed, in the end, God does not desire the blood of animals at all.  As the prophet Isaiah puts it, God is not a bloodthirsty sovereign who demands slaughter to 

appease his wrath:


What to me is the multitude of your [animal] sacrifices?


  says the Lord;


I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams


  and the fat of fed beasts;


I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs, or of he-goats. . .


I will not listen;


  your hands are full of blood.


Wash yourselves; . . . 


  cease to do evil,


  learn to do good;


  seek justice,


  correct oppression;


defend the fatherless,


  plead for the widow (Isaiah 1:11, 15-17).


This passage might be read as an argument for moral vegetarianism but only if we read its verses out of context and project contemporary attitudes back onto it.  Isaiah's focus is on humans, not animals, and the prophet is arguing here that God desires a clean heart in us.  Nonetheless, the passage is noteworthy for its iconoclasm, shaking the bedrock of the accepted religious institutions of the time as it calls into question deeply ingrained attitudes about the necessity of sacrificing animals.  Like Jesus, Isaiah was not afraid to say things that would shock and threaten the defenders of received religious opinion.


The central role of Jesus Christ in the Christian Bible is to bring God's salvation for all and to show how myopic and self-centered we are when it comes to loving others.  The extent of our compassion is limited compared to the breadth of God's love.  Jesus shows us our need to remove our moral blinders and to realize how wide is the circle of God's care and compassion.  Saint Paul's life and writings underscore these points.  First, God has to blind Saul before he can see that Jesus Christ came to save him.  Second, God has to knock Paul over the head with the message that Christ had come for all Jews everywhere.  Third, Paul has to extend his vision once more, to realize that Christ came not just for all Jews, but for all people in all corners of the earth:  Jew and Greek, male and female, slave and free.  It is as if Paul's missionary activity continues a trajectory of extension begun in the Hebrew Scriptures, confirmed by Jesus's crucifixion and resurrection, and pushed along by the coming of the Holy Spirit."

      Trajectory and extension are good metaphors for thinking about the way the plain meaning of the text has relevance for all of our moral questions today.  When we interpret the Bible we must catch the trajectory of its message and train our eyes to follow its path of extension.  Our circumstances are different from the Ancient Near Eastern context in which the Bible was written.  But the fact that neither the Bible nor Jesus says anything about moral issues such as genetic engineering or nuclear war or animal welfare does not mean that we cannot glean central guidelines from Scripture.  By following the trajectory of the text and ending up beneath the cross of Jesus, evangelicals can test moral propositions for their theological validity.  At the cross the necessity of our having to spill animal blood is decisively ended by blood shed by the Savior.  Never again will any lamb have to be slain to appease God's wrath, if ever one did.  Never again may anyone slay a lamb under the pretense of obeying God, except in the unusual circumstance of God directly commanding them to do so.  Ritualistic animal sacrifice is unnecessary given the work of Jesus on the cross.


Evangelicals should extend basic moral rights to all nonhumans capable of possessing rights, and should embrace moral vegetarianism as a practical biblical first step toward an environmental ethic.  An objection to this claim insists that when Christians eat meat they do not justify their activity by saying they are trying to obey God.  They justify their activity by saying meat tastes good and Jesus never said meat eating was wrong.  What can Christian defenders of animals say about the significance of Jesus's never having said anything about animal rights?  We remember the central plain message:  We are greedy, sinful, and curved inward on our own selfish desires, yet called upon to defend the weak and powerless.  Jesus identifies himself with the innocent and unfortunate everywhere but he does not construct an exhaustive list specifying those individuals to be included.  He never said:  Include Hispanics; include African‑Americans; include Asians.  But, of course, Jesus would clearly havehis followers today respect and care for all humans; the trajectory of his life proves that he would have us recognize the rights of everyone even though he never explicitly commanded this view.  Jesus was not a moral philosopher who articulated general moral principles or analyzed the meaning of terms like justice and autonomy, but he addressed these issues in his life and stories.  And in his work and language he affirmed universal moral rights, even of those he did not explicitly name.


In his own style, Jesus used oblique parables to get all of this across, including the subversive story of the Good Samaritan in which Jesus calls a member of the most despised group imaginable a good man.  Why does he say such things in parables?  Perhaps because what he has to say is so revolutionary, so uncomfortable for people to swallow, that he had to find the rhetorical form least threatening.  If you tell a story, you can say things people need to hear that would get you thrown out on your ear if you say them straight.  Jesus seems to know that when you call for a difficult change of heart people are more likely to be receptive if you do it indirectly than if you use the heavy artillery of law and philosophy.  Stories are more imaginative and less confrontational.  It is no surprise that they are more productive of actual changed behavior than the language of moral obligation.


On what basis again should Christians extend moral rights to animals when Jesus says nothing about it?  On the basis of the trajectory of the whole text.  Where does the story begin?  With God creating us as ovo-lacto vegetarians.  Where does the story end?  With the wolf laying down with the lamb, the lion eating straw, and nothing destroying anything on all of God's holy mountain.  Humans begin and end the biblical narrative as vegetarians, without having to rely on hunting, fishing, or animal slaughter agriculture.  If we believe the authors of Genesis and Isaiah, there is no question that there will be animals in heaven and that there will not be predation.  No killing or suffering or tears or death of any kind.  An animal rights approach to environmental ethics is an evangelical ethic because it is consistent with Jesus's teachings and deeds, even though Christ said little about animals. Christ's silence on the issue no more means that he condones disrespect for animals than his silence on the issue of slavery and discrimination means that he condones disrespect for blacks and women.


An obvious objection is that the Christian animal rights position begs the prior question of whether animals are fit objects of moral respect.  Here Christians will need instruction from the natural sciences.  Can animals feel pain?  Can they form plans?  Can they construct social groups?  Can they remember?  Can they have intentions?  Can they have internal, mental, lives?  Can they have desires, needs, interests?  These are questions that cannot be answered well without the assistance of ethologists, psychologists, physiologists and animal scientists.  If animals are sentient, social, and desiring beings, then it follows that they have the moral rights that correspond to those interests.  Of course, if a species lacks these interests, then individuals of the species cannot possess the moral rights corresponding to the interests.


There are scientific matters to be investigated, but it would be misleading to think that all of these matters are undecided in the scientific community.  It is a matter of fact that mammals and birds have central nervous systems and brains and physiologies with massive physiological similarities to ours.  It is well accepted that vertebrates engage in pain behaviors like avoidance and withdrawal and favoring just as humans do when hurt.  It is relatively noncontroversial that many species engage in desiring behaviors, such as hunting and feigning injuries and communicating, just as we do when we want something.  So the scientific evidence is by no means entirely out on the matter of whether some nonhumans have the kinds of interests necessary to possess basic moral rights.


But does an evangelical animal rights ethic provide an ethic of the environment, or only one for the proper treatment of animals?  Unlike Christian ecocentrists, Christian extensionists would not attribute intrinsic value or moral rights to nonsentient objects like rocks and clouds, nor to natural wholes like species and ecosystems.  Why?  Because God did not equip those things with the hardwiring necessary to suffer, to plan, or to desire.  We cannot feel compassion for dirt and tornados because dirt and tornadoes cannot suffer.  God is capable of many things, but feeling compassion for things it is impossible to feel compassion for is not one of them.  So on the extensionist view we have no obligations to rainforests and rivers.


Or at least no direct obligations, and certainly not the strong obligations ecocentrists want.  But we have stronger obligations to environmental wholes and processes than anthropocentrists want because ecosystems are essential for the flourishing of humans and nonhumans.  Ecosystems will deserve preservation and conservation even if humans will never benefit from them.  Almost all ecosystems contain desiring animals that depend on the ecosystem for sustenance; for humans to destroy the land or sea or air is to deprive the animals of necessary conditions, conditions to which the animals have a basic moral right.


There are many matters yet to be discussed:  the policy implications of the evangelical view I am defending; other biblical and theological and philosophical objections to my reading of Scripture and tradition; questions about the resolution of conflicts of interests between humans and animals.  But there is not room or time here to show how an extensionist evangelical ethic would settle conflicts over the spotted owl or how to think about cases in developing countries where people's basic interests come into direct conflict with animals's basic interests.  These must remain topics for another occasion.
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