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into beasdiness. This genesis of spirit, recompounded from nature, 
requires the second birth superposed on the fIrst, transcending 
natural possibilities. 

In this sense, religion, carried by cultural inheritance, requires 
experiences beyond the previous attainment and power of biology. 
Those experiences come creatively, with struggle, with an arduous 
passage through a twilight zone of spirit in exodus from nature. This 
does not mean that nature is bad; nature is pronounced to be very 
good-not perfect, because culture is yet to come-but intrinsically 
good. Humans are made godward, to tum toward God, but they 
shrink back and act like beasts. Genesis is the story, not of the Fall 
from perlection, but of the "Fall" of the aboriginal couple from inno­
cence into sin. There is awakening. After the sin, "the eyes of both 
were opened, and they knew that they were naked" (Genesis 3:7). 

Life under natural selection is perpetually perishing, but the pro­
cess systemically is prolific. When humans emerge in culture, we 
emerge into, and at the same time fall into a process that contains the 
seeds of its own destruction, which was not true before. We rise to, 
and fall into, a moral process. We rise to a vision of the good that has 
evil as its shadow side. We rise to the possibility of being sons and 
daughters ofGod, in love, justice, and freedom at the same time that 
we fall into being demonic, into arrogance, into lust, into bondage 
to sin. 

Self-actualizing is a good thing for humans as well as animals. The 
organism does well what it has the capacity to do, a vital, productive 
capacity, resulting in the earthen genesis, with its swarms of crea­
tures embedded in ecology and community. The amoral fauna and 
flora are checked in their possessive impulses by the limitations of 
their ecosystems-which provide a satisfactory place, a niche, for 
each specific form of life, but limit each species to its appropriate 
sector, where it has adapted fit. The human species is not so checked, 
but tempted by the fearful power of ~and and mind to possess the 
whole. The human 'species has no natural niche, no limits by natural 
selection, which is relaxed progressively as the human species rises 
to culture as its niche, superposed on nature. There, too, our posses­
sive power is tempted to concupiscence. This power can only be 
checked by duty or by tragedy, and not by duty alone but by duty 
empowered by a vision of the whole, by duty empowered by spirit. 
We have moved out of biology into ethics, but further, out of ethics 
into spirituality. 

Religion warns that, when humans arrive, they are warped by 
ambiguity, by the evil that besets their loftiest aspirations toward the 
good. Both morality and rationality, unredeemed from self-love, will 
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prove dysfunctional and tragic. This is the value crisis again, taken 
to a new level. Symbolically put, those who want themselves to 
be God fail tragically; those who wish to image God can become 
children of God, though made of the dust of Earth. Now selfishness 
in the moral sense does appear, when the organism-become-person 
fails to emerge and acts like a beast in culture. The dusty beast 
reaches to be god; that is biology gone amuck, the original sin. 
Culture has, in that sense, to constrain the biology, or better, to 
constrain what the biology becomes if extrapolated into culture 
without any narrative development. Better still, culture has to elevate 
the biology, to humanize us by lifting us higher than cc nothing but" 
biology, to make exodus into a promised land, where humans can 
live as the people of God. This they do as "Israelites," those who 
struggle with the question and the presence of God. 

There is a great story told in the transposition from nature to 
culture, one not without its tragic epochs. With humans, the fourth 
movement of this symphony accentuates the minor key already 
introduced in the third movement, with animals, and even in the 
second movement, with plants, though it could not be detected in 
the first movement, with matter. The music becomes more beautiful 
for its conflict and resolution, for the struggling through to some­
thing higher. We will expect that the values achieved in history are 
checkered with disvalues, checked with lapses and falls. No one can 
deny that the evolutionary epic, when it comes to the human chapter 
at least, is the story of good and evil. 

When humans arrive, and go wrong, the pain is intensified, as sin 
produces suffering at new levels. To sin is to betray oneself and 
others. Sin introduces affiiction. The need for redemption becomes 
more urgent. It is this human problem that the Bible principally 
addresses. There is an obvious sense in which redemption is for 
people and for people alone. All the vocabulary of redemption­
sin, forgiveness, repentance, faith, hope, love, righteousness-is 
addressed to humans; animals are incapable of these vices and 
virtues. 

But when moral responsibility does come, this does not change the 
sign of natural history. It rather intensifies a theme already crucially 
there, enriching this motif because it adds moral self-awareness. 
After this, history begins to tum on concepts of right and wrong, 
justice and guilt, obligation and retribution. But the way of history 
too, like that of nature, only more so, is a via dolorosa. In that sense, 
the aura of the cross is cast backward across the whole global story, 
and it forever outlines the future. 
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THE HUMAN THREAT TO CREATION 

Look to the future we must, for we face peril and promise. Nature 
today is in crisis, a crisis generated by human culture. The two great 
marvels of our planet are life and mind, so far unknown elsewhere. 
Life is a product ofevolutionary natural history, the toil and achieve­
ment of three and one-half billion years. For perhaps two hundred 
thousand years, the human brain and hand have produced cultures 
superposed on natural systems-cultures broken and failed enough 
in the midst of their glories. Meanwhile, diverse combinations of 
nature and culture worked well enough for nature to continue over 
many millennia, but no more. In the last century, our modem 
cultures threaten the stability, beauty, and integrity of Earth and 
thereby of the cultures superposed on Earth. Behind the vision of 
one world is the shadow of none. 

The late-coming moral species, Homo sapiens, has still more lately 
gained startling powers for the rebuilding and modification, including 
the degradation, of nature. Human desires for maximum develop­
ment drive population increases, escalate exploitation of the environ­
ment, and fuel the forces ofwar. Those who are not at peace with one 
another find it difficult to be at peace with nature, and vice versa. We 
are sowing the seeds ofour destruction. We worried throughout most 
of this century, the frrst century of great world wars, that humans 
would destroy themselves in interhuman conflict. Fortunately, that 
fear has subsided. Unfortunately, it is rapidly being replaced by a 
new one. The worry for the next century is that humans may destroy 
their planet and themselves with it. 

We are turning a millennium. The challenge of the last millen­
nium was to pass from the medieval to the modern world, building 
modem cultures and nations. In the ancient world, in millennia 
before that, the challenge was to build civilization in Greece and 
Rome and to baptize it with the religion of the Hebrews. Or so we 
thought in the West, at least. The Western conquest of nature is 
the story of such civilization, increasing its power with the coming 
ofmodem science and the Enlightenment. The Hebrews put humans 
over nature, under God, and urged them to subdue and conquer 
their Earth. This vision blended with and transformed the Greek 
rationalistic bent, sustained the medi~va1 centuries; and produced 
the modern era. 

In the secularizing of the modem age, though the monotheism 
lapsed, the axioms about human dominion persisted. We rejoiced in 
our exodus from nature. We admired the pilgrim, the setder, the 
explorer, the scientist, the engineer for their prowess against the 
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recalcitrance of nature. We tamed continents, cleared forests, built 
roads, bridged rivers, and, often in the name of religion, urged the 
conquest of nature and redeeming of the fallen world. And yet we 
have discovered that our most modem civilizations, whatever their 
genius, remain infected with the original sin of concupiscence, of 
desiring to be God. Technology becomes god; consumption becomes 
god. The spirit of conquest becomes an Earth-eating mentality. The 
planet is plundered, poisoned. The wildlife are decimated. Species 
are endangered and lost. On our present heading, much of the 
integrity of the natural world will be destroyed within the next cen­
tury. It is five hundred years since Columbus discovered the New 
World, but the spirit of the conquistadors cannot contin~e. The next 
five hundred years cannot be like the last five hundred years. 

The biolc;>gist is sure that whatever nature is in itself, today and for 
millennia past, its fundamental character has nothing to do with 
human sinfulness. Yet the biologist, in consensus with the theolo­
gian, now does fear that human sin can henceforth throw nature out 
of joint. Both can agree that nature does now need to be redeemed 
on that account. Sin pollutes the world. An ancient insight is break­
ing over us anew. We had almost thought that geology, biology, 
and anthropology had drained the troth out of the Genesis stories. 
They enshrined, we conceded at length, only theological truth, not 
biological truth, and we were increasingly less sure of that. 

But then we discover that these stories contain a profound myth of 
aboriginal community and the human fall from it. We are made for 
fellowship at multiple levels: with God, with persons, with the Earth. 
When that sense ofcommunity breaks, the world begins to fall apart. 
Now we see anew the difference so subtly put in those stories between 
being God and being like God. Those who image God will use the 
Earth with justice and charity, but those who want to be God will 
use the Earth any way they please, any way they find the power to 
dominate it. They think they are God; they play God. They make of 
the world something to boss around. 

The root sin is pride-the theologians say. It is concupiscence, 
covetous lust. It is ingratitude. Animals are incapable of such vices; 
but humans, simultaneously with their rise into humanity fall into 
a perennial struggle with moral evil, from which we do need to be 
redeemed. Such sin destroys human relationships; sin alienates from 
God. And sin is also is ecological. Dissatisfied with their ecological 
niche, the man and the woman reach to be gods. The crown of crea­
tion humans are, and it is proper for us to be stewards over Earth, 
our home. But creature among creatures we humans wQuld not be. 
We reached to decide our own goods and evils. Imaging God on 
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here to be regenerated in an age beyond our own. The end of the 
Earth story will not be dust and ashes; it will end by being lifted up 
into God. 

The book of Revelation portrays every creature in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth and in the sea joining the saints who sur­
round the throne of God to sing God's praises (Revelation 5:9-14). 
If such redemption comes, it will be God's doing. In a world where 
what lies behind us has actually managed to happen, almost anything 
can happen. Paul's image of planting a seed can seem naive; when 
we plant grass seed we do get more grass, but we get just more grass, 
nothing transformed. But if we place Paul's image on an evolu­
tionary scale, you can plant a protozoan and get, a billion years later, 
a person. If we plant persons, and wait a million years, what might 
we get? 

The same God that lured protozoans into persons may be still at 
work on scales that we cannot imagine scientifically but can only 
hope for mythically. The miracle of a new heaven and a new earth 

.would be a lesser miracle than the fact that this past and present 
heaven and earth are and have been here in the first place. The story 
of the last several billion years has not been so much the loss of value 
as of its transformation into new levels of attainment and power. 
Perhaps that will be the story of the next several billion years. 
Perhaps God is able to save all that is of value in the story, not just 
human spirits. 

Meanwhile, this we do know. Nature has been redeemed across 
the last several billion years, but the current threat is the greatest that 
nature has yet faced. Unless we can in the next, millennium, indeed 
in the next century, regulate and control the escalating human 
devastation of our planet, there will be little or nothing to worry 
about after that. To recall the Pauline lament, the Creation is being 
subjected to futility, and it cannot be set free from this degradation 
until the human race rises to its glory, imaging God and governing 
in suffering love. Does nature need to be redeemed? It can, it must, 
and let us work and pray that such redemption is at hand. 

Pride is the original sin. It was feared by some that the space flights, 
reaching for the stars, were acts of human arrogance, hubris in 
extreme, more of the conquest and dominion by Homo sapiens that 
had already ravaged the planet. But people responded unexpectedly. 
The haughty, the high, and the mighty of spirit failed to materialize 
with the flight into space. Rather humility, from humw, meaning 
"earthy," also the root of "human," was the dominant experience. 
The value and beauty of the home planet and our destiny in caring 
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for it has been the repeated reaction. One reason that we have so 
seldom gone back to space is the conviction that our more urgent 
responsibilities are earthbound: they lie in constructing a human 
future on Earth in harmony with conserving nature. Perhaps that is 
a truth in the beatitude: "Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit 
the Earth." For Earth is indeed a planet with promise, a promised 
planet, and we humans have both the right to share in and the 
responsibility to help to keep that promise. 

NOTES 

1. This idea, even the phrase, goes back through Whitehead to Locke and eventually 
Heraclitus, where it is not necessarily restricted to living organisms (Whitehead [1927­
28] 1978, 29, 60, 146-+7, and othen). 
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