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CONQUEST AND CONSERVATION: SOME BRITISH AND AMERICAN ATTITUDES TO NATURE
1.
Introduction

In the first chapter of Genesis, human beings are mandated to subdue the earth. That subduing refers to agriculture. In the second chapter the human calling is further defined in terms of tilling and caring for the land. In chapter three, one consequence of the entry of sin into the world is that the earth itself becomes hostile - in fact cursed! Now tilling the land involves toil, sweat, and contending with thorns and thistles. Co-operatively working with the cycles of nature has been transformed into a battle with nature. That partly-broken relationship with nature is the story of humanity on the earth. Nature has come to be seen as an enemy to be conquered. In Britain that conquest has taken the form of an increasingly ruthless onslaught on the integrity of the land and its ecosystems. In America it initially took the form of driving back the frontier, making war on untamed nature.

These attitudes may constitute the mainstream, but there is also an undertow of restraint and care. This contrary flow resists the onward drive of conquest and expansion. It becomes increasingly important as the negative results of unrestrained human greed and selfishness become more evident. Hence the title, Conquest and Conservation.

I shall begin with a historical survey showing how we arrived where I think we are; then I shall mention a selection of the attitudes to the natural world that surround us in our culture.

2.
A Quick Look at History
2.1
Conquest in Britain
2.1.1.

Clearing the Forests
I live close to the South Downs, where conservation is something of a hot topic at the moment. Negotiations are in progress for the creation of a National Park. A proposal by Glyndebourne Opera House to erect a wind turbine have aroused a storm of protest from those who object that it will spoil their view of the Downs. Yet the present character of the South Downs is largely the result of centuries of human activity. The famous turf, rich in biodiversity, is a consequence of medieval ploughing and centuries of sheep farming. If the land is left, it soon reverts to scrub, and ultimately to forest. Consequently conservation includes regular scrub-clearing work.

Originally temperate, broad-leaved forests covered the English countryside and provided homes for a vast variety of natural plant and animal life. Human beings have always interfered with this state of affairs. In primitive times the ancient forests were destroyed by fire and the grazing of domestic animals. In the Neolithic age the process was assisted by the use of stone axes. The clearing of the ancient woodlands continued in the Roman, Saxon and Danish periods. It has been estimated that the bulk of the forests had been cleared by the end of the Anglo-Saxon era; and by the time of the Domesday Book only twenty per cent of the country was wooded. How else could civilization have progressed? Where else could people have lived, and where else could they have gained material for building and fuel? Timber from the Weald (between the North and South Downs) was later made into charcoal for use in glass-making and iron-smelting. The ship-building industry also required a constant supply of timber. However it has been judged that these uses probably did not lead to a long-term depletion of woodlands because they also stimulated the maintenance of woodland through coppicing.

2.1.2.

Suppressing wildness

As time went on, nature was increasingly seen as an enemy to be conquered. According to Keith Thomas the great majority of writers in the Tudor and Stuart periods considered that the world including all other forms of life was made entirely for the sake of human beings. The animals were to be subordinate, the wilderness tamed, the land to be made fruitful for humanity. Every creature was designed to serve human beings in one way or another, and could be treated with complete freedom. Horses were often ridden to death. Domestic animals supplied labour, food, clothing, transport, even writing material. Animals had no rights, and suffered all kinds of cruelty to satisfy not only the needs, but the idle pleasure of people. Thomas lists a horrifying variety of human entertainment at the expense of the animal world - bull and bear baiting, cock fighting, casual cruelty of all kinds. These attitudes are also reflected in some nursery rhymes: blind mice with their tails cut off, and pussies in wells.

The idea that animals existed only to serve human beings had been propounded by Aristotle (384-322 BC) and later by the Stoic philosophers - and such writers were known among educated people of the past. This attitude in turn led many to emphasise those parts of the Bible which taught human authority over the other creatures, and to ignore or suppress those passages which spoke of our responsibility to care for them, or those which regarded humanity and the beasts as existing in a co-operative relationship.

Some have suggested that the Black Death, when a third of the Western civilised world perished, strengthened the tendency to see salvation as being saved out of the world, and not within it or as part of it.

Thomas draws attention to a widespread anxiety in the Renaissance period to maintain the boundaries between humanity and the animals.
 The long-house which had been shared by people and animals had given place to separated accommodation. Animals were totally different from us. On an intellectual level this tendency reached its climax in the view of Descartes on the Continent, that animals were mere machines, incapable of feeling. The purpose of morality and religion was to curb the animal parts of man’s own nature; refinement and civility were much prized. In the use of the land, straight lines and the suppression of irregularity were ideals to be pursued. Mountains were hideous and frightful. Ladies passing through them would pull down the blinds of their carriages.

2.1.3.

Human Growth:

2.1.3.1.
Growth in population.

The real threat to natural England has been the growth of population, followed by the insatiable requirement of land for building, combined with the intensification of agriculture. Population growth, coupled with advancing technology, growth economics and utilitarian ethics, poses the real threat to wild nature. 

2.1.3.2.
Growth in knowledge.

Francis Bacon (1521-1626) started with the belief that ‘knowledge itself is power’, and went on to state that the purpose of science was that the human race might ‘recover that right over Nature which belongs to it by divine bequest’. Bacon, however, was writing from within the Christian tradition. He recognized that limits must be set to exploitation, and the rights of the Creator must be respected. He pointed out that ‘nature, to be commanded, must be obeyed.’ Some of his successors accepted no such limits. Alister McGrath suggests that ‘The Enlightenment… began with the entirely praiseworthy intention of civilising the crudities of nature; it ended up destroying England’s pastoral economy, turning the countryside into a vast disease- and poverty-ridden urban sprawl.’

Isaac Newton (1642-1727) expounded in its most complete form the idea of the universe as a machine. Although more recent developments in science have modified that idea, it has deeply influenced all aspects of our culture. We live in a world very different from the medieval world, in which scientific methods were only applied within a sacred world view where God reigned and contemplation was the highest form of activity. Philip Sherrard quotes the example of one of the architects of the cathedral of Hagia Sophia at Constantinople, who was able to make a steam engine (more than a thousand years before Watt), but only used it to annoy a troublesome occupant at the top of the building where he lived!

2.1.3.3.
Growth in technology.

The Industrial Revolution applied the ideas and methods of the Enlightenment. Mass production, backed by the resources of the British Empire and the financial power of capitalism, led to a vast increase in the production of ‘goods’. As a result comfort and enjoyment were greatly improved for countless people. Scientific knowledge applied to medicine also wrought incalculable benefits. But we are now seeing the shadow side of these developments. Alister McGrath has written that ‘The roots of our ecological crisis lie in the rise of a self-centred view of reality that has come into possession of the hardware it needs to achieve its goals.’
 When the industrial philosophy is applied to agriculture nature itself suffers, as well as future generations. This fact was realised even by Karl Marx who wrote: ‘All progress in capitalist agriculture is progress in the art not only of robbing the labourer but robbing the soil; all progress in increasing the fertility of the soil for a given time is a progress toward ruining the lasting source of that fertility.’
2.1.3.4.
Growth in the economy.

Economic orthodoxy asserts that a soundly-based economy constantly expands its production. But if ‘growth’ is taken to mean increased production within a finite world, clearly something is wrong with this model. Unfettered growth assumes a right to unlimited private property. A biblical faith accepts the principle of private property, but also sets limits to our natural acquisitiveness. According to the Old Testament law of Jubilee all land was to return to its original owner every fiftieth year. The prophets denounced those who ‘add house to house and join field to field, until everyone else is displaced, and you are left as sole inhabitant of the countryside.’ (Isaiah 5:8) Jesus cut at the root of human greed by his statement that ‘one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.’ (Luke 12:15). Individual possession needs balancing with social responsibility.

2.2.
Conservation in Britain

The purpose of Keith Thomas’s book, Man and the Natural World, is to show that along with a mainstream of harsh exploitation, English attitudes show a persistent undercurrent of care and conservation. His study concentrates on England in the period from 1500 to 1800, but we should perhaps begin further back. 

2.2.1.
 
Celtic Christianity.

Many people would want us to start with the Celtic Church in Britain. I will do so with two provisos: firstly, there is a danger of reading back into Celtic Christianity cultural and ecological assumptions where they don’t apply - almost as if the early Celtic Christians were Greenpeace supporters before their time, or at least members of the Christian Ecology Group! Secondly, the influence of Celtic theology on the immediately following centuries is doubtful. Nevertheless the early Celtic Christians have much to teach us.

The pre-Christian Celts venerated powerful spirits associated with the forces of nature, and revered trees and rivers. Christian Celtic spirituality retained a feeling for nature but saw it as revealing the glory of God. In the theology of John the Scot (c. 810-c.877) God and nature are not seen as separate but are united with each other so that God’s glory is revealed through nature. In many stories of the Celtic saints a holy person is seen as possessing power over nature. This power stems from harmony with the Creator. Sean McDonagh quotes the example of Columban (c. 543-615), who is said to have had squirrels and doves playing in his cowl; birds nestled in the palms of his hands and wild animals obeyed his commands.
 According to Susan Bratton the Celtic monks followed an ethics of conservation during a period of widespread clearance of forests and displacement of wildlife.
 Alister McGrath notes that Celtic church leaders were even opposed to the use of horses for transport!
 A saying attributed to Ninian of Whithorn states that ‘the supreme aim of the study of nature is ‘to perceive the eternal word of God reflected in every plant and insect, every bird and animal, and every man and woman.’ And according to Columban, ‘if you want to know the creator, understand the created things.’ As for the uncontrolled and unpredictable elements of sea and wind, they symbolised the mystery of God.

2.2.2.

The Benedictines

More influential on the immediately succeeding centuries were the early Benedictine communities. They exerted a saving and beneficial influence at a period when many destructive forces were at work. The Rule of St Benedict (c. 480-550) taught a balance of prayer, study and work. The communities emphasised harmony with natural cycles. The health and fertility of the soil were safeguarded. But the Benedictine Order was virtually refounded in the ninth and tenth centuries. It then began to grow rich and powerful, and at the same time less benign to the environment. 

2.2.3.
Care for Animals

Even after the end of the long-house, humans and animals continued to be closely acquainted. By modern standards flocks and herds were small, and animals were known individually. It was commonly thought that people who were cruel to animals would become cruel in their dealings with other humans also. The Puritans taught that since the subjection of animals was a consequence of the Fall, it was wrong to take advantage of it in cruel ways. Keith Thomas sums up the attitude of those who from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries campaigned against cruelty to animals: ‘Man… was fully entitled to domesticate animals and to kill them for food and clothing. But he was not to tyrannize or to cause unnecessary suffering. Domestic animals should be allowed food and rest and their deaths should be a painless as possible. Wild animals could be killed if they were needed for food or thought to be harmful. But, although game could be shot and vermin hunted, it was wrong to kill for mere pleasure.’

Thomas Tryon stated that the human rule over creation was ‘not absolute or tyrannic, but qualified so as it may most conduce, in the first place to the glory of God; secondly to the real use and benefit of man himself, and not to gratify his fierce and wrathful, or foolish and wanton humour; and thirdly as it best tends to the helping, aiding and assisting those beasts to the obtaining of all the advantages their natures are by the great, beautiful and always beneficent creator made capable of.’ Even such a mainstream figure as Samuel Pepys was disgusted by animals sports. 

Keith Thomas charts a number of developments that led to a more compassionate attitude to animals:

2.2.3.1.
The keeping of pets.

2.2.3.2.
Urbanisation.

The industrial age removed animals from the everyday experience of many people. Folk could reflect objectively on the right treatment of animals, since their own livelihood was not at stake. 

2.2.3.3.
Convergence.

A strange kind of convergence between people and animals took place. Science seemed to show that people and animals were not all that different; animals could be amazingly intelligent; on the other hand people often seemed to behave worse than animals.

2.2.3.4.
The nineteenth century saw the foundation of both the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and the Society for the Protection of Birds (both later given royal patronage). But these attitudes were not unprecedented. A fourteenth-century treatise judged that ‘men should have ruth of beasts and birds and not harm them without case… and they that for cruelty and vanity… torment beasts or fowl more than is speedful [i.e. expedient] to man’s living, they sin… full grievously.’ And in the twelfth century John of Salisbury warned of the brutalizing effect of hunting. John Ray wrote: ‘It is a generally received opinion that all this visible world was created for Man; [and] that Man is the end of the Creation, as if there were no other end of any creature but some way or other to be serviceable to man… But though this be vulgarly received, yet wise men nowadays think others.’ Members of sects such as the Seekers and the Diggers often expressed similar sentiments. Here are two quotations from these sources: ‘[cruel animal sports are contrary to] the tender nature of Christ and all Christians, truly so-called, who could never rejoice in any such things by reason of their tender, pitiful and merciful nature.’ And: ‘[Among the Diggers] tender hearts grieved to see their cows bruised and swollen after being beaten by the lord of the manor’s bailiffs.’ The evangelical Philip Doddridge also taught that the law of universal benevolence included brutes ‘since they were capable of sensation and therefore of pleasure and pain.’ We are reminded of Jeremy Bentham who in 1789 said ‘ask neither “can they reason? nor “can they talk?”, but ‘Can they suffer?’ John Ray considered a vegetarian diet was preferable, and Sir Isaac Newton found a contradiction between accepting that animals could feel, and yet making them suffer.

2.2.4. 

Valuing Trees

The planting and protection of trees also go back a long way. Prohibitions against the unauthorised felling of trees have been known since the seventh century. Tree planting and the deliberate growth of hedgerow trees had probably been going on since Norman times, but received new encouragement in the 17th Century when John Evelyn published his work Sylva to encourage the planting of trees. Towards the end of the same century large-scale planting projects were undertaken in the Forest of Dean and in the New Forest. Forestry projects in the Chilterns and in Northumbria followed in the 18th Century. Whatever our views about hunting, there is no doubt that the hunting of game and foxes provided a motive for the preservation of woodland and the planting of coverts. The nobility also planted avenues and deer parks.

By the eighteenth century woodlands ceased to be terrifying and became inspiring. Keith Thomas observes that the hermit in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner lived in a wood. He traces the changing attitudes to wild nature to a reaction against the formal patterns of agricultural land, the influence of landscape painting, and poets such as William Wordsworth (1770-1850).

In Christian terms I see human sinfulness in the perversion of pastoral authority into selfish exploitation; I see the work of the Holy Spirit in the moves towards a compassionate attitude.

2.3 
Conquest in America

2.3.1.

The Frontier
The first European settlers carried their values to America. There they found themselves in a new situation: a wild country, inhabited by wild animals and wild men. To be immersed in the wilderness was to be at risk of moral disintegration and savagery. Indeed some Europeans apparently did live an almost animal existence. Roderick Nash in Wilderness and the American Mind describes how the American wilderness was associated with ungodliness; yet paradoxically it was also seen as a sanctuary. ‘Their sanctuary and their enemy were one and the same.’

The native inhabitants of the land didn’t even cultivate it, so it was right that it should be taken from them by those who would use it properly. In the words of the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville, they saw their mission as to ‘march across these wilds, draining swamps, turning the course of rivers, peopling solitudes, and subduing nature.’ 

Nash points out that in effect the Neolithic revolution, from hunter-gatherer to farmer, had to take place all over again. So the westward drive of the frontier was a heroic campaign for all that was worth striving for. As Nash sees it, ‘Wherever they encountered wild country they viewed it through utilitarian spectacles: trees became lumber, prairies farms, and canyons the sites of hydroelectric dams.’
 Such attitudes still survive. ‘Subduing the earth’ and ‘conquering the wilderness’ were images used in favour of building a dam across the Colorado River fifty years ago.

Cotton Mather believed that the American landscape and its original inhabitants were a stronghold of the devil. The turning of wilderness into cultivated land, and the spread of Christian civilization, went hand in hand. These attitudes have proved extremely enduring. They are apparent in the so-called ‘Wise Use’ approach to the natural world, and have their advocates within the Christian churches.

2.4.

Conservation in America

The voice of conservation has not been silent in America from the beginning. Scholars write of an ongoing conflict in American self-understanding between nature and western civilization. An artistic review in a New York journal of 1847 refers to the ‘axe of civilization’, destroying or disfiguring primeval hills, forests and lakes.

The ecological movement is indebted especially to three men in America - prophets or philosophers of conservation.

2.4.1.

Henry David Thoreau (1817-62)  made the famous assertion that the future of the world depended on wildness. He lived beside Walden Pond in a cabin and, according to one writer, came close to ‘a Paleolithic awareness of living life within nature.’ However Thoreau did not in the end advocate living permanently away from civilization. He aimed at a balance and alternation between civilization and wilderness, with the rural environment as the point where they intersected.

2.4.2.

John Muir (1838-1914), instrumental in the development of the national parks movement in America, also saw wildness as a necessity for human wellbeing. Brought up in a Calvinist Presbyterian household, he gradually abandoned belief in a transcendent God, instead seeing God as a wholly immanent presence in nature. He undertook a ‘Thousand-Mile Walk’ in the wilderness during which he experienced a mystical integration with the whole of nature.

In the long and bitter struggle against the damming of Hetch Hetchy  valley within the Yosemite National Park, Muir wrote: ‘Dam Hetch Hetchy! As well dam for water-tanks the people’s cathedrals and churches, for no holier temple has ever been consecrated by the heart of man.’ Although this dam was eventually approved, a later, similar plan to dam the Grand Canyon was fortunately abandoned and the Grand Canyon was added to the ‘World Heritage List’ in 1975.

2.4.3.

Aldo Leopold (1887-1948) claimed in A Sand County Almanac that wilderness was a necessity, an essential foundation for culture. Leopold was a forestry graduate and worked initially as a ‘forest assistant’. He came to the belief that ‘a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.’ In seeing the land as a community, he viewed human beings as members of that community.

Leopold campaigned successfully for areas of wilderness in America - ‘a continuous stretch of country preserved in its natural state, open to lawful hunting and fishing, big enough to absorb a two weeks’ pack trip, and kept devoid of roads, artificial trains, cottages, or other works of man.’ He pronounced that ‘while the reduction of the wilderness has been a good thing, its extermination would be a bad one.’ Thus, like Thoreau, he advocated a balance between wilderness and civilization.

2.4.4.

Conclusions:
In surveying the American scene, Roderick Nash expresses the view that ‘A simple scarcity theory of value, coupled with the shrinking size of the American wilderness relative to American civilization, underlies modern wilderness philosophy.’
 And in the Epilogue added to the 2001 edition of his book, Nash concludes that ‘At least the present should consider its responsibility to allow the future to experience the past.’

And Sally McFague thinks that ‘One of the greatest impediments to a workable care ethic for nature has been the American dualistic sensibility that sets culture and nature over against each other.’
3.
Current Attitudes

I now want to consider how these historical attitudes have persisted, and how they have evolved to the present day. In this time of globalization, Britain and America can be considered together, indeed conservation issues in the West cannot be regarded as totally separate from the rest of the world either.

Max Oelschlaeger refers to four categories of thinking about the natural world:

Resourcism: nature exists only, or at least mainly, as resources for people.

Preservationism: nature should be preserved, but humanity is still at the centre.

Biocentrism (life is at the centre)

Ecocentrism (natural systems including living creatures and the whole ecosystem come first, and everything including humanity exists only as part of it).

3.1.
Resourcism.

As an example of resourcism I refer to a 1997 book by Calvin Beisner, Where Garden Meets Wilderness.
 He believes ‘It was Adam’s task to transform all of the earth… into a Garden while guarding the original Garden lest it lose some of its perfection and become like the unsubdued earth.’ God has authorised humanity to subdue the whole earth to his needs and thereby to God’s glory. Rather than Psalm 24:1, ‘The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it’, Beisner emphasizes Psalm 115:16, ‘The heavens are the Lord’s heavens, but the earth he has given to human beings.’ He thinks that ‘…the amazing leaps in economic productivity and human material prosperity… are a foretaste of the restoration of the cursed creation foretold by Paul and entailed by the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ.’ He also claims that there is no significant evidence for the existence of global warming or ozone depletion, or of human responsibility for it. Falling prices show that the earth’s resources are in no danger of running out, while rising labour costs show that people are scarce! We can leave aside what seem to me to be wild claims which fly in the face of the logic of finite resources. I think Beisner has a point in that the Garden is not the same as the Earth. We are told to subdue the earth, and that relates to agriculture. We are also told to rule, but in the Bible ruling is for the sake of the ruled and rulers together - the Old Testament ideal of kingship is David, the shepherd king.

3.2.
Preservationism
As examples of preservationism I point you to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, and the County Wildlife Trusts. They are dedicated to the preservation of species and ecosystems, especially those that are particularly under threat. But the emphasis is overwhelmingly on preserving these things for our children - more, I would suggest, than because they have intrinsic value.

One form of preservationism seeks to bring the natural world within the dominant world economy. Examples are the attempts to put a monetary value on species and ecosystems; carbon trading; purchasing tracts of rain forests; and the like. I have much sympathy with the criticisms of Michael Northcott against what he calls ‘commodifying the climate’. This fails to address the deeply-rooted conflict between the modern state based on the alliance of governments and corporations, and the natural economy of the earth. Northcott recommends instead taxing carbon and giving fuel credits to low-income households.

3.3.
Biocentrism and Ecocentrism
Biocentrism - the placing of life at the centre of concern -  according to Oelschlaeger began with Charles Darwin; Ecocentrism, where the ecosystem is central, he thinks began after the Second World War with the likes of Aldo Leopold. Oelschlaeger says that ecocentrism ‘moves beyond preservationism, for the idea of promoting all life entails a radical claim that human values which destroy intrinsic value must therefore be either modified or abandoned.
3.3.1.

Deep Ecology

If the extreme of resourcism is the ‘wise use’ attitude, Deep ecology is the extreme of ecocentrism.

The term Deep Ecology was coined by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess (1912-2004). The adjective ‘deep’ refers both to the questions that should be asked, and the changes that should be made. He acknowledged the influence on his thinking of the pantheist philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), and also of Mahatma Gandhi. He believed that all individuals, of whatever species, had an equal right to live. However that does not mean that, shall we say, human beings and smallpox viruses have equal value. The principle of equal rights to life is qualified in two ways: firstly ‘our nearest’ have priority; secondly a distinction is drawn between vital and non-vital needs: the vital needs of those nearest to us have a high degree of priority. In applying Deep Ecology politically, Naess would aim at sustainability - long-range, local, district, regional, national, and global.

Gary Snyder is a Zen Buddhist monk, a student of Native American traditions and of oriental languages. He advocates the ‘rein habitation’ of the places where we live, viewing them as ecosystems and not in terms of political or national structures. For America he uses the name Turtle Island. This name comes from aboriginal traditions about a ‘cosmic turtle’ whose carapace is inhabited by the earth’s creatures and plants.’ In Snyder’s thinking the movement of the frontier should be reversed, so that the wilderness grows back into civilization.

Although much in Deep Ecology is appealing to ecologically-minded Christians – for example its insistence that human beings are a part of nature, and that everything does not exist just for us, for instance - there are points where I have to part company with it. The New Testament sees Jesus Christ as the one who binds creation together and will ultimately make all things new. And God is transcendent over creation as well as present and active in it. Humanity also is both part of creation and also God’s representative. However, as Andrew Linzey has reminded us, privilege and power should be used in sacrificial service not ruthless exploitation.

3.3.2.

Ecofeminism.

Ecofeminist theologians argue that women by their physical nature are closely connected with nature, and that the domination of nature and of women by men are linked. They tend to be hostile towards aspects of the biblical tradition that they feel are allied to a patriarchal, oppressive attitude to women and nature. Anne Primavesi observes that the horrors of the witchhunts were sanctioned by the idea that women were somehow associated with the unruly aspects of nature: ‘The indissoluble connection between sexuality, sin and female fertility served only to strengthen the determination to master both woman and nature.’

Dr Vandana Shiva is highly critical of contemporary models of world development which, she thinks, devalue the traditional skills of women and impose schemes devised by male-dominated ideologies.

3.3.3.

New Age.

I cannot do justice here to New Age thinking, because it is more a diffuse tendency than a clear-cut philosophy. All we can do is point to a few general tendencies.

3.3.3.1.
Spirit beings lie behind all natural phenomena. In order to achieve harmony in and with the natural world, peace must be sought with these beings. According to some, the ecological problem has psychic roots and must be addressed by sending out positive energies by means of spiritual techniques.

3.3.3.2.
Energy flows are an important aspect of New Age thinking: energy flows within the individual which need to be unblocked in order to achieve health: many widespread alternative therapies such as homoeopathy, osteopathy and chiropractic have their roots in such ideas. Colour therapy and crystals are thought to facilitate energy flows. In New Age healing, life-giving energies can be communicated by therapeutic touch. Ill health can in effect be chosen by refusing to attend to the Higher Self or spirit guides. Energy flows are also attributed to the Earth. Claims are made that they can be related to ley lines, corn circles and ancient standing stones.

3.3.3.3.
All paths equal? In my view the biggest danger lies in the belief that all spiritual paths are equally valid and valuable. This belief is judged by the exclusive claims of Christ to be The Way, The Truth and The Life.

3.3.4.

Paganism.

David Burnett shows how in paganism the three seasons - spring, summer and autumn - are related to three aspects of the earth goddess - the virgin, the mother and the crone. Neo-pagans observe the four Celtic nature festivals of Samhhain (1 November), Imbolc (1 February), Beltane (1 May), and Lughnassadh (1 August). These are combined with the equinox and solstice festivals derived from Germanic culture: Yule, Ostrava (the vernal equinox), Litha (the midsummer solstice) and Mabon (the autumn equinox).

Andy Letcher has described the spirituality of road protesters as an example of pagan ecology: ‘Practitioners recognize and celebrate the eight seasonal festivals, honour ancestors and perceive prehistoric sites as holding religious significance, regard the land and its plant and animal inhabitants as sacred, have a vivid belief in the other-world and fairies, practise magic, and honour both male and female deities (in particular Mother Earth or ‘Gaia’, and the familiar Horned God of Wicca.)’

Magic, or Wicca, aims to focus energies for a specific purpose by means of a ritual conducted while in an altered state of consciousness. Eco-pagans perform magic ‘to protect/empower both threatened land and those attempting to defend it.’ Music, dance and folklore return energy to the land.

4.
Conclusions
Such forms of spirituality are of course poles apart from Christianity. Nevertheless they should provoke us to ask whether the Christian Churches offer a biblically-based spirituality that connects with the concerns of campaigners for the earth?  Such a spirituality would lead Christians to be at least as concerned about the ecological crisis as anyone else. It would combine distinctiveness with involvement. God is not to be identified with the creation, but at the same time is present and active within it; human beings have special responsibilities within creation, but also are an integral part of it; and Christians have their distinctive witness to bear, yet also should be willing to support and work with others who care for creation.
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