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Abstract 

The Resurrection and the Restoration of Nature:  
Towards a Theological Framework for Christian Environmental Action through  

Ecological Restoration 

Rebecca G. Artinian-Kaiser 

The context in which we find ourselves at the beginning of the twenty-first century is one of 
acute environmental degradation. In this thesis, I examine how Christians may respond to the 
realities of degradation through ecological restoration, an environmental practice aimed at 
assisting the recovery of ecosystems that have been degraded, damaged, or destroyed, and do 
so in ways that reflect the core belief in the redemptive purposes of God in Christ for 
creation. The intention, therefore, is to construct a theological framework for ethical 
responses to degradation through restoration. I begin by examining ecological restoration as 
a contested scientific and cultural practice, exploring the questions it raises on the nature of 
human life, the natural world, and moral action, and evaluating the role of history in shaping 
moral responses to degradation through restoration. To develop a theological framework for 
restoration, I engage the work of Christian ethicist Oliver O'Donovan, particularly his text on 
the foundations of Christian ethics: Resurrection and Moral Order. I ground this framework 
in his arguments for the resurrection (with its dual movements of restoration and 
transformation) as the starting point for moral action, for the work of the Holy Spirit who 
makes God’s redemption a reality that shapes moral action, and for love as the shape of 
moral action. I draw out the significance for restoration of his moral realist approach, 
examining the created order and articulating a theological anthropology, and I show how the 
resurrection of Christ provides a guide for restorative action that both affirms the created 
order and yet remains attentive and open to its, and our, transformation. Finally, through an 
examination of love as perceptive and responsive to the natural world, I articulate a vision 
for restorative action that is oriented toward upholding and preserving the value of the 
natural world, and attentively and creatively responding to it in ways that bring forth its 
value so that it may be seen for what it is: the beloved world that God has affirmed and 
redeemed in the resurrection and which awaits its fulfilment. 
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Introduction 

0.1. A Context of Environmental Degradation 

The context in which we find ourselves at the beginning of the twenty-first century is one of 

acute environmental degradation. The multiple pressures of resource over-exploitation, the 

destruction and fragmentation of the world’s ecosystems, pollution, and climate change have 

created a situation in which increasing numbers of the world’s creatures, human and 

nonhuman, are struggling to meet basic needs for clean water, nutritious food, and a habitat 

suitable for their flourishing. Extinction rates for many species far exceed their historical 

averages in the fossil record and underscore the recognisable connection between intensive 

human activity and species loss.1 Now, if this is truly our context, then we as human beings 

face the great moral challenge of finding our way to responses to this reality in which the 

degradation and destruction of the world’s ecosystems have become commonplace. It is my 

intention that this dissertation will be a contribution to this larger endeavour of responding to 

degradation in ways that move towards arresting the inevitable downward spiral of species 

and biodiversity loss in our local environments. The more ambitious hope, of course, is to 

lay the groundwork for ways of being in the world that go further and contribute to the 

flourishing2 of the world’s species, including our own.  

In naming environmental degradation as our environmental and moral context, I am 

interested in exploring particular environmental practices that are being employed to address 

this problem. Although there are many possible ways to respond to the problem of ecological 

degradation, I have chosen to focus on ecological restoration, which is a practice directly 

aimed at ‘assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged, or 

destroyed’.3 But while ecological restoration is a scientific practice directed at addressing 

environmental degradation, what makes it so interesting and fruitful for my wider moral 

concerns here is that it is also a cultural practice that attends to the human context that has 

                                                        
1 The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species: Species Extinction - The Facts, Species Survival 

Commission (IUCN, 2007), http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/species_extinction_05_2007.pdf. The 
IUCN estimates that the current rate of species loss is between 1,000 and 10,000 times higher (an 
estimate they deem conservative) than the natural extinction rate.  

2 Although the language of ‘flourishing’ lacks precision, especially with regard to nonhuman 
creatures, on occasion I use it in a general way to denote a form of life that goes beyond that of mere 
existence. John Ehrenfeld, though here focusing on the human being, captures the sense that I intend: 
‘flourishing means not only to grow, but to grow well, to prosper, to thrive, to live to the fullest’. John 
Ehrenfeld and Andrew Hoffman, Flourishing: A Frank Conversation about Sustainability (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2013), 6.  

3  The SER International Primer on Ecological Restoration (Tucson: SER, 2004), 3, 
www.ser.org/content/ecological_restoration_primer.asp. 
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allowed and contributed to environmental decline.4 The idea is that through the act of 

restoring an ecosystem, people will see the effects of their environmentally destructive 

behaviour, come to an appreciation of the intricate workings of their local ecosystems, and 

develop a more encompassing environmental awareness and sense of responsibility. As such, 

restoration is a rich practice that invites engagement on multiple levels and encourages 

reflection on the human place in the world.  

In further narrowing down my approach to this wider problem of widespread 

environmental degradation, I want to ask what it might mean to be a Christian in such a 

context, especially given what many Christians understand to be a divine summons to care 

for the natural world.5 How are Christians to respond to the realities of our context in ways 

that reflect the core belief in the redemptive purposes of God in Christ for this very world? 

To begin to answer this question in this dissertation, I want to bring together this theological 

starting point and the practice of ecological restoration in order to ask: How might Christians 

respond to environmental degradation through ecological restoration in ways that arise 

from and are shaped by faith in God’s redeeming purposes for creation? This is a question 

about how to frame such moral responses theologically as a guide for action, rather than an 

inquiry into specific actions. It may be further clarified through a brief consideration of some 

of the organizing concerns lurking behind and driving the question.   

0.2. Organising Concerns 

0.2.1. Ethical, Practical, Pastoral 

The question of how acts of restoration may offer Christians a way to respond to the natural 

world in a manner that reflects their understanding of God’s saving work in Christ is 

inherently ethical and practical: it seeks to discover what kinds of action are right and fitting 

in contexts of degradation and in light of God’s purposes for creation. I view this 

ethical/practical focus also as a feature of a pastoral concern that seeks to add content to 

                                                        
4 Ecological restoration looks out upon many areas of environmental action. For example, to 

restore a landscape one may need to engage in political action to alter legislation to prohibit toxic 
waste dumping, or public education to inform about the effects of garden pesticides on key 
pollinators. While the purview of restoration concerns may be quite wide, I limit my focus in this 
dissertation to the task of restoring ecosystems as one practical way of responding to the moral 
problem of degradation.  

5 Mindful of my own broadly Protestant religious context and that of my theological 
interlocutor, the Anglican Oliver O’Donovan, the question of a ‘Christian’ response will be largely 
explored in this dissertation through a Protestant lens, and one influenced by the Anglicanism of 
O’Donovan. Furthermore, by referring to ‘Christians’ I do not suppose that all who confess Christ will 
find my arguments compelling, given the diversity within the tradition. At the same time, I do not 
wish to qualify it with descriptors that narrow down the audience. This also reflects my own religious 
hybridity and the ideas here that have been shaped by Episcopal, United Methodist, Quaker, 
Evangelical, and Mennonite influences and communities of worship.  
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what is quite often, though not exclusively, in ecclesial settings, a rather nebulous call to 

‘creation care’, ‘stewardship’, or environmental awareness more generally.6 Encouragements 

to care for the earth often do not go beyond generalities, and questions, such as what 

precisely does it mean to care for creation and what kinds of actions constitute a right 

response to that call, can go unanswered.  

Part of the problem may be that many Christians simply know very little about the 

workings of the natural world and thus are unsure how to respond to ecological problems. 

And even when they are equipped with adequate knowledge, the problems may seem too 

complex and insurmountable to deal with in any significant way. Therefore, practical acts 

beyond that of the trifling may not be explored in enough depth to give people a sense that 

their actions are fulfilling the summons to care for creation in a meaningful way. On the one 

hand, such general guidelines are entirely appropriate given the diversity of contexts in 

which Christian communities find themselves. A practical suggestion for one locale may be 

entirely unsuitable for another. On the other hand, only dealing in generalities can end up 

frustrating people who want to take environmental action but may not have the practical 

knowledge to do so, or who do not know how to theologically evaluate and connect their 

faith to particular actions and vice versa. At the same time, there is also the danger of the 

overly specific summons that funnels Christian environmental concern into particular forms 

of action, such as restoration, and short-circuits the work of moral discernment and creative 

response.  

My intention, therefore, is not to argue that acts of restoration are how Christians 

should respond to the realities of degradation, but rather to explore how theological 

commitments might bear upon and shape ethical responses to degradation through 

restoration. It is my sense that focused attention to a concrete practice that responds to 

problems such as degradation not only provides a way theologically to think through 

particular environmental responses, but it provides a model and framework for how one 

theologically might work through other environmental responses to degradation or the many 

other problems that face us. This dissertation, therefore, largely is concerned with 

articulating the supporting elements of this theological framework and how they bear upon 

restoration approaches, rather than with theologically evaluating specific restoration 

practices.  

0.2.2. Orienting Ecological Restoration from the Gospel and Literature Review 

A Christian response to the problem of degradation need not, as it were, reinvent the wheel. 

Christians can look to established environmental practices to guide their responses. 
                                                        
6 See discussion below on ‘stewardship’.  
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However, for Christians looking for a way to respond to the realities of environmental 

degradation and care for the natural world, the question then has to become if, and to what 

extent, practices such as ecological restoration adequately reflect the gospel of Christ, the 

core of Christian faith. In other words, to what extent is ecological restoration an appropriate 

way for Christians ethically to engage in the natural world, and how may this approach need 

to be revised so that it may more adequately reflect the redemptive purposes of God in 

Christ?  

What I want to underscore here is that although I do not believe a Christian ethical 

response to degradation needs to be wholly different from secular or other religious 

responses, as if Christians possessed secret insight into the workings of ecosystems, the 

shape, character, or emphasis of a Christian response will likely be different. This is, as 

Lutheran theologian Jürgen Moltmann suggests, because Christians have a different starting 

point for ethical action. He writes:  

the question asked of Christian ethics is not whether it has good or better 
solutions for general social or political problems. The question is 
preeminently whether the way and teaching of Jesus has to be taken 
seriously. Christian ethics should first and foremost put its stamp on a form 
of living which accords with Jesus’ way of life and his teaching. That is 
where its identity lies. The question about general relevance then follows, 
but it cannot take first place.7  

Although Moltmann is here focusing on the life and teaching of Christ, whereas I will focus 

on the resurrection, it reflects broadly the starting point that I believe is crucial for answering 

what a Christian response to degradation through ecological restoration might look like. 

Therefore, I am less concerned with tracing the points of overlap between restoration theory 

and practice and Christian theology and ethics, than with exploring what difference it might 

make to Christian acts of restoration if its starting place is the redeeming work of God in 

Jesus Christ. 

The starting point this dissertation takes – God’s redemption in Jesus Christ and its 

influence on moral action – lays within a broader ecotheological tradition of articulating 

moral responses to environmental problems. In the remainder of this section, I want to 

continue the task of orienting the thesis, this time by positioning it within the field of 

ecotheology using the navigational map provided by Willis Jenkins in Ecologies of Grace, 

an important text that charts Christian environmental responses according to soteriological 

starting points.8 The field of ecotheology is so diverse that such maps have become a crucial 

                                                        
7 Jürgen Moltmann, Ethics of Hope, trans. Margaret Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 

2012), 26. 
8 Willis Jenkins, Ecologies of Grace: Environmental Ethics and Christian Theology (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
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way of gaining perspective on the field. A variety of valuable typologies9 of the field have 

been offered, such as Michael Northcott’s three-fold typology of humanocentric, 

theocentric, and ecocentric positions, or Paul Santmire’s division of the field into apologetic, 

reconstructionist, and revisionist approaches. 10  Jenkins, however, structures his map 

according to three ethical environmental strategies he identifies in ecotheology 11  – 

ecojustice, stewardship, ecological spiritualities – and the theological perspectives on grace 

– sanctification, redemption, deification – that give rise to them, arguing that ‘the metaphors, 

logics, narratives of grace shape major patterns of Christian response to environmental 

problems’. 12  For those overwhelmed by the scale of environmental problems, these 

narratives of salvation have provided for their respective communities a hopeful vision of 

conversion and transformation, of radical change in human relations with the natural world 

and God. Although his focus is on communities of faith, Jenkins also engages the secular 

field of environmental ethics, mapping it and highlighting points of contact and divergence 

with Christian approaches. Given the organising starting points of this thesis, Jenkins’ 

typologies of grace offer a helpful point of entry for surveying the field.  

The first ecotheological strategy – ecological spiritualities – connects environmental 

issues to a motivation for Christian responses through the background pattern of grace as 

deification often associated with Eastern Orthodox Christianity. Although Orthodox 

approaches, in a sense, may represent the traditional form of this strategy, the theological 

diversity within this category is considerable. Despite this variance, Jenkins argues, there is a 

common pattern of ‘appealing to the ecological dimensions of fully Christian personhood’.13 

In a move that heightens the secular strategy of ecological subjectivity, which argues for the 

role of nature in the development of the self and society, as well as including approaches 

such as deep ecology, ecofeminisms, and environmental psychology and phenomenology,14 

humans are understood to be deeply related to the cosmos in a way that is spiritually 

significant; however, this relation has become distorted and is in need of grace to bring 

healing and communion. The way, then, into participation with the divine (deification) 

                                                        
9 Although such typologies run the risk of simplifying and unhelpfully smoothing out those 

aspects of a tradition that resist imposed boundaries, they offer ways to survey the terrain that bring to 
light particular features – i.e., the connection between soteriology and ethics – that might otherwise be 
overlooked. 

10  Michael Northcott, The Environment and Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996); H. Paul Santmire, Nature Reborn: The Ecological and Cosmic Promise of 
Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000). 

11 These typologies were first generated by sociologist Laurel Kearns, “Saving the Creation: 
Christian Environmentalism in the United States,” Sociology of Religion 57, no. 1 (1996): 55–70. 

12 Jenkins, Ecologies, 4. 
13 Ibid., 93. 
14 Ibid., 54. 
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includes communion between humans and earth. For those who align themselves with the 

influential ‘creation spirituality’ branch of this strategy, an approach indebted to Matthew 

Fox, Thomas Berry, and the continued work of Religion and Ecology,15 human beings are to 

bring to conscious expression the connectivity of all things. Through creative labour, 

variously interpreted and frequently relying on process thought,16 we may participate in 

bringing about the transformation and justice of new creation. Jenkins writes, ‘As the 

Cosmic Christ restores human creativity into intimacy with the earth’s, God’s grace comes 

by way of the story of creation’s grace’, a view revealing the connections between 

deification, the development of ecological personhood, and the expression of creation as 

graced.17 The logic of this may be more clearly seen through more traditional sacramental 

theologies of creation and the way sacraments both reveal the graced integrity of creation 

and shape our understandings of it through liturgical practices.18 This may be further 

clarified by an Eastern Orthodox view of the priestly role humans play in lifting up creation 

to God, an act that both transforms the human person and restores the created order to 

communion with God.19  

One of the difficulties with this ecotheological strategy, as also noted by Jenkins, 

lies in the focus, especially in Teilhard de Chardin’s work, on the human and human 

creativity bringing creation to expression. While I see the need to offer an account of the 

human and of creativity for ecological restoration, there is always the looming danger of 

creativity reflecting not the reality of creation but human aspirations for control via 

technology. It will be important for this thesis to ground such creativity both in God’s 

affirmation of creation and in the transforming work of the Holy Spirit. Although others, 

such as Gretel Van Wieren and Daniel Spencer, see much promise in the creation 

spiritualities approach for theological engagement with restoration, it is not an approach that 

resonates with the aims of this thesis, which are more in keeping with features of the 

remaining two strategies. 

                                                        
15 See, for example, Matthew Fox, Original Blessing (Santa Fe: Bear, 1983); Matthew Fox, 

Creation Spirituality (San Francisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 1991); Thomas Berry, The Dream of the 
Earth (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1988); Brian Swimme and Mary Evelyn Tucker, Journey of the 
Universe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011); Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry, The 
Universe Story (San Francisco: Harper SanFrancisco, 1994). 

16 See Philip Hefner, The Human Factor: Evolution, Culture, and Religion, Theology and the 
Sciences (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993); John Haught, The Promise of Nature: Ecology and 
Cosmic Purpose (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1993).  

17 Jenkins, Ecologies, 97. 
18 Ibid., 99. 
19 John Zizioulas, “Preserving God’s Creation 1-3,” King’s Theological Review 12 (1989); 

John Zizioulas, “Priest of Creation,” in Environmental Stewardship, ed. R.J. Berry (London: T&T 
Clark, 2006); Elizabeth Theokritoff, “Creation and Priesthood in Modern Orthdox Thinking,” 
Ecotheology 10, no. 3 (2005): 344–63. 
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 The second ecotheological strategy – ecojustice – identifies the grounds for 

Christian environmental action in God’s relationship to creation, a twist on the secular 

environmental strategy of articulating the moral status of the natural world via intrinsic value 

theories. Jenkins writes, ‘ecojustice accounts form responsive Christian environmental 

practices around something sacred, or divinely given, within the world’.20 It is God’s relation 

to creation, which affirms its status as beloved and of intrinsic worth, that shapes human 

moral responses to it. Moreover, respecting the natural world is an important element of the 

human relationship with God. The background pattern of grace as sanctification, or growing 

into closer relationship with God, becomes evident here: ‘As it brings them into friendship 

with God, grace brings humans to their creaturely senses, opening them to a world of 

normative value’.21 Grace is understood in covenantal and relational terms such that a life of 

justice toward nonhumans and humans is tied up with a right relationship with God.  

 Even though Jenkins suggests that the ecojustice strategy roughly lines up with 

Roman Catholicism, and so he later turns to the theology of Thomas Aquinas to articulate 

the soteriological foundations of this strategy, many of the key ecojustice figures tend to be 

Protestant, e.g., Larry Rasmussen, James Gustafson, Dieter Hessel, James Nash, Michael 

Northcott, and Jürgen Moltmann.22 While this may reflect the influence of intrinsic value 

theories on these theologians, or, in the case of Northcott, an openness to natural law 

approaches as a resource for Protestant environmental ethics, it also may be clarified by 

looking back at the work of sociologist Laurel Kearns whose typology Jenkins draws from. 

Kearns herself associates ecojustice with mainline Christianity and as emerging within the 

social justice emphasis of this tradition. This orientation toward justice is, of course, an 

important feature of many Catholic environmental approaches, especially those of a 

liberationist or feminist perspective, e.g., Leonardo Boff, Ivone Gebara, and Rosemary 

Radford Ruether23 but their theological orientations are more properly aligned with creation 

                                                        
20 Jenkins, Ecologies, 61. 
21 Ibid., 115. 
22 See Larry Rasmussen, Earth Community Earth Ethics (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1996); 

Larry Rasmussen, Earth-Honoring Faith: Religious Ethics in a New Key (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); James Gustafson, Ethics from a Theological Perspective, vol. 1–2 (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1981); James Gustafson, A Sense of the Divine: The Natural Environment from a 
Theocentric Perspective (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1994); Dieter Hessel, Earth Habitat: Eco-
Justice and the Church’s Response (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2000); Dieter Hessel, After 
Nature’s Revolt: Eco-Justice and Theology (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2003); James Nash, Loving 
Nature: Ecological Integrity and Christian Responsibility (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991); 
Northcott, Environment and Christian Ethics; Jürgen Moltmann, God in Creation: A New Theology of 
Creation and the Spirit of God, The Gifford Lectures 1984-1985 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993); 
Moltmann, Ethics of Hope. 

23 Leonardo Boff, Ecology and Liberation: A New Paradigm (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1995); 
Leonardo Boff, Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997); Ivone Gebara, 
“Ecofeminism: A Latin American Perspective,” Crosscurrents, 2003, 93–103; Rosemary Radford 
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spiritualities. The ecojustice strategy, not to be confused with more anthropocentric 

environmental justice approaches, responds to environmental problems from a belief in the 

theological status of creation and that right relations with nonhumans and humans are an 

important component of fellowship with God. 

 The third ecotheological strategy – stewardship – grounds environmental action in 

what is interpreted to be a biblical mandate in Genesis 1–2 to care for creation.24 It 

corresponds to and heightens the secular ethical strategy of moral agency that focuses on 

problematic human practices that lead to degradation and to the development of right 

behaviours.25 Christian stewardship also focuses on the human responsibility to care for the 

earth but intensifies this responsibility by making it a feature of Christian discipleship, of 

obedience and faithfulness to God, who entrusts care for the earth to human beings.26 While 

Kearns identifies proponents of stewardship with more conservative Protestantism or 

evangelicalism, Jenkins names this as a broadly Protestant position, citing seminal figures 

Calvin DeWitt, Doug Hall, and Loren Wilkinson, but other figures such as the Reformed 

Steven Bouma-Prediger have nuanced the conversation by, for instance, developing creation 

care via virtue ethics.27 Such designations may seem arbitrary given that stewardship 

language is deployed in Catholic communities, mainline traditions not typically 

conservative, such as Episcopalians and United Methodists, as well as conservative 

Evangelical churches.28  

The stewardship approach frequently entails a critique of environmentally 

destructive misinterpretations of human life and action, reconfiguring human freedom in 

                                                        
Ruether, “Ecofeminism and Healing Ourselves, Healing the Earth,” Feminist Theology 3 (1995): 51–
62. 

24 An assertion challenged by Clare Palmer in “Stewardship: A Case Study in Environmental 
Ethics,” in Environmental Stewardship, ed. R. J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 63–75. See also a 
critical but more positive read of stewardship in Robin Attfield, “Environmental Sensitivity and 
Critiques of Stewardship,” in Environmental Stewardship, ed. R. J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 
2006), 76–91. 

25 Jenkins, Ecologies, 46. 
26 Ibid., 78. 
27  Calvin DeWitt, Caring for Creation: Responsible Stewardship of God’s Handiwork 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1998); Calvin DeWitt, “Stewardship: Responding Dynamically to the 
Consequences of Human Action in the World,” in Environmental Stewardship: Critical Perspectives, 
Past and Present, ed. R. J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 2006); Douglass Hall, Imaging God: 
Dominion as Stewardship (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989); Douglass Hall, The Steward: A 
Biblical Symbol Comes of Age (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990); Loren Wilkinson, Earthkeeping 
in the Nineties: Stewardship of Creation (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991); Steven Bouma-
Prediger, For the Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Vision for Creation Care (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2010). 

28 For a collection of critical essays on stewardship from a variety of theological positions, 
see R.J. Berry, Environmental Stewardship: Critical Perspectives - Past and Present (London: T&T 
Clark, 2006). 
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terms of responding to God through faithful service in creation. Human failure, of course, to 

accomplish this is all too apparent in environmental degradation, but the possibility for this 

to be different lies in the background narrative of grace this ecotheological strategy relies on, 

namely on the work of Christ who ‘perfects priestly and kingly vocations, fulfilling the 

covenant, reconciling creation to God, and opening a way for the faithful to participate in 

God’s redemptive work’.29 While appeals to Christ as the model human who rules through 

loving service acts as a safeguard against a tendency to dominate,30 the focus typically 

remains on the human/God relationship, on the elevated status of the human (typically as 

imago Dei) over the natural world and before God, making it susceptible to criticisms of 

anthropocentrism. Although stewardship is an environmental strategy, the environment itself 

can recede into the background, becoming the arena for the God/human drama to play out, 

rather than being a reason in itself for Christian responses.  

With Jenkins’ ecotheological map in hand, the question becomes how to place this 

particular work of Christian environmental ethics within the field. To begin with, it seems to 

me that ecological restoration, when placed against the background of Jenkins’ secular 

ethical strategies, primarily straddles two strategies, that of the moral status of nature and 

moral agency. Frustrated with the preoccupation in the environmental field on articulating 

the value of nature rather than on addressing the problem of environmental degradation, 

restorationists reclaim space for the human person as a moral agent who can bring about the 

healing of the natural world. At the same time, as it will be shown, embedded within their 

emphasis on the role of history in restoration practice is a foundational belief in the intrinsic 

value of the nature that directly shapes restorative action. Moreover, ecological 

restorationists, like proponents of stewardship, have been criticised for being overly 

managerial and hubristic,31 a criticism that is well warranted, in my view, of some restoration 

approaches, but more on this in Chapter 1. However, many restorationists have a keen 

awareness that their knowledge is insufficient to manage well and instead see themselves as 

healers working within natural processes in a way that reveals a deep respect for the value of 

these processes. This way of shifting the boundary lines is, as shall I show, part of what has 

made restoration both so controversial and so promising in environmental circles.   

The theological/ethical approach of this thesis also may be seen to straddle the 

stewardship and ecojustice ecotheological strategies. A glance at the table of contents gives a 

strong indication that this work is interested in the moral significance of the natural world 
                                                        
29 Jenkins, Ecologies, 82. 
30  Murray Rae, “To Render Praise: Humanity in God’s World,” in Environmental 

Stewardship, ed. R. J. Berry (London: T&T Clark, 2006). 
31 For a summary of critiques of stewardship, see Chapter 1, Richard Bauckham, The Bible 

and Ecology: Rediscovering the Community of Creation (Baylor University Press, 2010). 
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and in the place and agency of the human person. The placement of the chapters in which a 

description of created order precedes a theological anthropology reveals that Christian 

environmental action requires a prior understanding of the natural world as valuable in and 

of itself and as valuable to God. The stewardship strategy, I believe, would be enhanced by 

this corrective, finding in the natural world and God’s redemptive affirmation of it sufficient 

reasons for responsive action. At the same time, the stewardship strategy retains an 

important emphasis on the moral agent who is given to act in freedom in the world. But what 

must be cautioned against, in my view, is the tendency to place too much emphasis on the 

action of the human being and to lose a sense for the primary and continuing work of God in 

the world. What is required is a way of retaining the importance of human moral action 

without overdrawing it, either with respect to God’s action or to natural processes, so that it 

becomes problematically anthropocentric and hierarchical. Such tendencies of the 

stewardship position have made me resistant to identifying too closely with this 

ecotheological strategy. At the same time, I do nevertheless affirm the value of stewardship 

attempts to name human distinctiveness and its attendant environmental responsibilities. 

This is a feature, however, that requires a robust account of the value of the natural world 

that provides the shape for our moral responses to it even while also inviting freedom and 

creativity of response. As it will be seen later in this chapter and in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, the 

choice of Oliver O’Donovan as the theological conversation partner of this thesis, whose 

framework for moral action is attentive to the value of the natural world and moral agency, 

enables me to build a theological framework for restorative environmental action that melds 

aspects of the ecojustice and stewardship strategies. 

0.3. The Interface of Theology and Ecological Restoration 

The starting points and organising concerns for this project that I have articulated so far set 

this work apart from other explorations at the theology and restoration interface. As will be 

seen through a brief survey of the literature, this dissertation represents a substantive 

contribution to the continuing conversation.  

0.3.1. Theological Engagements with Ecological Restoration 

Theological engagement with the practice of ecological restoration has been quite sparse 

until recent years. While scholars may sometimes make brief references to ecological 

restoration in their writings, there has been a conspicuous lack of sustained engagement with 

what has now become a widely accepted environmental practice. It could be argued that this 

lack of engagement reflects a more general failure to give adequate attention to concrete 

practices in ecotheology itself. This, as will be discussed later in this introduction, seems to 

reflect a tendency within the discipline to focus on the ways Christians think about the 
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natural world and their relationship to it and less on theologically examining specific moral 

actions.32  

With respect to the particular practice of ecological restoration, two of the earliest 

theological engagements were Michael Northcott's article ‘Wilderness, Religion and 

Ecological Restoration in the Scottish Highlands’ and Daniel Spencer's ‘Restoring Earth, 

Restored to Earth: Toward an Ethic for Reinhabiting Place’.33 Northcott's article is more 

explicitly theological and points to important flaws in restoration, as they are made apparent 

against the backdrop of biblical themes of justice. He describes a landscape of injustice in 

which crofting communities were removed from the land during the Scottish Clearances to 

make way for the vast sporting estates of the aristocracy. The land practices of such estates, 

however, devastated local ecosystems, an unfortunate result that conservation-minded 

groups are now seeking to reverse. He makes a case for the ecologically responsible 

practices of the crofters who fostered a bio-diverse landscape, and he questions the 

benevolence of conservation activities that restore the landscape to a pre-human wilderness. 

He argues instead that a true Highland restoration would seek to 'redress not only the 

injustices done to the many species which have been extinguished by these interventions, but 

the injustices done to Highland peoples and their descendants'.34 His concern for land and 

human justice is driven by a theological understanding of the connection, especially evident 

in the Hebrew Scriptures, between the righteous and just acts of people and the flourishing of 

the land. Northcott rightly points to a tension in restoration goals between desires to 

'repristinate' nature and the need 'for recovering a more holistic and sustainable form of 

relationship between human dwelling and the wild'.35 This reflects a much wider conflict 

                                                        
32 This seems to be shifting rapidly with increased attention to specific issues, though not 

always to theological examinations of responses to such issues. See, for example, Cynthia Moe-
Lobeda’s creative work Resisting Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic Vocation 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013). On agricultural and food practices, see the work of Ellen Davis 
and Norman Wirzba, both of whom are influenced by the writings of Wendell Berry. Ellen Davis, 
Scripture, Culture, and Agriculture: An Agrarian Reading of the Bible (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009); Norman Wirzba, “Saying Grace: Transforming People, Transforming the 
World,” Ecotheology: The Journal of Religion, Nature, and the Environment 3, no. 2 (2009): 195–
212; Wendell Berry, The Art of the Commonplace, ed. Norman Wirzba (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 
2002). With respect to water issues, see Christiana Peppard, “Troubling Waters: The Jordan River 
Between Religious Imagination and Environmental Degradation,” Journal of Environmental Studies 
and Sciences 3, no. 2 (2013): 109–19; Christiana Peppard, Just Water: Theology, Ethics, and the 
Global Water Crisis (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2014). Climate change has also fostered a flurry of 
theological responses, see, for example, Michael Northcott, A Moral Climate: The Ethics of Global 
Warming (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2007). 

33 Michael Northcott, “Wilderness, Religion and Ecological Restoration in the Scottish 
Highlands,” Ecotheology 10, no. 3 (2005): 382–99; Daniel Spencer, “Restoring Earth, Restored to 
Earth: Toward an Ethic for Reinhabiting Place,” in Ecospirit: Religions and Philosophies for the 
Earth, ed. Laurel Kearns and Catherine Keller (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), 415–32. 

34 Northcott, “Wilderness,” 392. 
35 Ibid., 394. 
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within environmentalism itself that is also mirrored in the various approaches to 

restoration.36 Although Northcott's article comes down quite negatively on restoration and 

presents a too stark representation of the practice, its approach is quite similar to my own in 

that it measures certain features of the practice against central Christian commitments, which 

will need to be taken into account if Christians are to take part in the practice as a feature of 

their response to care for the natural world. In other words, if restoration is to be a Christian 

practice, certain assumptions and practices may need to be challenged and revised. 

In a very different vein, Daniel Spencer explores various theological themes and 

ultimately sees in restoration practices a way to revise and rework the Christian tradition in 

light of ecological and evolutionary history. For him, restoration provides a model for how 

humans can reinhabit the places they live in an ecologically sustainable manner. Spencer 

also claims that, in order for restoration to be at home in Christianity, 'central biblical-

theological themes' need to be 'revised, re-worked, or simply rejected in light of newly 

emergent ecological understandings of the earth'.37 One thing this entails is the incorporation 

of insights from the world's religious and spiritual traditions so that there can be 'an 

ecologically informed and grounding understanding and experience of the sacred',38 that is, 

by situating religion and the human story within the 'history of the cosmos itself'.39 However, 

it is unclear how this will, as he argues, restore the 'very integrity of the earth itself, and the 

integrity of our human place in that earth community and story'.40 By taking creation out of 

the wider frame of the work of God in Christ who upholds creation to the end, and instead 

subsuming the work of Christ within an ecological and evolutionary story of the cosmos, 

Spencer renders impotent a powerful reason for working to restore nature, that is, the 

resurrection of Christ enables Christians to see the creation as the beloved and redeemed 

work of God and themselves as free to participate in the purposes of God in creation. In 

addition, although it may be the case that practices such as restoration do seem to foster a 

sense of human relatedness to their environments, it is problematic to suppose that it 

provides a 'model' for sustainable human activity in the natural world. Restoration is, after 

all, an attempt to undo damage and its practice requires prior destructiveness. As such, 

restoration might not be the best model for future human/nature interactions, but it is 

                                                        
36 In Chapter 1, I will look at how restoration seeks to address injustice and displacement, 

especially of indigenous peoples. 
37 Spencer, “Restoring Earth,” 428. 
38 Ibid., 429. 
39 Ibid., 430.  
40 Ibid., 416. 
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certainly, in my view, a necessary entry point to establishing what may in future be a model 

of human activity that does not rest on prior exploitation of nature.41 

The first substantive theological engagement with ecological restoration is Sr. 

Damien Marie Savino's42 dissertation ‘Urban River Restoration’, later published as The 

Contemplative River.43 As a trained scientist (environmental engineering) and a Franciscan 

sister, she brings an unusual level of ecological and theological literacy to these 

conversations. Writing from the Roman Catholic tradition, her focus in The Contemplative 

River is to develop a new ‘theo-ecological’ approach that seeks to reintegrate human beings 

into the natural world and to reveal the deeper theological aspects of creation.44 Moreover, 

she sees in restoration an opportunity for interdisciplinary collaboration between science and 

theology, given the interest in exploring the ecological and human/social dimensions of the 

practice. To develop her theological anthropology, she brings together the ecological 

paradigm of forest ecologist C.S. Holling and the theological (Franciscan) paradigm of St. 

Bonaventure. While Holling offers a perspective on change in ecosystems in which 

‘dynamism and instability’ are essential for maintaining ecosystem ‘resilience’ and is one 

that views humans and ecosystems as inseparable, Bonaventure provides an account of 

human transformation through a theology of human mediation.45 Holling articulates a role 

for human beings as that of increasing ‘the resilience of social-ecological systems and 

build[ing] their capacity to innovate and adapt to change’, while Bonaventure points toward 

a mode of human creaturely life that is marked by the theology of the cross and an ‘inner 

posture of reconciliation, humility, and love’.46  

Integrating the two thinkers she develops the concept of adaptive mediation in which 

‘human persons mediate creation through exterior relationships to nature, through inner 

                                                        
41 For more on this critique, see Ned Hettinger, “Nature Restoration as a Paradigm for the 

Human Relationship with Nature,” in Ethical Adaptation to Climate Change, ed. Allen Thompson and 
Jeremy Bendik-Keymer (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012), 27–46. However, as will be shown later, 
for some restorationists, such as William Jordan, restoration is a necessary on-going activity because 
it provides a way to compensate for our use of the natural world in order to survive, a dependency that 
will never be moved beyond. William R. Jordan, “‘Sunflower Forest’: Ecological Restoration as the 
Basis for a New Environmental Paradigm,” in Beyond Preservation, ed. Dwight Baldwin 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994). 

42 Savino’s work has flown beneath the radar of scholars researching in this area, never being 
cited, to my knowledge, in the literature to this point. 

43 Damien Marie Savino, “Urban River Restoration: The Confluence Between Restoration of 
People and Restoration of Place in Light of Holling’s Dynamic of Creative Destruction and 
Bonaventure’s Theology of Human Mediation” (Catholic University of America, 2004); Damien 
Marie Savino, The Contemplative River: The Confluence between People and Place in Ecological 
Restoration (Saarbrücken: Berlag Dr. Müller, 2008).  

44 Savino, Contemplative River, 2. 
45 Ibid., 15. 
46 Ibid., 15, 121. 
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processes of cognition and scientific understanding, and through coming to know the 

spiritual dimensions of creation in a transformative way’.47 Such adaptive mediation may 

occur in a variety of ways: for example, through hands-on practical experience with the 

natural world in which an awareness of its beauty and order can lead into an awareness of its 

deeper cognitive and spiritual dimensions.48 In this work, she articulates the importance of 

conversion, transformation, and grace, and she develops a dynamic vision of the human 

person and the natural world informed by the practice of ecological restoration, which she 

addresses in a case study of the Anacostia River restoration project. This is a wide-ranging 

and creative work that provides an important contribution to that most difficult of subjects, 

namely, articulating human distinctiveness in a way that remains moored to and affirming of 

the created world; although my approach is very different, there are points of contact with 

my own concerns for developing a theologically informed anthropology that is closely tied 

to the natural world. Savino’s work certainly merits more attention than it has received by 

those researching at the interface of restoration and theology.  

The second major contribution is Gretel Van Wieren's dissertation ‘Restoring Earth, 

Restored to Earth’, recently published as Restored to Earth.49 Van Wieren's work explores 

the spiritual and ethical themes in ecological restoration, displaying a wide-ranging grasp of 

the practice; in particular, she seeks to address the question 'what would a Christian 

restorative environmental ethic look like?'50 Although this question is not so different from 

my own, her approach and central concerns differ significantly. For instance, Van Wieren is 

focused more on how ecological restoration provides an ethical framework that can advance 

Christian ethics in a 'more action oriented, experience-based direction, deepening our 

understanding of the way in which particular environmental activities shape certain moral 

ecological values, virtues, and norms'.51 Similar to Spencer, Van Wieren asks how ecological 

restoration might 'help shape a religious environmental ethic'.52 She sees in restoration a way 

to make the human-nature relation whole and to restore humans to the land.53 In constructing 

                                                        
47 Ibid., 253. 
48 Ibid., 121, 131. In suggesting the possibility of spiritual dimensions of the natural world, 

she views the natural world as more than matter to be known through scientific investigation, but also 
in its graced character as creation. 

49 Gretel Van Wieren, “Restoring Earth, Restored to Earth: Christianity, Environmental 
Ethics, and Ecological Restoration” (Yale University, 2011); Gretel Van Wieren, Restored to Earth: 
Christianity, Environmental Ethics, and Ecological Restoration (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2013).  

50 Van Wieren, “Restoring Earth,” 2.  
51 Ibid., 3. 
52 Gretel Van Wieren, “Ecological Restoration as Public Spiritual Practice,” Worldviews 12, 

no. 2/3 (2008): 14. 
53 Ibid., 11. 
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her religious ethic, she focuses more on the secular environmental discipline and on the lived 

experience of restoration practitioners than on the scriptural or theological Christian 

tradition.54  While I too want to see a move toward concrete action within Christian 

communities, my aims here are more explicitly theological. Rather than seeing how 

restoration ethics provides a framework for Christian ethics, I want to see how Christian 

action in restoring ecosystems may hang on an explicitly Christian theological and ethical 

framework. How might an ethic rooted in the redemption of Christ inform and challenge 

restorative practices, and then reciprocally how might restoration practice provide a way in 

to living out the Christian call to care for the earth that may highlight aspects of the gospel of 

Christ?  

In addition to these works, ecological restoration sometimes receives mention in 

ecotheological books and articles. For example, in Ecologies of Grace, Jenkins warns against 

the use of restoration as a quick fix to environmental harms, that is, as a form of ‘cheap 

grace’.55 Although he does not develop this theme in any depth, his suggestion underscores 

Northcott's point about the problem of erasing memory in restoration practices in order to 

achieve some ecological end, and further suggests that restoration to be truly restorative 

cannot skim over the realities of brokenness and sin.56 In an examination of how ecotheology 

and ethics might become more concrete, Anna Peterson also points directly to ecological 

restoration, suggesting that it is an act that provides the ‘grounds for hope’ because it entails 

living ‘the reign of God in our midst’.57 In short, theologians working on the environment 

have been slow to engage the practice, a fact that is indeed surprising given its prevalence. 

0.3.2. Restoration Engagements with Religion and Theology 

 The meeting of theological ideas and ecological restoration practice has not been 

approached only from the theological side; surprisingly, it was restorationists who first 

began making these connections. And perhaps one of the most interesting features of the 

                                                        
54 Van Wieren, “Restoring Earth,” 15–16. Although there is a need for more general religious 

or spiritual approaches, it is frequently at the expense of theological engagement with a particular 
tradition. 

55 Jenkins, Ecologies, 233. In his recent text, restoration receives only a passing mention. 
Willis Jenkins, The Future of Ethics: Sustainability, Social Justice, and Religious Creativity 
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2013), 156–57. 

56 John Rodwell makes a similar point about memory of place and the need to confront past 
wrongs and find forgiveness, something that is ‘much more difficult if landscape effectively denies 
former trails of painful happenings, broken promises, unfair demands, failing to recognize that place 
is not a simple reality but generally contested’. John Rodwell, “Forgetting the Land,” Studies in 
Christian Ethics 21, no. 2 (2008): 286. Although this argument about memory is important, I do not 
take it up here, approaching it only indirectly through the question of history. 

57 Anna Peterson, “Talking the Walk: A Practice-Based Environmental Ethic as Grounds for 
Hope,” in Ecospirit, ed. Laurel Kearns and Catherine Keller (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2007), 62. 
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secular literature on ecological restoration is its frequent use of implicitly theological and/or 

religious themes. Scattered throughout the literature are references to restoration as 

‘atonement’,58 ‘resurrection’,59 ‘redemption’,60 ‘expiation’,61 ‘healing’,62 and the exploitation 

of the natural world as ‘sin’.63 This suggests that restoration is more than a scientific practice 

of restoring ecosystems. Because it extends into the public realm, restoration has broader 

cultural, social, psychological, and religious significance. With respect to religion, 

restoration’s wider relevance has been articulated by some restorationists, most notably Eric 

Higgs and William Jordan.  

Environmental philosopher Eric Higgs raises a number of important points 

concerning the significance of restoration practice: first, restoration is a kind of self-healing 

enacted by the very people who caused the harm in the first place. Such a notion provides an 

alternative to the ‘humans as destroyers of nature’ narrative frequently espoused in 

environmental circles, and it suggests that humans can be agents of healing as well. Second, 

healing reaches beyond the natural world, as the intended recipient of the restorative action, 

to the practitioners themselves, enacting both cultural and spiritual healing. Third, such 

action can provide a kind of absolution: through restorative activity, practitioners can 

experience a cleansing of sins and relief from their burden of guilt over what humankind has 

done. As Higgs writes, ‘Restoration offers a redemptive opportunity. We heal ourselves 

culturally, and perhaps spiritually, by healing nature. (To carry the biblical image further, in 

redemption there is also the possibility of absolution, which provides a strong incentive for 

action by those racked with guilt over environmental degradation.)’64 Higgs, like most who 

write about restoration in this vein, are obviously aware of the religious imagery and 

language, and some, like William Jordan, employ it liberally in an effort to connect it more 

broadly with religious ritual practice. 

The restorationist that has given the most sustained attention to the religious aspects 

of the practice is William Jordan. As a founding member of the International Society for 

Ecological Restoration and the editor of the first journal in the field, Ecological Restoration, 
                                                        
58 Andre Clewell and James Aronson, “Motivations for the Restoration of Ecosystems,” 

Conservation Biology 20, no. 2 (2006): 420–28; William R. Jordan, “Standing with Nature,” 
Restoration & Management Notes 10, no. 2 (Winter 1992): 111–12. 

59 William R. Jordan, “Restoration, Community, and Wilderness,” in Restoring Nature, ed. 
Paul Gobster and R. Bruce Hull (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2000), 23–36. 

60 Eric Higgs, “What Is Good Ecological Restoration?,” Conservation Biology 11, no. 2 
(1997): 338–48. 

61 Clewell and Aronson, “Motivations.”  
62 Eric Higgs, Nature by Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003).  
63 Richard Sylvan, “Mucking with Nature,” in Applied Ethics in a Troubled World, ed. Edgar 

Morscher, Otto Neumaier, and Peter Simons (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic, 1998), 57–84. 
64 Higgs, “Good Ecological Restoration,” 342; Higgs, Nature by Design, 215. 
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previously Restoration & Management Notes, Jordan is a key figure in the development of 

restoration thought, particularly with respect to negotiating the human/nature relationship. 

Although Jordan's work will be explored at various points in this dissertation, a few notes on 

the religious dimensions of his writing should be highlighted here, revealing how 

engagement with the religious aspects of restoration was first explored not by a scholar 

deeply involved in the practice itself.  

In a number of his writings, Jordan draws upon anthropology and comparative 

religion resources in order to connect restoration to the practices of world-renewal 

commonly found in traditional religions.65 One of the reasons Jordan moves in this direction 

is that he sees in environmentalism a failure to confront the troubling aspects of the 

human/nature relationship. For him, the main task of environmentalism, which he suggests is 

‘the creation of relationships and the building and extension of community’, is a ‘religious 

task in the fundamental sense that religion is the art and discipline of dealing with the 

problems of relationship at the psychological and spiritual levels’. 66  However, 

environmentalism's focus on protecting wild environments from humankind and on an 

appreciation of nature instead of finding ways to embed people, act and being, in the natural 

world, is for Jordan like attempting to base a religion entirely ‘on the practice of 

contemplative prayer, without ritual and without what Luther called “works” as a context for 

redemption in community’.67 This results in an inability to foster the kinds of values that are 

essential for the preservation of nature. He argues that by retaining an understanding of 

creation that denies the destructiveness of the creative process (that is, that all creatures must 

destroy in order to live) and by clinging to models of harmony and community, 

environmentalism has hindered reflection on the aspects of our experiences with the natural 

world that are challenging and, therefore, are ‘opportunities for communion with a creation 

that is monstrous and shameful … and beautiful’.68  

                                                        
65 He cites indebtedness to anthropologists Victor and Edith Turner, as well as their son 

literary critic Frederick Turner, who has written on restoration topics. See Frederick Turner, “The 
Invented Landscape,” in Beyond Preservation, ed. Dwight A. Baldwin, Judith de Luce, and Carl 
Pletsch (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994); Frederick Turner, “Shame, Beauty, and 
the Tragic View of History,” American Behavioral Scientist 38, no. 8 (1995): 1060–75; Frederick 
Turner, “A Field Guide to the Synthetic Landscape,” Harper’s, April 1998. 

66  William R. Jordan, The Sunflower Forest:  Ecological Restoration and the New 
Communion with Nature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 56. 

67 Jordan, “Restoration, Community, Wilderness,” 31. 
68 Jordan, Sunflower Forest, 2003, 41. By shame, Jordan is referring to the ‘sense of 

existential unworthiness, the painful emotion a person naturally feels on encountering any kind of 
shortcoming or limitation’. It is the ‘emotional register of our natural, radical, existential dependency 
and a debt for which we are not responsible and which we cannot repay’. Jordan, “Sunflower Forest,” 
1994, 47. This idea will be picked up again in Chapter 1. 
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For Jordan, restoration is a way of mediating between nature and culture; it is a ritual 

that helps smooth out the hard edges of the human/nature relationship.69 It also affords the 

opportunity to confront the false ideal of ‘harmlessness’, that we can somehow live without 

using and harming nature.70 Put in sharper terms, it provides a context in which people can 

deal ‘with the monstrosity and shame of killing not just individuals but entire ecological 

communities’.71 This is accomplished by restoration that compensates for our effects on the 

natural world, and thereby ‘“redeems” acts of consumption and use’.72 Such acts become 

‘the first phase in the cycle of giving and taking back that is the ecological foundation for 

any relationship’.73 However, as he sees it, restoration is not simply a way for people to 

make amends for their destructive acts, it is also an opportunity to face the destructiveness of 

life, of creation, of the creative process. He writes,  

Restoration is shameful because it involves killing and a measure of 
hegemony over the land; because the restoration effort is never fully 
successful and never complete; because it dramatizes the restorationist’s 
complicity, not only in the destructive acts he attempts to reverse, but, more 
fundamentally, in the shameful process of creation itself, in which he 
presumes to participate.74 

By participating in the process of creation, in all its shameful acts of destruction, by which 

we gain deeper awareness and knowledge of it, Jordan suggests that we are brought into a 

deeper and more meaningful relationship with creation. As such, destructive acts should be 

part of a public ritual that gives the opportunity for the ‘creation of transcendent value’.75 He 

makes this claim by relating it to the rituals surrounding the hunt in traditional cultures in 

which the recognition that one’s life depends on the destruction of another creature creates 

uneasiness that must be mediated through elaborate rituals that re-enact the inherent violence 

in creation and our relationship with it.76 The fact that these rituals are performed in public is 

crucial for him because it prevents these acts of destruction from descending into pure 

violence.77   

It is not just that restoration brings us face to face with the uneasy realities of the 

processes of creation that we must seek to deal with through the creation of rituals. 

                                                        
69 Jordan, “Sunflower Forest,” 1994, 30–31. 
70 Jordan, “Restoration, Community, Wilderness,” 26. 
71 Ibid., 34–35. 
72 Jordan, Sunflower Forest, 2003, 72. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid., 50. 
75 Ibid., 189. 
76 Ibid., 53, 56, 189. 
77 I will return in Chapter 1 to the role of rituals in Jordan’s thought. 
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Restoration practices confront us with the dependencies between humans and nonhumans. 

Since other creatures are directly affected by how humans behave, and since these 

behaviours arise from human values, then the creation of values is of central importance to 

Jordan. But this creation of values is not simply achieved through a cognitive recognition of 

nature's value, etc., but through reaching out and engaging creation in a relationship of give 

and take that will always be ‘asymmetrical’.78 Such contexts of inequality and tension can 

only be resolved by the imagination through the ‘spiritual and psychological technologies’ of 

performance and ritual.79 Such rituals, then, are ‘the means by which humans generate, 

recreate, and renew transcendent values such as community, meaning, beauty, love, and the 

sacred’.80 And it is these values that are the grounds for ethics and morality. And so it 

becomes apparent that what Jordan is after, as he states, is ‘not so much an ethic as a way to 

an ethic’ via restoration.81 Within the field of ecological restoration theory and practice, 

Jordan’s work is original and creative, but there has been a disappointing lack of serious 

engagement with, and sometimes bewilderment at, Jordan's work on these religious themes. 

This strikes me as a problem less with Jordan than with the fact that disciplinary lines, 

though frequently breeched in restoration literature, still may be firmly in place.82  

0.4. Methodology 

0.4.1. Methodological Orientation 

To begin to articulate my methodological approach, I want to make note of what I believe to 

be an important orientation of this dissertation, that is, toward exploring the in-between 

spaces at the borders of disciplines. The first example of this is the way Christian moral 

theology is brought into contact with the environmental practice of ecological restoration. In 

this endeavour, I take important starting points from both fields. On the theological side, I 

take God’s redemption of the world in Christ as the starting point for exploring what moral 

action in the natural world will look like. On the environmental side, I take the realities of 

degradation revealed to us through the ecological sciences and addressed through the 

                                                        
78 Jordan, Sunflower Forest, 2003, 137. 
79 He has in mind anything from seasonal rituals of burning to 'low-key rituals of protocol 

and etiquette involving the handling of tools and the manner of relating to plants, animals, and other 
people on a project site'. Ibid., 193. 

80 Ibid., 5. 
81 Ibid., 4. This suggestion that it is through acts of restoration that environmental values are 

created makes me more than a little uneasy, since I am keen to maintain that value does not need to be 
created so much as recognised, though Jordan could be interpreted as describing here the mechanism 
by which values are recognised and then solidified in human cultures through performance and ritual.  

82 Although more can be said on Jordan's work here, further engagement will be interwoven 
in Chapter 1, 2,4, and 5. 
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practice of restoration as the contextual starting point for my theological exploration. I allow 

the ultimate questions raised by ecological restoration (what does it mean to be human and to 

act rightly in the natural world?) to guide my theological examination, such that there is also 

a movement from a description of a theological framework to the task of addressing specific 

problems and questions. The organisational structure of this dissertation reflects these 

starting points. The first two chapters introduce the context of degradation and restoration. 

The third chapter introduces a theological foundation for moral action. The final three 

chapters develop a theological framework and turn it towards addressing the question of 

moral action in the natural world raised in the practice of ecological restoration.  

Following on from this, another way this work inhabits the borderlands is with 

respect to the question of the prioritisation of theory or practice. Early environmental 

critiques of Christian theology suggested that how people think about themselves and the 

environment directly affects how they act with respect to the natural world.83 This powerful 

argument influenced Christian theological responses, largely setting a defensive 

methodological agenda.84 I mention this because this methodological legacy seems to have 

contributed to a lack of critical engagement with actual practices, encouraging an emphasis 

on reforming thought rather than on environmental responses. In this dissertation, I suppose 

a greater fluidity between theory and practice rather than a linear line of influence in one 

direction or the other.85 I aim to work on both fronts: on the hand, reinforcing the importance 

of theological frameworks for moral action, and, on the other hand, pushing out those 

theological insights into the realm of action, though I draw back from working through 

specific restorative acts, such as the eradication of invasive species, due to the limits of 

space.  

                                                        
83 Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of the Ecologic Crisis,” Science 155, no. 3767 

(1967): 1206. He wrote: What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the man-nature 
relationship’. 

84 Critics of this agenda include Willis Jenkins, “After Lynn White: Religious Ethics and 
Environmental Problems,” Journal of Religious Ethics 37, no. 2 (2009): 283–309. See also Susan 
Power Bratton, “The New Christian Ecology,” in After Earth Day, ed. Max Oelschlaeger (Denton: 
University of North Texas Press, 1992), 204–14; Elspeth Whitney, “Lynn White, Ecotheology, and 
History,” Environmental Ethics 15 (1993): 151–69; Elspeth Whitney, “Christianity and Changing 
Concepts of Nature: An Historical Perspective,” in Religion and the New Ecology:  Environmental 
Responsibility in a World in Flux, ed. David Lodge and Christopher Hamlin (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 26–52. 

85 On this, I find Jürgen Moltmann to be instructive when he states: 'The relation between 
theory and practice is not a one-way affair. Theory is not in the vanguard, nor is practice. In the hope 
to which both are related, they share a dialectical relationship of reciprocal influence and correction’. 
Moltmann, Ethics of Hope, xiii. This insight seems to be particularly apparent in ecological 
restoration where there has been a lively conversation on the deeper meanings of the practice from the 
position of those engaging in restoration. See also Peterson, “Talking the Walk,” 52. 
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Finally, I see this dissertation primarily as a work of moral theology that focuses on 

the environmental embeddedness of the moral life. At the same time, it highlights important 

ecotheological motifs, for instance, the resurrection, and seeks to explore aspects of an 

environmentally conscious theological anthropology. These seem to me to be essential 

pieces for shaping ethical responses to the problem of degradation through practices of 

restoration. In this way, it may be seen to be participating in an important feature of 

ecotheology, that is, contributing to the renewal of Christian theology and the enlargement of 

its vision to include the earth and all its creatures. 86  From the beginning when this 

dissertation began to take shape in my mind, it was always the question of how Christians 

might respond to environmental realities in meaningful ways that drove the project onward, 

and it engages in the debates of the field of ecotheology87 only where they illuminate the 

question. Although I do not engage the field head-on, certain of my assumptions, such as the 

cosmic nature of redemption, are indebted to ecotheological insights, and it will become 

evident that I believe the Christian tradition has potent resources at its disposal for shaping 

how human beings live and act in the natural world. Finally, I have been quite deliberate 

here in bringing other theological voices into the conversation; indeed, by using a thinker 

who is not one of the ‘usual suspects’ that ecotheologians draw upon, there may be a certain 

freshness in perspective that may point to new directions of inquiry, especially to sources for 

developing Christian environmental ethics. 

0.4.2. Theological Interlocutor: Oliver O’Donovan 

To address the questions and concerns raised so far, I have chosen to engage the work of the 

Protestant (Anglican) Christian ethicist Oliver O'Donovan, with particular attention paid to 

his text on the foundations of Christian ethics: Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline 

for Evangelical Ethics.88 At first glance, O'Donovan may seem an unlikely conversation 

                                                        
86 Ernst Conradie, Christianity and Ecological Theology: Resources for Further Research 

(Stellenbosch: SUN Press, 2006). However, this is not done in any systematic way as in Conradie’s 
work on anthropology and salvation or Denis Edwards on pneumatology. Ernst Conradie, An 
Ecological Christian Anthropology: At Home on Earth? (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005); Ernst Conradie, 
“Healing in Soteriological Perspective,” Religion & Theology 13, no. 1 (2006): 3–22; Denis Edwards, 
“For Your Immortal Spirit Is In All Things,” in Earth Revealing - Earth Healing: Ecology and 
Christian Theology, ed. Denis Edwards (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2001); Denis Edwards, 
Breath of Life: A Theology of the Creator Spirit (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2004). 

87 See Ernst Conradie et al., eds., Christian Faith and the Earth: Current Paths and 
Emerging Horizons in Ecotheology (London: Bloomsbury, 2014). 

88 Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics, 
2nd. ed. (Leicester: Apollos, 1994). I will also draw on other texts, lectures, and sermons, namely Self, 
World, and Time: Ethics as Theology, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013); Begotten or 
Made? (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984); The Word in Small Boats: Sermons from Oxford, ed. Andy 
Draycott (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010); “Waking,” in Morally Awake? Admiration & 
Resolution in the Light of Christian Faith (New College, Sydney: University of New South Wales, 
2007); “Admiring,” in Morally Awake? Admiration & Resolution in the Light of Christian Faith (New 
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partner for this environmentally-oriented dissertation, given that he does not engage the field 

of ecotheology and ethics as such, though he certainly seems to be aware of many of the 

central issues and the ways his theology connects to ethical action in the natural world.89 As 

noted above, O'Donovan’s not being a key figure in ecotheological discussions may be an 

advantage in that his work does not become embroiled in discipline-specific debates that can 

close off new avenues of thought. By highlighting O'Donovan's work on creation and 

drawing out its usefulness as a resource for those with environmental concerns, this 

dissertation attends to an aspect of his theology that has been largely overlooked by 

theologians focused on the natural world, with the exception of Michael Northcott who cites 

O’Donovan and Resurrection and Moral Order throughout his The Environment and 

Christian Ethics.90 This lack of attention is a shame because it is, as a close reading of his 

work will show, inherently hospitable to such concerns; and so, one aspect of this project is 

to show the fruitfulness of his approach for engaging concrete environmental questions and 

problems raised in ecological restoration practice.  

This suggestion no doubt will surprise those who have criticised O’Donovan for not 

engaging modern culture and for taking a stance of ‘Olympian timelessness’91 that belies 

social or contextual awareness.92 Although one easily could feel a sense of frustration that he 

draws back from more specific pronouncements on issues, environmental in this case, this is 

why his work proves so usable for projects such as my own. Although in some of his 

writings he does engage specific modern issues, he sees his work, and that of the moral 

                                                        
College, Sydney: University of New South Wales, 2007); “Resolving,” in Morally Awake? 
Admiration & Resolution in the Light of Christian Faith (New College, Sydney: University of New 
South Wales, 2007).  

89 See for example, Robin Grove-White and Oliver O’Donovan, “An Alternative Approach,” 
in Values, Conflict and the Environment, ed. Robin Attfield and Katharine Dell, 2nd ed. (Aldershot: 
Avebury, 1996), 117–33. Beyond this article, his sensitivity to the natural world is subtle but evident 
in his sermons, lectures, and writings. For example, in a Veritas Forum lecture, he frequently 
questions whether or not a natural area (Snowden) is valuable in and of itself or because we have 
deemed it valuable, a recurring contested theme in environmental discussions. Oliver O’Donovan, 
“Good without God?” (presented at the Veritas Forum, University of Cambridge, May 18, 2011). 

90 See, for instance, pages 165, 199, 248, 255-56, where Northcott draws on Resurrection 
and Moral Order to support his own project of articulating ‘an understanding of the moral 
significance of natural order in the heart of the Christian tradition’. Northcott, Environment and 
Christian Ethics, 39. As shall be seen, this is an understanding that I also believe is central to a 
Christian environmental ethics oriented from the gospel, and so this work may be seen as having 
affinity with Northcott’s text while moving beyond it to engage with a particular environmental 
practice.   

91 J.L. Houlden, “Review: Resurrection and Moral Order,” Journal of Theological Studies 38 
(1987): 600–602. 

92 Peter Sedgwick, “Review: Resurrection and Moral Order,” Modern Theology 5, no. 3 
(1989): 301–3; James Gustafson, “Review:  Resurrection and Moral Order,” The Journal of Religion 
68, no. 1 (1988): 131–33. 
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thinker in general, as widening the scope of our thinking toward action.93 Recognising the 

value of contextual responses, he nevertheless questions their portability and also sees a 

place for more theoretical approaches such as his own.94 Provided with such a theoretical 

framework, the moral agent may see her way toward action more clearly.  

Another advantage of engaging his moral theology is that O'Donovan, as an 

ordained Anglican priest and former Canon of Christ Church, Oxford, views Christian ethics 

as an important pastoral endeavour. These sensibilities are perhaps most evident in his book 

of sermons The Word in Small Boats and more recently in the Preface to Self, World, and 

Time where he highlights the pastoral aspects of ethical engagement: 'There will have to be 

Christian ethics for as long as people ask what they are to do, how they are to live their lives, 

how their doing and their living may bring them closer to God or put them further from 

him'.95 However, the highly theoretical nature of most of O’Donovan’s writings seems to 

belie such pastoral concerns for the daily lives of regular people. Indeed, as this thesis 

shows, considerable translation and application work is required for it to be useable in 

addressing particular situations. At the same time, this also makes it appealing for the task at 

hand: by refraining from specificity, it invites wide application and adaptation. Therefore, in 

a sense, this thesis may be seen as responding to the limitations of O’Donovan’s work by 

bringing it into direct and sustained contact with the problem of environmental degradation.  

More important, however, for this project is the theological orientation of 

Resurrection and Moral Order and its extended examination of the role of created reality in 

shaping ethics. In the Prologue to the second edition of Resurrection and Moral Order, 

O'Donovan succinctly outlines precisely what his theological orientations are. The first he 

describes as the 'realist principle' in which 'Purposeful action is determined by what is true 

about the world into which we act'.96 Such a realist orientation is particularly useful for 

exploring what Christian environmental action might look like because it takes its cues from 

what the created world is, rather than from what may be imposed upon it by the human 

will.97 It encourages attentiveness to the reality of the workings of the natural world of which 

                                                        
93 With respect to politics, he has noted that we live off a ‘starvation-kit’ and that theologians 

can be of use by ‘recovering resources for new answers’. The moral thinker ‘cannot and should not try 
to devise everybody’s actions for them. The thinker can and should show what the shape of any given 
action is’. Oliver O’Donovan and Joan Lockwood O’Donovan, “Oliver O’Donovan and Joan 
Lockwood O’Donovan: Political Theology,” in God’s Advocates: Christian Thinkers in Conversation, 
ed. Rupert Shortt (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 250–51. 

94 Ibid., 269. 
95 O’Donovan, Self, World, Time, 1:ix. 
96 O’Donovan, Resurrection, ix. See also my discussion of moral realism in Chapter 4.  
97 This form of moral realism underscores, as William Schweiker states, that 'we discover 

morality; it is not a human invention' and it is 'not only a matter of group consensus, personal 
preference, or calculations of social utility. It dips into the nature of things'. William Schweiker, 
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we are a part. So, in one sense, it would be correct to say that O’Donovan’s position has 

certain affinities with forms of natural law thinking in that he believes ethics is dependent on 

the reality of the created order.98 Although he affirms this summons to live in accordance 

with this reality – ‘The way the universe is, determines how man99 ought to behave himself 

in it’100 – he believes that the work of Christ, in particular his resurrection, is central to the 

task of Christian ethics.101 Faith and morality are for him inextricably linked, though this is 

not to say that there is no ethics outside of Christianity; rather, ‘certain ethical and moral 

judgments belong to the gospel itself’ – ‘the gospel of the resurrection that assures us of the 

stability and permanence of the world which God has made’ and of the human place within 

this order.102  As will be shown, such a position is quite useful for thinking through 

restoration because it not only affirms the world as it is, but it also opens up ways of 

creatively responding to the world that goes beyond what may be warranted by the past.103  

The second principle, which is called the ‘evangelical principle’, is closely linked to 

the first in that what is true about the world is ‘constituted by what God has done for his 

world and for humankind in Jesus Christ’.104 So what is true about the created world is also 

that it is a redeemed world, a fact that changes what Christian action in the natural world will 

look like, though it does not yet change what the world itself is, so that the world into which 

we act is still the world into which Abraham and Rebecca also acted. O'Donovan has stated 

plainly that ‘I believe that a distinct behaviour is demanded by the resurrection of Jesus’; this 

is quite different from those like John Finnis who are critical of O’Donovan and assert 

                                                        
“Understanding Moral Meanings: On Philosophical Hermeneutics and Theological Ethics,” in 
Christian Ethics: Problems and Prospects, ed. Lisa Sowle Cahill and James Childress (Cleveland, 
OH: Pilgrim Press, 1996), 84. 

98 I will examine the nature of this created order and how it may be known and responded to 
in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. See also Northcott’s exploration of the ecological significance of natural law 
theories and his interrogation of the Finnis-Grisez school of natural law for rejecting nature as a moral 
source in Chapter 6 of Environment and Christian Ethics. In a later work, he also criticises the Finnis-
Grisez theory of natural law for anthropocentrism and the way it prescribes values to nature rather 
than drawing them from nature. Michael Northcott, “The Moral Standing of Nature and the New 
Natural Law,” in The Revival of Natural Law, ed. Nigel Biggar and Rufus Black (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2000), 262–81. This is a critique of the Grisez School that has been articulated from a variety of other 
quarters as well. For a brief summary of some of these arguments, see Rufus Black, Christian Moral 
Realism: Natural Law, Narrative, Virtue, and the Gospel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 9. 

99 When quoting from the work of O’Donovan (and others), I have retained his original non-
inclusive language, even though it is a convention that seems to me to have little merit in a context in 
which ‘man’ no longer denotes both sexes.  

100 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 17. As noted above, there is a point of agreement between 
O’Donovan, Northcott, and the view I affirm here of the moral significance of the created order.  

101 In Chapter 3, I will examine his negotiation of the is – ought problem.  
102 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 12, 19, 15. 
103 Here I allude to the way history shapes ethical action in ecological restoration, which will 

be addressed again in Chapters 2, 4, and 5.  
104 O’Donovan, Resurrection, ix. 
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instead that ‘the same behaviour is demanded which was demanded anyway, but that the 

demand is clearer and more cogently perceived’.105  

The third principle, described as the ‘Easter principle’, states that God's work in the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ ‘liberates our action’ and ‘restore[s] and fulfill[s] the intelligible 

order of creation’.106 Although all the other aspects of Christ's life and ministry are important 

for the Christian life, O’Donovan argues that when it comes to Christian action, as such, the 

importance of the resurrection comes into view, as long as it is not ‘absolutized over against 

the others’.107 It is the resurrection that ‘vindicates the creation into which our actions can be 

ventured with intelligibility. In action the integrity of the world order is supposed, and that 

integrity is answered for by the empty tomb, where God has stood by the life he made and 

has not allowed it to be brought to nothing’.108 In other words, it is in the resurrection that 

‘liberated action is assured’ and should therefore be of particular significance for the moral 

theologian.109 As central as the resurrection is for O’Donovan, he has been criticised for not 

giving an adequate account of the resurrection;110 indeed, an often-repeated quip from 

Stanley Hauerwas states: ‘too much moral order, not enough resurrection’.111 Although it is 

not entirely fair to ask for a systematic justification in an outline for Christian ethics, one 

cannot help wishing that, indeed, he had done more to fill out this aspect. Nevertheless, these 

three orientations are useful within a restoration context because they attend both to the 

integrity of the natural world and to human life and activity within that world.  

Based as it is upon the redemptive work of God in Christ and the integrity of the 

created order, the theological and moral framework that O’Donovan provides for human 

action in the world is one that is, I believe, particularly useful for my environmental ethical 

aims. And so, O'Donovan's lack of direct engagement with environmental issues need not be 

a hindrance; the framework he provides can serve to focus in our attention to aspects of 

Christian theology that warrant further ecotheological development and to foster deeper 

reflection on what it might mean to act rightly in contexts of ecological degradation and 

destruction.  

                                                        
105 Ibid., xi. 
106 Ibid., ix. 
107 Ibid., xviii. 
108 Ibid. 
109 Ibid. 
110 Helen Oppenheimer, “Review: Resurrection and Moral Order,” Scottish Journal of 

Theology 42 (1989): 564–68; Gustafson, “Review.” 
111 Stanley Hauerwas, The Hauerwas Reader, ed. John Berkman and Michael Cartwright 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 25. 
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In one sense, this dissertation could be viewed as a work of retrieval: it aims to draw 

out and bring to light the environmental edge of O’Donovan’s Christian theological 

approach, even if the connection is not always made explicit in his work. As such, it brings 

his theological and ethical framework into conversation with particular environmental 

problems in order to reveal other possible ways of framing and addressing them. In so doing, 

it is my hope that this work also will provide a fresh approach to navigating certain 

entrenched debates surrounding ecological restoration. In line with this, then, it is important 

to make clear here that, although there is considerable engagement with, and a close reading 

of, O’Donovan’s theological and ethical positions throughout, this is not a dissertation on 

O’Donovan’s theology and ethics. Its aim is primarily constructive: to build a theological 

framework for moral action in the natural world through restoration, which draws heavily 

upon O’Donovan’s theological framework for ethics.  

Because of this aim, I have focused on Resurrection and Moral Order and selections 

from other texts that bear upon the natural world directly, setting aside for the present his 

important contributions to political theology. It is his political theology that has garnered the 

most attention and critical engagement; he has been critiqued, for instance, on his more 

positive view of Christendom,112 his view of liberation theology,113 and his use of Scripture 

for political theology.114  Such expeditions into political conversations, however, move 

beyond my concerns here, and these points of critique are not relevant for my appropriation 

of his approach in this thesis. At the same time, attention to political aspects may constitute 

an important and necessary next step, given that such moral action must include, for 

instance, political judgements and actions to tackle degradation and injustice.115 Indeed, it is 

impossible to ignore the political dimensions of ecological restoration, which shall be briefly 
                                                        
112 See the issue of Studies in Christian Ethics 11, no. 2 (1998) devoted to engaging The 

Desire of the Nations. In particular, see Stanley Hauerwas and James Fodor, “Remaining in Babylon: 
Oliver O’Donovan’s Defense of Christendom,” Studies in Christian Ethics 11, no. 2 (1998): 30–55. 

113 Peter M. Scott, “Return to the Vomit of ‘Legitimation’? Scriptural Interpretation and the 
Authority of the Poor,” in A Royal Priesthood?, ed. Craig Bartholomew et al. (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2002), 344–73. 

114 See Craig Bartholomew et al., eds., A Royal Priesthood?: The Use of the Bible Ethically 
and Politically: A Dialogue with Oliver O’Donovan (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002). 

115 O’Donovan himself sees his political work as building upon the theological claim in 
Resurrection and Moral Order that the resurrection is the foundation for Christian ethics and moving 
back behind it. He writes: ‘To that thesis we now add the connexion between history and politics; 
arguing that, as true ethics is grounded in that history [of divine action] because it is a history of the 
vindication of creation order, so it is also grounded in that politics, which is the politics of the divine 
rule. What follows can be seen as a retracing and elaboration of the work already done in Resurrection 
and Moral Order, with this simple connexion between history and politics made more explicit. It goes 
back before the starting-point of that earlier book, so that the moment of resurrection does not appear 
like an isolated meteor from the sky but as the climax of a history of the divine rule; and it goes 
beyond the Pneumatological second part, dealing with the relations of freedom and authority…’ 
Oliver O’Donovan, The Desire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 19–20. 
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discussed in Chapter 1. Although not ignored, it is not a feature that I take up theologically, 

choosing to focus instead on certain orienting features for Christian moral action through 

restoration:  creation, theological anthropology, and love. 

Finally, it is also important to note that even though I believe O’Donovan’s approach 

is useful for addressing the questions ecological restoration raises, his is not the only 

possible way of engaging them. As will become apparent in Chapter 1, restoration seems to 

me to be well suited to virtue ethics approaches, given restoration’s emphasis on the way the 

practice of restoring the natural world shapes individuals and communities in significant 

ways. The work of restoration brings people face to face with the effects of their harmful and 

unthinking lifestyle practices, providing an occasion for reflection, repentance, and 

atonement that has been shown to raise environmental awareness and transform participants 

into those who are more actively engaged in caring for their local ecosystems. As important 

as the role of restoration practice in shaping character may be, I have not taken this approach 

here because I want to focus on moral action rather than upon the formation of the moral 

agent as such. O’Donovan himself is far less convinced by such approaches116 but this seems 

to me to be a case in which perhaps the evident usefulness of a practice for fostering 

environmental character and virtue may call his reluctance into question;117 this is an area 

that warrants further theological and ethical development, but lies outside the bounds of this 

work.  

0.4.3. Terms 

A brief statement about language is in order. First, I want to address how this dissertation 

uses ‘nature’, ‘natural world’, ‘world’, ‘created order’, and ‘creation’. The language of 

‘nature’ is perhaps the most difficult and unwieldy of these terms. Raymond Williams has 

suggested that it is one of the most complex words in the English language, and that one can 

trace a considerable amount of human history in the idea of nature itself.118 To name but a 

few of its meanings, nature can refer to ‘the essential character and quality of something’, 

that which humans have not interfered with or made, the material world, that which provides 

a guide for human affairs, the countryside as opposed to the town, and that which stands in 

                                                        
116 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 211. 
117 Part of his concern is that there has been a conflation between Aristotelian virtue theory 

and the ecclesiological practices, such as baptism and Eucharist, in the work of Stanley Hauerwas, for 
instance. Oliver O’Donovan, The Ways of Judgment (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 266.  

118 Raymond Williams, “Nature,” in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, 
Revised edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 219; Raymond Williams, “Ideas of 
Nature,” in Problems in Materialism and Culture (London: Verso, 1980), 67. 
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opposition to culture.119 The way ‘nature’ is being used is frequently cleared up in the 

context of its use, though not always. Because of the enhanced difficulty with precision, I do 

not typically use ‘nature’,120 but it will appear here when I interact with material in which 

‘nature’ is common parlance, such as when referencing the nature/culture dualism or 

particular conceptions of nature as static or dynamic, and it usually denotes that which is not 

human or cultural. Such language, although generally used to describe all that is not human, 

does in fact denote something that includes humankind. Even if one acknowledges the 

evolutionary origins of, and connections between, humans and nonhumans and the inclusion 

of humankind in the natural world, there is nevertheless a need somehow to separate 

conceptually the human from the rest of what exists in order to determine one's own 

distinctive contributions and ethical responsibilities to other creatures, living and non-living. 

Although I recognise the artificiality of separating out human and nonhuman life, I prefer the 

language of ‘natural world’, by which I mean the world of living and non-living entities, 

excluding humankind, that make up and reside in the ecosystems and landscapes of this 

planet; ‘world’, then, describes the true state of things in which human and non-human lives 

are bound up in one another. Sometimes, this larger sense of the totality of things denoted by 

the ‘world’ is also used interchangeably with ‘creation’, which can indicate contingent 

creaturely existence.  

The primary sense in which ‘creation’, interchangeably ‘created order’, is used here 

is as the all-encompassing basis for existence, but this will be discussed in greater detail in 

Chapter 4. Creation has added doctrinal meanings that relate to topics such as creatio ex 

nihilo, the problem of evil, contingency, God's upholding of creation, its redemption and 

consummation, to name a few. 121 ‘Creation’ also implies a creator, a belief that I retain 

though I do not explore here how this works out in evolutionary terms, for instance. 

Furthermore, although the origin of all things is often referred to as ‘creation’, I am not 

concerned, and here I follow O'Donovan, with such beginnings but rather with how humans 

are to act in the world that already is. And so, ‘nature’, ‘world’, ‘natural world’ may be 

                                                        
119 Williams, “Nature,” 219. For extensive treatments of the meaning of nature, see C. S. 

Lewis, Studies in Words (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960); Peter Coates, Nature: 
Western Attitudes Since Ancient Times (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998); Williams, 
“Nature”; Williams, “Ideas of Nature.” 

120 Some theologians have good reason to continue to use ‘nature’ because of the important 
porosity of nature and culture, and I acknowledge that there are weaknesses to my attempt to keep 
nature/culture separated. See Peter Scott, A Political Theology of Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003). 

121 For an introduction to the various aspects of the doctrine of creation, see, for example, 
Colin Gunton, “The Doctrine of Creation,” in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Lisa Sowle Cahill, “Creation and Ethics,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Theological Ethics, ed. Gilbert Meilander and William Werpehowski (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 7–24. 
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understood as ‘creation’ in that they are subsumed under this umbrella term; it is not the 

case, however, that creation equals nature, world, or natural world. Having stated my own 

preferences for language here, it will not always be possible to maintain these distinctions 

because ‘creation’, ‘nature’, ‘natural world’ are often used interchangeably in the literature, 

and theological discussions of the natural world are often couched in the language of 

‘creation’. 122 There is another element of this that has to be considered, that is, the extent to 

which retaining ‘creation’ language may distance theology from secular discussions of the 

environment; this seems to me another reason to use ‘natural world’, though I do retain some 

usage of ‘creation’ language. 

Second, I want to briefly address the language of ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’. Given 

the rapid advances in animal studies and theological studies on other animals, there is a new 

awareness of the difficulty of describing the human/animal boundary.123 I recognise that 

humans are indeed animals, and so even this language separation is unsatisfactory. When I 

use ‘nonhuman’ it typically denotes other living creatures, and where I include non-living 

entities under that descriptor, it will be specified. It is also uncomfortable using one’s own 

species as the reference point, such that one is either human or one is everything else. 

Despite these difficulties, I will continue to use the unsatisfactory distinguishing language of 

human and nonhuman. Finally, it is useful to note my use of ‘ecology’ and ‘environment’. 

When not referring to ecological restoration, I reserve ‘ecological’ for referring to natural 

processes and functions of ecosystems and ‘ecology’ for the scientific study of ecosystems. 

It is not, therefore, a word interchangeable with ‘environment’. Although I do not use 

‘environment’ often because of its human-centred view of the world, it is at times useful to 

denote the way the natural world surrounds us and permeates every aspect of our lives.  

0.4.4. Dissertation Outline 

How might Christians respond to environmental degradation through ecological restoration 

in ways that arise from and are shaped by faith in God’s redeeming purposes for creation? 

In order to answer this question, the dissertation is divided into two parts: the first is 

environmental (it examines ecological restoration and the questions it raises); the second is 

                                                        
122 For example, as far as I can tell, Northcott uses creation, nature, created order, and natural 

order interchangeably in The Environment and Christian Ethics, although certain terms may be 
preferred in particular contexts for the sake of emphasis. 

123 For a small sampling of the theological literature, see David Clough, On Animals: Volume 
1: Systematic Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2012); Celia Deane-Drummond, Wisdom of the 
Liminal: Evolution and Other Animals in Human Becoming (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014); 
Celia Deane-Drummond and David Clough, Creaturely Theology: God, Humans and Other Animals 
(London: SCM Press, 2009); Celia Deane-Drummond, David Clough, and Rebecca Artinian-Kaiser, 
eds., Animals as Religious Subjects: Transdisciplinary Perspectives (London: Bloomsbury, 2013); 
Andrew Linzey, Creatures of the Same God (Winchester: Winchester University Press, 2007). 
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theological (it articulates a theological framework for restorative action). Its partitioning in 

this manner reflects the contextual starting point of degradation and restoration, presenting 

this material in its own complete bundle so that we may set about the task of moving through 

to a theological response, distinguished from the first part by its own set of starting points for 

moral action.  

In Part I, I begin in Chapter 1 with an examination of the practice of ecological 

restoration, introducing its ecological and human cultural dimensions, which aim to restore 

ecosystems as well as to heal and transform human communities into those that protect and 

care for the local environment. Restoration is also revealed to be a controversial practice that 

blurs the lines between nature and culture and forces engagement with the fundamental 

questions about what it means to be human and what moral action with respect to the natural 

world might look like. In Chapter 2, I lay out the historical context of restoration, home in on 

the role of history as it functions as a guide for responses to degradation, and examine 

challenges to this reliance. Through this investigation, I begin to form an approach to 

restoration that views history as a key resource for moral action but does not prescribe it. In 

the course of these two chapters, it becomes clear that conflicts over restoration tend to 

constellate around two questions that have considerable bearing on how moral action in the 

natural world is conceived: the first asks about the natural world and the second asks about 

the nature of the human person. In the chapters that follow, I take up these questions in order 

to construct a framework for moral responses to degradation through restoration.  

 In Part II, I begin in Chapter 3 with a short chapter outlining two important 

theological starting points for the theological approach this dissertation adopts and develops. 

The first is the resurrection in which is seen God’s redemption of all creation; the second is 

the work of the Holy Spirit that makes God’s redemption of creation a reality that shapes 

moral action in the world. This chapter introduces the dual movements of redemption – 

restoration and transformation – and points to how these two aspects form moral action as 

that which affirms and respects created order while being open to the Holy Spirit’s work of 

bringing forth new life as a foretaste of the new creation. Having laid this important 

groundwork, I turn in Chapter 4 to an examination of created order because it is the first port 

of call, as it were, for determining moral action. It forms the grounds on which our actions 

are intelligible and is that to which moral action responds. Beginning with a description of 

created order, I move into an examination of some of its moral implications and particular 

challenges that have been made to such a view of created order. Throughout this chapter, as 

well as in all the chapters of this section, I weave into the theological material analyses of the 

restoration topics (specifically here the value of nature and the question of history) raised in 

Part I. In Chapter 5, I look at the place of humankind in this created order and examine how 
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this understanding illumines their role in restoring degraded ecosystems. The aim is to find a 

middle place between an extreme humility (human beings are but one creature among many 

with no particular responsibilities) and hubris (human beings are the lords of creation and 

must take responsibility for earth’s flourishing) that affirms human distinctiveness while 

retaining a humble perspective on human beings. I explore this through O’Donovan’s 

understanding of moral knowledge as the distinct mode of human participation in the world, 

the limitations of this knowledge, and the failure of humankind to accept this role and 

limitations. Having articulated a view of the created order and the human person within it, I 

turn in Chapter 6 to a discussion of moral action as that which is a response to the created 

order redeemed in Christ. It seeks to answer the question: what would be the character of 

human action that is in Christ and through the Spirit, and which both affirms the natural 

world as it is but is always alert and responsive to God’s transformative work within it? 

Love, it will be suggested, is the form such responsive action takes in the world, and it will 

be explored through two features, that of delight and wisdom, in order to form the basis for 

creative responses to degradation. To conclude, I return full circle to the redemptive work of 

God in Christ that pronounces God’s judgement of ‘Yes!’ on all creation and sets the human 

person free through the ministry of the Holy Spirit to act in the world in gratitude and hope. 

Although such hope may be expressed in many different ways, one of the ways it may be 

evident is in the work of restoring degraded ecosystems as an act of faith that greets into the 

present the ultimate reality of God’s restoration of all creation.  
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Chapter 1 

Ecological Restoration 

1.0. Introduction 

Ecological restoration is a complex practice of wide-ranging goals and techniques 

corresponding to the requirements of highly diverse ecosystems.124 But more than this, it also 

deals with a broad array of themes – what does it mean to be human and to live well and 

rightly in the ecosystems that support us? – that have made it a subject of interest for 

philosophers, social scientists, historians, artists, and more recently theologians. 125  It 

transgresses well-established boundaries by drawing the public into the practices of 

professional scientists. Restoration is, therefore, both an ecological or scientific practice of 

restoring ecosystems and a cultural or societal practice aimed at discovering and fostering 

the kinds of values that contribute to a right relationship between humans and the natural 

world.126 To begin to answer the question of what Christian moral action might look like in 

contexts of degradation through this practice, I focus in on ecological restoration in order to 

orient the reader to the basic features and critiques of the practice, as they are explored in the 

secular (primarily ethical) literature on restoration, and to introduce questions about the 

nature of the natural world and of the human moral agent within it that will be developed 

theologically in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. 

Section One provides an overview of restoration as an ecological practice a) through 

examples of restoration activities and projects, b) through an examination of the language 

that defines it, and c) by showing where it lies on the spectrum with other remediating 

practices addressing ecosystem degradation. Section Two explores some of the human 

dimensions of ecological restoration, focusing in particular on how it may serve to 

ameliorate the perceived separation between humans and the natural world by bringing them 

into direct and participatory contact with local ecosystems and by fostering attitudes and 

behaviours that protect ecosystems, both near and far. It highlights how restoration offers a 

very different vision of the human person in the natural world than typically offered in the 

U.S. environmental movement's focus on wilderness preservation. Finally, it looks at the 
                                                        
124 I follow the definition of ‘ecosystem’ provided by the Society for Ecological Restoration 

(SER): ‘the biota (plants, animals, microorganisms) within a given area, the environment that sustains 
it, and their interactions’. SER Primer, 4. 

125 Such wide-ranging engagement, however, may increase the difficulty of neatly pinning 
down the practice. An added difficulty, which may in fact be significant, is that much of the 
information about specific restoration practices resides not in the academic literature but in the oral 
culture of the practitioners themselves. William R. Jordan, “Nature and Culture,” Ecological 
Restoration 17, no. 4 (1999): 188.  

126 John Cairns, “Ecosocietal Restoration: Reestablishing Humanity’s Relationship with 
Natural Systems,” Environment 37, no. 5 (1995): 4–9, 30–33. 
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basic features of what a positive and comprehensive relationship might look like, especially 

given the uncomfortable reality that humans, like all other creatures, must use the natural 

world in order to survive. Finally, Section Three outlines the central critiques of restoration 

through the work of two of restoration's most significant opponents, Robert Elliot and Eric 

Katz, who both worry that an acceptance of restoration as a legitimate response to 

degradation will become a justification for destroying ecosystems for human gain. In 

exploring these critiques, I aim to show how, while highly problematic, they bring to light 

much deeper problems with restoration that have not been adequately addressed. Such 

concerns have an important theological dimension, especially an anxiety about human sin 

and its effects on the natural world and our seeming inability to act rightly when faced with 

the possibility of short-term gain at the expense of ecosystems. 

1.1 What is Ecological Restoration? 

1.1.1. Setting the Stage: Examples of Activities and Projects 

To set the stage for the discussion of ecological restoration to follow, I want to begin by 

offering a sampling of the kinds of activities and projects that lie within the bounds of the 

practice. Ecological restoration is a diverse set of practices employed to address the 

challenges of a particular ecological context. For instance, it could involve removing non-

native plants and animal species that are crowding out rarer native species, as well as 

reintroducing species that have disappeared.127 To accomplish this, grasses may be planted 

by hand, one at a time, or restorationists may rely on birds or rats to collect and disperse 

seed; they may also introduce fire to encourage the germination of plant species. Restoration 

could entail rehabilitating the soil depleted by intensive agriculture so that native species can 

take hold, or removing nutrients to discourage the growth of unwanted species. In 

watersheds, sediment may need to be removed; natural patterns of drainage, seasonal 

flooding, and drought restored; ditches closed; bends in streams recontoured; drainage tiles 
                                                        
127 There is considerable debate surrounding the question of native and non-native species, 

how they are classified, techniques for removal, and its possible connection to cultural xenophobia. 
For an introduction to some of these conversations, see Ned Hettinger, “Exotic Species, Naturalisation 
and Biological Nativism,” Environmental Values 10 (2001): 193–224; Mark Woods and Paul Veatch 
Moriarty, “Strangers in a Strange Land:  The Problem of Exotic Species,” Environmental Values 10 
(2001): 163–91; William Throop, “Eradicating the Aliens: Restoration and Exotic Species,” in 
Environmental Restoration: Ethics, Theory, and Practice (Amherst: Humanity Books, 2000), 179–91; 
Colette Palamar, “Restorashyn: Ecofeminist Restoration,” Environmental Ethics 28 (2006): 285–301; 
Gert Gröning and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn, “The Native Plant Enthusiasm: Ecological Panacea or 
Xenophobia?,” Landscape Research 28, no. 1 (2003): 75–88; Gert Gröning and Joachim Wolschke-
Bulmahn, “Some Notes on the Mania for Native Plants in Germany,” Landscape Journal 11, no. 2 
(1992): 116–26; Jonah Peretti, “Nativism and Nature: Rethinking Biological Invasion,” 
Environmental Values 7 (1998): 183–92; William O’Brien, “Exotic Invasions, Nativism, and 
Ecological Restoration: On the Persistence of a Contentious Debate,” Ethics, Place & Environment 9, 
no. 1 (2006): 63–77; Kim Sorvig, “Natives and Nazis: An Imaginary Conspiracy in Ecological 
Design,” Landscape Journal 13, no. 1 (1994): 58–61. 
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removed from fields; and sources of toxic chemicals, salt, and acid eliminated. The scale of 

such projects can range from very modest (e.g., a garden plot) to massive (e.g., a variety of 

ecosystems dispersed over thousands of square miles). They can be carried out by 

individuals, community groups, or by private or federal professional agencies. Restored sites 

may be located in wilderness areas, degraded farmlands, disused mines, forests, coral reefs, 

coastal dunes, urban parks and rivers, or in small oases in suburban neighbourhoods, by 

shopping centres, or corporate offices.128 The restoration projects described below have been 

chosen because they display some of this diversity in that they are led by community groups, 

tribal councils, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers; they also range in size and 

complexity and differ with respect to their aims (ecological, social, spiritual, cultural, and 

economic).  

The first example of ecological restoration is that of the Cape Florida State Park 

project located in southern Florida at the tip of Key Biscayne, described in a research study 

by Kellie Westervelt.129 The land where the park now stands was in the 1950s planned for a 

housing development, a move that was controversial because it would have blocked 

community access to the beach. Following a successful community campaign against the 

development, the area became a state park. By the time of the park's opening in 1961, 

however, it was overrun with invasive species that had moved in as a result of the harmful 

dredge and fill activities used in preparation for the housing development. Resource 

managers struggled for years to remove these invasive species, an effort that received help 

from a surprising quarter. In 1992 Hurricane Andrew hit the coastline, decimating the park 

and felling ninety-eight percent of the invasive tree canopy. Seizing this as an opportunity 

for restoration, the Florida Park Service quickly dispatched researchers to gather information 

about native species and, drawing on historical data about the site, identified six natural 

communities – beach dune, mangrove forest, coastal strand, coastal dune lakes, mesic pine 

flatwoods, and maritime hammock – for restoration. Although the project received 

government funding, it soon became apparent that the constraints of these grants were 

hindering restoration goals, namely, the overplanting of only a few native species outside 

their natural range. 

Concerned with these changes, the American Littoral Society (ALS), a non-profit 

coastal conservation group, began a restoration advocacy effort that included the 

development of detailed restoration guidelines.130 Community involvement was identified 

                                                        
128 Jordan, Sunflower Forest, 2003, 11–13. 
129 Kellie Westervelt, “From Adversity to Diversity: The Cape Florida Project,” in Human 

Dimensions of Ecological Restoration, ed. Dave Egan, Evan Hjerpe, and Jesse Abrams (Washington, 
D.C.: Island Press, 2011), 39–50. 

130 Ibid., 41–42. 
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early on as a central restoration goal and the ALS developed an extensive volunteer program 

that included a cadre of restoration leaders, comprised of those who could volunteer a 

consistent number of hours per week; these volunteers were trained in plant identification, 

planting methods, and other restoration techniques and provided supervision for regular 

volunteers. A program entitled ‘Earth Day Every Day’ brought local churches, synagogues, 

schools, businesses, and civic groups out to the park for volunteer workdays that also 

educated people about the project and local ecology. The ALS and the park sponsored an 

annual 'Field Day and Weed Toss' combining restoration work with fun activities and 

contests. Local high schools took part by integrating restoration work into the curriculum, 

providing training for students and teachers. Elementary students grew native seedlings in 

their classrooms and visited the site during planting events. Many of these students were 

underprivileged and had never visited a natural area. The restoration project was deemed a 

success ecologically and socially. Within ten years 300 native plants from the six natural 

communities resided on site, twelve bird species used the park for nesting, and forty-two 

species of butterflies, six native mammal species, sixteen native reptile and amphibian 

species, and fifty-two endangered species were in residence.131 In addition, thousands of 

local community members of all ages had participated in the project, citing a wide variety of 

motives including the desire for social connection, feelings of nostalgia, a desire for spiritual 

connections to nature, and the desire to develop or sharpen their skills. Such projects 

highlight the social and political potential of community involvement in restoration activities 

as a way to build lasting relationships between humans and the ecological communities that 

sustain them and to strengthen social ties and empower communities. 

A second example of restoration is that performed by the White Mountain Apache 

on their tribal reservation in south-central and southeastern Arizona.132 Concerned with the 

mismanagement of reservation lands by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Apache have 

sought to restore these lands but in ways that reflect their cultural values. Watershed 

restoration, for instance, has been important because of the spiritual and ecological 

significance of water, which, in addition to sustaining plants and animals, is considered 

culturally to be the life-blood of the Apache. Their efforts have included removing 

sedimentation in the Cibecue Bridge Project, protecting wetlands from cattle grazing through 

the use of electric fences, removing non-native trout species, reintroducing the (formerly) 

endangered Apache trout, and planting native flora used in traditional medicine and 

                                                        
131 Ibid., 50. 
132  “White Mountain Apache Tribe,” Cooperative Conservation America, n.d., 

www.cooperativeconservation.org/viewproject.asp?pid=136. See also Jonathan Long, Aregai Tecle, 
and Benrita Burnette, “Cultural Foundations for Ecological Restoration on the White Mountain 
Apache Reservation,” Conservation Ecology 8, no. 1 (2003). 
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ceremonies. The emphasis on resource conservation, however, has also needed to be 

economically viable for the tribe and so restoration aims must coexist with other land uses, 

such as logging, ranching, fishing, and hunting. The reintroduction of wolves has also been 

important because of the ceremonial significance of wolves for Apache warriors. As this 

brief description reveals, Native American restorationists tend to see value in addressing 

cultural, spiritual, economic, and political concerns in their restorative work. The needs of 

the local community are considered to be an important and valid feature of ecological 

restoration, and such restoration projects tend to be highly contextual and geared toward 

strengthening eco-cultural ties to a place.133  

A third example is that of the restoration of the Upper Mississippi River System 

(UMRS), a project that addresses a wide variety of concerns, both nonhuman and human, 

and is conducted on a large scale by a professional federal agency.134 The UMR basin drains 

a massive 189,000 square miles, contains more than 300 bird species, 150 species of fish, 45 

amphibians and reptiles, and 57 mammals to name a few and is key habitat for migratory 

birds. At the same time, the river has also seen over 12,000 years of human habitation, 

including 12 million annual visitors, serves as a water source for the region, and has 

functioned for two hundred years as a major part of the national transportation system. 

Restoration in such a context, then, must balance ecological, economic, and social needs 'so 

as to meet the current, projected, and future needs of the [UMRS] without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their needs'.135 Balancing all of these concerns on such a 

large scale required restorationists, this time lead by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, to 

seek federal funding for habitat restoration that included, for instance, addressing the 

problem of sedimentation and erosion caused by intensive human activities along the river in 

the St. Louis District. Such sediments had built up and were trapped in the river, side 

channels, back waters, etc. due to the presence of locks and dams, resulting in habitat 

destruction of spawning areas and decreased light penetration for aquatic plants. Restoration 

activities entailed removing sediment and constructing levees to keep silt out of key habitats, 

controlling water levels to maximise food growth for waterfowl, and building islands 

                                                        
133 For more on 'eco-cultural restoration', see Dennis Martinez, “Protected Areas, Indigenous 

People, and The Western Idea of Nature,” Ecological Restoration 21, no. 4 (2003): 247–50; David 
Tomblin, “American Indian Restoration,” in Restoration and History (Florence, KY: Routledge, 
2009), 182–92. 

134 For more on this project, see “St. Louis District: Habitat Restoration and Enhancement 
Projects (HREP),” U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, n.d., 
www.mvr.usace.army.mil/Missions/EnvironmentalProtectionandRestoration/UpperMississippiRiverR
estoration/HabitatRestoration/StLouisDistrict.aspx. 

135  Quoted in Cynthia Drew, “The Upper Mississippi River and the Army Corps of 
Engineer’s New Role,” in Large-Scale Ecosystem Restoration: Five Case Studies from the United 
States, ed. Mary Doyle and Cynthia Drew (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2008), 248. 
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protected from the wind so as to create new habitat for plants and animals. Situations such as 

this where many different human interests conflict with ecological concerns are quite 

difficult, and restoration efforts, though an improvement, may fall short of what is typically 

desired in restoration projects.  

1.1.2. Definitions 

Ecological restoration is defined by the Society for Ecological Restoration (SER), the 

practice’s main organising body founded in 1988, as ‘the process of assisting the recovery of 

an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged, or destroyed’.136 As shall be seen in this 

chapter, such a simple and broad definition, however, masks what is a far more complex and 

contested practice. For one thing, the sheer number of definitions the SER has employed 

over the years indicates the difficulty of defining a practice that engages with something as 

dynamic as ecosystems and their cultural contexts.137 Therefore, in an effort to develop a 

definition that could be applied in a wide variety of restoration contexts around the world, 

practitioners and scholars settled on the current definition.138 In his important work on 

ecological restoration Nature by Design, Eric Higgs, who was one of the key developers of 

the definition, provides an explanation of the choice of language, which is useful for our 

purposes as it provides insight into some of the core elements of the practice. 

First, Higgs focuses on the word ‘restoration’, which like ‘recovery’ has a distinctly 

historical character in its focus on bringing something back to a previous condition.139 The 

role of history in restoration is crucial for understanding the practice, and it will be explored 

in depth in Chapter 2. For the present, I simply want to note that restoration is heavily reliant 

upon the past of an ecosystem to guide the present action of restoration practitioners. 

Second, Higgs notes the importance of ‘process’, contrasting it with the idea of 'product' in a 

consumer society.140 Although restoration is concerned with goals and outcomes, the idea of 

a finished product of restoration activity is ill suited to a dynamic ecological context.141 Not 

only is the idea of process more compatible with the dynamism of ecosystems, but, by 

bringing ‘processes’ to the forefront, the SER is trying to steer away from a focus on the 

                                                        
136 SER Primer, 3. 
137 Higgs, Nature by Design, 109; Stuart Allison, “What Do We Mean When We Talk About 

Ecological Restoration?,” Ecological Restoration 22, no. 4 (2004): 281. 
138 Dean Apostol, “Ecological Restoration,” in Restoring the Northwest, ed. Dean Apostol 

and Marcia Sinclair (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2006), 11. 
139 Higgs, Nature by Design, 96. 
140 Ibid., 193. 
141 What the goals of restoration should be is considered, for instance, in J.G. Ehrenfeld, 

“Defining the Limits of Restoration: The Need for Realistic Goals,” Restoration Ecology 8, no. 1 
(2000): 2–9; Richard Hobbs and David Norton, “Towards a Conceptual Framework for Restoration 
Ecology,” Restoration Ecology 4, no. 2 (1996): 93–110. 
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‘efficiency of production of restored ecosystems’ to a wider understanding of what the 

practice entails and offers to society.142 For example, in examining the ‘process’ of a 

restoration project, one might ask about the involvement of the local community, about the 

training of practitioners, or about knowledge gained.143 Process also indicates the possibility 

inherent in restoration of an on-going relationship with a particular ecosystem in order to 

maintain it. Third, Higgs explores the importance of the idea of ‘assisted recovery’. 

‘Recovery’ is recognised as the ‘biogeochemical processes that allow an ecosystem to return 

to conditions that prevailed prior to disturbance’;144 as such, it is a process that can take place 

apart from human action. Restoration as an ‘assisted’ recovery, however, highlights the 

participatory role human beings play in restoration without overemphasising the centrality of 

their role. In assisting the recovery of an ecosystem, restorationists intervene in natural 

processes, and they do so in order to accomplish certain ends that are primarily ecological 

but may also address certain economic, social, political, ethical, or cultural concerns.145 

Although the language of ‘assistance’ suggests that restorationists merely are helping an 

ecosystem regenerate, such ‘assistance’ may sometimes be closer to design, as in the 

construction of new habitats in the UMRS project. The question of the right metaphor to 

describe the human role in acts of restoration is not surprisingly a point of contention and is 

worth highlighting, as there are important ethical issues at stake. 

The metaphor commonly used to describe restoration, which seems to me to lie in 

close proximity to the idea of assistance, is that of healing. Here the restorationist is viewed 

much like a medical doctor who, although integral to the process of healing, does not herself 

do the work of healing but rather helps foster healing in the other.146 William Throop’s 

statement expresses this idea: ‘Nature does much of the restoration work, and humans are 

just helping create the circumstances where nature can heal’.147 Furthermore, the idea of 

restoration as healing, he notes, 'emphasizes respect and care for the other, responsiveness to 

its situation, and limited control over the results', not to mention that its goals must be in 

keeping with what the ecosystem is and what its good is.148 The downside, however, is that 

this metaphor can be taken in a literal sense, indicating that there is a particular state that 
                                                        
142 Higgs, Nature by Design, 110–12. 
143 See also Dave Egan, “Standards for a Good Restoration,” Ecological Restoration 20, no. 3 

(2002): 159. 
144 Higgs, Nature by Design, 112. 
145 Ibid., 112–16. 
146 Y. S. Lo, “Natural and Artifactual: Restored Nature as Subject,” Environmental Ethics 21 

(1999): 254–55. 
147 William Throop, “Environmental Virtues and the Aims of Restoration,” in Ethical 

Adaptation to Climate Change, ed. Allen Thompson and Jeremy Bendik-Keymer (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2012), 54. 

148 Ibid. 
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constitutes health for the ecosystem rather than a wide variety of possible healthy states. 

Because of this, Throop has made an important qualification that healing is most useful as a 

moral metaphor because it promotes the virtues of humility, self-restraint, and sensitivity, 

virtues which I agree are crucial for how restorationists ought to approach restoration 

work.149 Although these virtues may be important for approaching the task of restoration, 

restorative work itself is understood to foster these virtues, as well as contributing to healing 

in more than the natural world, namely, within the human person and between self and the 

natural world. Van Wieren argues that in taking part in the healing of nature, restorationists 

begin to 'de-center' and recognise their limitations and dependence on nature, and such 

awareness fosters humility. For her, healing acts of restoration also become a kind of 

redemptive act that is more than simply a 'penance' for sin but seeks to push into the reality 

of this healing and redemption 'by making ecosystems as beautiful, healthy, and whole as we 

possibly can'.150 Because of this, restorationists tend to feel strong feelings of 'satisfaction, 

fulfillment, hope, and even love', and these feelings are a key reason restorationists labour on 

and maintain a strong relationship with an ecosystem.151 Moving in this direction also begins 

to address a final difficulty with a medical metaphor, namely that it can focus in on finding 

the ‘cure’ rather than on seeking ‘healing’, which includes building relationship with the 

unlovely.152 

Another metaphor used to describe restoration practice is that of design, a metaphor 

close in intent to healing but one that emphasises more strongly the role of human 

participation in restoration. Higgs, who employs the term, believes it is a more honest 

metaphor because it acknowledges human intentionality in restoration, an intentionality that 

arises from our values.153 He argues that 'no matter how much we try to attune ourselves to 

the interests of ecosystems, to bring something back to the way it was, or to honor our 

relations with natural processes, we end up exerting some of our will. Hence, design is 

unavoidable'.154 Rather than trying to hide this intentionality behind a 'patina of ecological 

accuracy', he wants to bring this aspect to the fore so that we can understand and articulate it 

better.155 It seems to me that this is an important service that design language offers, namely 
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that it forces attentiveness to what the human person is doing and how they are doing it when 

they act to restore. For him, design should be understood as 'work[ing] something out in a 

skillful or artistic way', as a profound attentiveness to the ecosystem, and as a reminder of 

the need to grow in wisdom and skill.156 The addition of skill, artistry, and wisdom as 

qualifications of ‘design’ is crucial here in that it implies creative responsiveness, 

understanding of ecosystems and its human dimensions, and a precision born of respect for 

what is being restored. Higgs has pointed to what I believe are essential theological features 

of Christian moral action in restoration, and I will take this up in more detail in Chapter 6. 

Furthermore, unless human intentionality in restoration is recognised, the conversation about 

the kinds of actions that are appropriate to human beings, as well as the kinds of actions that 

respect the natural world, will never be advanced.  

Design language, of course, can be problematic in that it may put too much emphasis 

on human knowledge and control.157 Because of this danger, Higgs has suggested that such 

design should be understood as 'wild design' because natural processes have a tendency to 

take over, sometimes completely.158 Nevertheless, while I believe Higgs's focus on the 

human is crucial for developing an ethical understanding of restoration activity, the language 

of design also opens up other difficulties. For instance, if a restored ecosystem is understood 

to be designed, are we not suggesting that, as the product of that design, it is in fact a human 

artifact, however artistic and sensitive to materials the restorer may be?159 Even if natural 

processes take over, there is the danger in design language of crossing over the line from 

'participatory' and 'coevolutionary' labour to 'overdetermination and artificiality'.160  

A final metaphor I want to highlight here is that of invention, which moves boldly 

beyond the metaphors of healing and design to narrate a more active role for humans in the 

natural world, especially as an antidote to negative depictions of the human person in the 

environmental movement.161 The idea of invention, first expressed by Frederick Turner, 

suggests that 'it is both possible and desirable not only to conserve natural resources, 

preserve natural ecosystems, and restore natural landscapes, but also, when the occasion 

warrants and the knowledge is sufficient, to create new ecosystems, new landscapes, perhaps 
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even new species'.162 Such invention or creation might indicate activities such as 'restoring' 

an ecosystem similar to what would have been in the area, though perhaps not on the 

restoration site. It might also indicate a redesign of a landscape based on the perceived 

challenges it will face with climate change, for instance. But it might also go far beyond this 

to the construction of landscapes that are 'entirely new, healthy, and ecologically rich'.163 

While such activities may seem to move considerably beyond 'restoration', they do 

highlight a tension within restoration between attending to the past and attending to the 

future.164 Advocates of inventionism tend to lean harder on the future aspect, arguing that 

humans need to take responsibility for nature, 'to begin planting the American garden' as 

Turner puts it, to engage in a more active form of 'earthkeeping', and to become the 'lords of 

creation'.165 Such statements quite clearly highlight the danger of using this language, 

namely that it encourages a strong move away from the idea of participation and sensitive 

creativity to outright lordship of the natural world. Here I think Stanley Kane gets it right 

when he states, if 'we presume to take responsibility for the well-being of the whole 

biosphere, not really knowing what we are doing, we will as certainly produce havoc under 

the restorationist regime as we did under the aegis of domination'.166  

Some of what the debates around these metaphors reveal is a basic disagreement 

over the nature of human beings and the kinds of activities that are appropriate to them. 

These metaphor debates also indicate that 'assisting' the recovery of an ecosystem may in 

fact entail very different things, and that the choice of metaphor is related to the kinds of 

activities one is prepared to undertake in the natural world, a decision of ethical significance. 

Describing and framing human action in restoration is thus an important undertaking, which 

itself relies more fundamentally on an understanding of the natural world and of the human 

person; I will return to this important discussion in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Having examined the ideas surrounding the notion of 'assisting' the recovery of 

ecosystems, one final piece of the definition needs to be examined, that of the language of 
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‘degraded, damaged, or destroyed’. The SER understands these terms to ‘represent 

deviations from the normal or desired state of an intact ecosystem’.167 While this may be 

understood in a measurable ecological sense, it may also be viewed as pointing to elements 

of human perception and judgment of need based on what is believed to be normal or 

desired.168 As such, it is important to acknowledge that there are subjective aspects, e.g., 

aesthetic preferences, that cannot be entirely eliminated however strong the ecological 

warrants may be for restoration.169 The SER defines degradation as the ‘subtle or gradual 

changes that reduce ecological integrity 170  and health’. 171  In this situation, the basic 

ecosystem structure and composition remains in tact but begins to be undermined, for 

example, through the invasion of exotic species that crowd out native species.172 Damage 

pertains to the ‘acute and obvious changes in an ecosystem’.173 Over time and without 

intervention, degraded conditions may progress to serious ecosystem damage, for example, 

in ‘fir trees overtopping the oaks, broom crowding out native prairie grasses, and ivy causing 

trees to topple and smothering the native understory’.174 In such ecosystems, many of the 

original features and functions may still be present but are ‘teetering on the brink’ of being 

lost altogether unless there is intervention to reverse these changes. Finally, destruction is 

‘degradation or damage that removes all macroscopic life, and commonly ruins the physical 
                                                        
167 SER Primer, 5. 
168 For more on the role of perception in recognising degradation, see Daniel Pauly, 

“Anecdotes and the Shifting Baseline Syndrome of Fisheries,” Tree 10, no. 10 (1995): 430. 
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172 Apostol, “Ecological Restoration,” 16. 
173 SER Primer, 5. 
174 Apostol, “Ecological Restoration,” 16. 



 46 

environment’.175 Here, fragments of the ecosystem may exist but the major elements are lost 

and reversal at this stage tends to be difficult and costly.176 

In addition to the definition of ecological restoration, I want to make one further 

point about language. An important distinction needs to be made between ‘ecological 

restoration’ and ‘restoration ecology’. Ecological restoration is an umbrella term that 

describes the ‘ensemble of practices that constitute the entire field of restoration, including 

restoration ecology as well as the participating human and natural sciences, politics, 

technologies, economic factors, and cultural dimensions’. 177  Restoration ecology, by 

contrast, is the 'ensemble of practices that contribute to the science of ecological 

restoration'.178 It involves those features that are central to the natural sciences, such as 

'hypotheses, conjectures, testing, experiments, field observations, publications, and 

debate’.179 Maintaining the distinction between the two is necessary because without an 

emphasis on the wider appeal of ecological restoration beyond that of the scientific, it could 

be reduced to a merely scientific endeavour.180 Indeed, although the scientific practices of 

restoration ought to remain central, they should not, as Higgs contends, become 'the 

exclusive center of restoration activity'.181 As that which draws on the natural sciences and 

the human sciences, restoration constitutes a meeting point of distinct disciplinary 

boundaries or cultures, especially that of professional ecologists and amateur practitioners.182 

Indeed, a unique feature of restoration is that practitioners have played a key role in the 

expanding knowledge of ecosystem processes and functions such that, it has been suggested, 

they often are ‘leading the science and academics by documenting, experimenting, and 

adapting rather than the other way around’.183 
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1.1.3. A Form of Remediation 

A final way I want to look at restoration is by placing it alongside other practices of 

ecosystem repair. Ecological restoration is one of a variety of forms of environmental action 

that seeks to address the problem of degraded, damaged, or destroyed ecosystems. 

Restoration's uniqueness is perhaps best seen in its emphasis on fidelity to the integrity of 

historic ecosystems as a reference or model guiding restorative action, an emphasis that for 

Higgs is important for maintaining restoration’s ‘strength of purpose’.184 Often in restoration 

debates it is suggested that some of the difficulties facing restoration, such as climate change 

or the lack of historical knowledge, can be resolved by doing away with the historical 

parameter altogether and by focusing, for instance, on land health; however, as a 

fundamental and defining feature of ecological restoration itself, the historical parameter 

cannot be disposed of without restoration becoming a different practice. 

The practice of rehabilitation, for instance, also draws on the historical ecosystem as 

a reference, but it is more concerned with ‘the reparation of ecosystem processes, 

productivity and services’.185 Restoration takes a step beyond this by emphasising ‘the re-

establishment of the pre-existing biotic integrity in terms of species composition and 

community structure’.186 Rehabilitation lacks restoration's emphasis on the integrity of the 

original ecosystem and instead focuses on moving an ecosystem away from degradation.187 

Despite this distinction, there is in practice considerable overlap between rehabilitation and 

restoration. For example, one might expect to see in rehabilitation practices the use of exotic 

species to fill niches formerly filled by native species as long as they contribute to ecosystem 

functions or processes, though this may also occur in restoration if a native species is extinct. 

In contrast, reclamation attempts to bring land to a ‘proper state’188 so that it may 

become useful again, such as when mined lands are stabilised, made safe for public use, and 
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aesthetically amended;189 in so doing, it is made to be suit some purpose which is likely not 

that of its original condition.190 Still further down the spectrum is revegetation which is 

mainly concerned with re-establishing particular plant communities within the context of 

land reclamation.191 Finally, mitigation is an environmental action intended to compensate 

for environmental harms in which there is an agreement that permission will be granted for 

the development of, and subsequent destruction of, a particular ecosystem, such as a 

wetland, on the grounds that another ecosystem will be enhanced in one way or another.192 In 

mitigation there is an acknowledgement of the intended harm, and the necessity of an act that 

can only be made more palatable by the improvement of another ecosystem. 

From the broad exploration of ecological restoration provided thus far, a picture of 

the practice begins to emerge. It comes in all shapes and sizes; it is a practice concerned with 

the quality of the process and not simply with the product; it attempts to navigate contentious 

terrain regarding the role of the human in ecosystem recovery; it is strongly mindful of the 

historic ecosystem and its biological integrity as a guide to its restoration; it entails an 

element of subjectivity in determining the need for restoration and the appropriate form of 

intervention based on the condition of the ecosystem; it is more encompassing than its 

ecological aims; and it is a distinct form of ecosystem repair. Although these features are a 

good point of orientation, such a depiction only scratches the surface of what is entailed in 

the practice, and so, in the next section, my aim is to explore some of the broader 

implications of the practice beyond that of the scientific effort to restore ecosystems. 

1.2. The Human Dimensions of Ecological Restoration 

From its beginning, ecological restoration has been noted for its benefits for human society 

as well as for ecosystems. Although it could certainly be argued that the science of 

restoration ecology is also a human feature, what I mean by 'human' here are those aspects of 

the practice that address and explore the social and cultural dimensions that connect humans 

to the ecosystems that support them, attending particularly to the human/nature relationship. 

In order to explore in this section how restoration has come to be viewed as a practice of 

social and cultural significance in the first place, it is helpful to take a step back and look at 

restoration within the context of (and as a reaction to) the mainstream environmental 
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movement193 and its reigning paradigm for human engagement with the natural world, i.e., 

the preservation194 of wilderness.195 

1.2.1. The Environmental Context of Restoration 

Faced with the reality of widespread human harm to the planet, the environmental movement 

in the United States has been to a large extent concerned with protecting nature 

(problematically understood as wilderness) from human influence by limiting the acceptable 

range of human interactions with nature to, for example, canoeing, hiking, or 

contemplation.196 While preservation models rightly suggest that nature should be protected 

from harm because it is intrinsically valuable, only certain forms of nature qualify for such 

consideration.197 Because in this model nature is that which exists independent of human 

interference and design, the most potent forms of natural value exist, then, in wilderness 

areas. The inference is that humans are not a part of nature, human activities are inherently 
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degrading and must be protected against, and nature is valuable only to the extent that it is 

independent of humankind.198 Thus, there exists, as has been widely observed, a dualism 

between nature and culture199 in which nature is good and human culture bad, as well as an 

implied 'geographical dualism'.200 While restorationists on the whole are not opposed to the 

preservation of natural areas, they are concerned with how this environmental focus on 

preserving wilderness from humankind provides little if any basis for developing a 

relationship between humans and the natural world in the places they live and work. 

Against this backdrop, one can see how ecological restoration offers a radically 

different vision of the human person and of the natural world. Restorationists have suggested 

that humans can be a positive presence in the world's ecosystems by fostering and 

strengthening natural processes in places where these have been inhibited or ceased to exist. 

They have provided a context for human engagement with the natural world, a context in 

which all the aspects of our humanness – our knowledge, creativity, physicality, and 

spirituality, to name a few – can be brought to the table. They have also suggested that 

degraded ecosystems are important and valuable, ecologically and culturally, and as such 

warrant environmental concern. In so doing, restorationists have seen in the practice a way to 

forge a connection between humans and the natural world, a connection that benefits 

ecosystems and their human inhabitants.201 
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1.2.2. The Human/Nature Relationship 

How might ecological restoration foster a deeper relationship between humans and the 

natural world? How might restoration provide the occasion for transforming the ways 

humans conceive of and interact with the natural world? To answer these questions, it is 

necessary to make two important points of clarification, namely, that in order for a 

restoration project to effectively foster such a transformative relationship, it must be a) based 

on public participation and b) shaped in the local environment. 

Public participation is considered necessary if restoration is to have wider cultural 

benefits. It is so central that some restorationists have suggested that in order for a 

restoration to be a 'good restoration', it must include non-professional, local volunteers.202 

Why? Because without it the all-important moral dimension of restoration would be missed. 

Take, for example, a restoration performed by a professional agency, the public might 

appreciate certain aesthetic improvements, but the restoration is unlikely to alter public 

environmental attitudes and behaviours. However, if people are brought into direct contact 

with their local environment and faced with the damaging consequences of their impacts and 

with the reality of how difficult it is to reverse this damage, they are far more likely to 

protect those environments from further harm.203 Restoration work thus fosters individual 

and corporate reflection on the kinds of attitudes and behaviours that led to degradation and 

on the attitudes and behaviours that contribute to an ecosystem's continued flourishing. 

Therefore, it is important that the public be involved in as many aspects of the project as 

possible, though this is not to suggest that professional expertise should be abandoned, but 

merely that they should work together so that the ‘moral benefits’ of the practice may be 

achieved.204 It is precisely this feature of public participation and its implications for the 

moral life that make it a fruitful avenue for exploring what Christian moral action in the 

natural world might look like. 

As crucial as public participation may be for the wider goals of restoration, it may 

not be the easiest or most efficient way to achieve restoration goals. One of the questions 

surrounding restoration is the appropriate use of technology.205 Is the goal to achieve a 

restored ecosystem by any means available or might less efficient methods offer other 
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benefits more likely to sustain the local environment over the long haul? For example, large 

earth-moving or seed-planting equipment operated by a couple of people might get the job 

done more quickly, but one hundred people with shovels over the course of several days are 

more likely to build community, learn new skills, experience their local ecosystem, and 

develop a desire to protect it from harm. This is not to say that restorationists should avoid 

advanced technologies, but that there should be an evaluation of whether or not they support 

wider cultural and democratic goals. 

Public participation may slow down the restoration process in other ways, such as 

when the aims of ecologists conflict with community concerns.206 While people are rarely 

opposed to the idea of restoration, they are often opposed to the kinds of things it may 

involve. For example, restoration may entail the felling of local trees of which the 

community is fond and the re-creation of ecosystems that local people perceive to be less 

aesthetically pleasing than the degraded landscape,207 or it may require the eradication of 

species that, particularly when it concerns methods used to control animals, tends to be 

problematic for the public. 208  Public participation in decision-making can therefore 
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considerably slow down the process, given the wide variety of views of what a functional, 

economically viable, or aesthetically pleasing restoration might look like. In addition, 

Throop has warned that an overemphasis on public participation and the benefits for 

restoration volunteers could take precedence over the ecological goal of a restored 

ecosystem.209 However, while this is certainly a possibility, it seems to me that the danger in 

the other direction is far more likely. But this need not be an either/or situation: as Higgs has 

argued, it is possible to take 'the road less traveled, the one along which we find participatory 

restoration that manifests the best of science and culture'.210 

Public participation is also tightly connected to the local environment. Both Andrew 

Light and Eric Higgs suggest that the human/nature relationship is shaped locally;211 

therefore, it is essential that those nearby places – 'the streets, parks, stream banks, and 

remnants of woods, prairie, or desert' – be seen as valuable 'natural amenities' worthy of 

care.212 While such places may be deemed outside the purview of environmental concern, 

given their intertwining with human society, restorationists argue for their value ecologically 

and culturally. In addition, such care for local places is, for Light, an important step toward 

wider environmental concern. He suggests that 'if we come to care about the places closer to 

home, then we will probably think more about the consequences of our lifestyles on their 

kin, the more exotic and dramatic landscapes'.213 On his account, restoration can be a 'kind of 

schoolhouse for environmental responsibility',214 which cultivates a 'culture of nature' that is 

less likely to tolerate further harm to a natural environment.215 Therefore, in a sense, 
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restoration can be seen not as a replacement for preservation but as a complementary and 

connected practice. 

Furthermore, Light, as an environmental philosopher and pragmatist, has been 

particularly interested in exploring restoration as a basis for developing 'ecological 

citizenship' and 'democratic participation'. 216  These terms highlight the importance of 

embedding and engaging the public in their local environments, which is also seen as bound 

up in caring for the human members of the locality, and the importance of forging stronger 

ties among community members as a feature of environmental stewardship. Therefore, for 

Light, the context for forming a stronger human relationship with nature is a democratic 

culture in which the public recognises themselves 'as ecological citizens working 

simultaneously to restore nature and to restore the participatory and strong democratic 

elements of their local communities'.217 What Light has done here is extend the meaning of 

citizenship to include an environmental dimension, so that one's duties to fellow citizens 

include caring for the local environment, especially through publicly performed acts of 

restoration.218 In addition, restoration, by bringing people together to work toward common 

goals in the local environment, also helps alleviate the sense of alienation in the human 

community and strengthens social networks. 

In addition to these social, moral, and political features of the human relationship 

with nature, William Jordan has directed considerable attention to further exploring the 

various layers of this relationship. He believes that environmental approaches have given us 

a 'thin and sentimental' account of this relationship that 'fails to deal with our profoundest 

doubts about the world and our place in it'.219 These accounts, in which the terms of the 

relationship are limited to recreation or contemplative appreciation, do not acknowledge our 

fundamental relatedness to the natural world, that is, our need to use it in order to survive 

and the inherent moral ambiguity of the relationship. Many environmental accounts, such as 
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that of Eric Katz described in the next section, seem to be bound to the idea that there is a 

morally unambiguous way of relating to the natural world, primarily by leaving it alone. 

Although human error may be greatly reduced in one sense, so is the possibility of positive 

human contributions, but there remains the human need to use the natural world in order to 

survive. In Chapters 3 and 6, I will return to this idea, exploring it through the lens of 

judgment and a view of the Holy Spirit’s work in the moral agent, but here I want to give 

space to exploring William Jordan’s approach to dealing with the positive and negative 

aspects of the human/nature relationship and the unique opportunities this interface provides 

for establishing a deeper connection with nature. 

In an early essay, entitled 'Sunflower Forest', Jordan lays out the essential features of 

a healthy and mutually beneficial human/nature relationship. First, one must have 'the thing 

itself', that is, all the things that make up a natural landscape.220 Second, there must be some 

kind of ecological relationship between humans and nature, by which he means 'an economic 

transaction that entails a genuine exchange of goods and services between ourselves and the 

natural community'. 221  Like the nonhuman inhabitants of an ecosystem, in restoration 

humans are invited to be participants in the workings of natural processes. Third, such a 

relationship must draw on our humanness, that is, all our naturally and culturally evolved 

capacities – mental, physical, spiritual, and emotional. Fourth, this relationship must be able 

to address the history of our relationship to the landscape. Fifth, because such a relationship 

is dynamic, the paradigm that defines it must also be dynamic and open to development. 

Finally, given that we are social and communicative beings, we must be able to express and 

celebrate this relationship in satisfying ways.222 

In his later monograph The Sunflower Forest, Jordan explores in more detail how 

restoration can foster a deeper human relationship with nature that is 'active, positive, and, in 

a psychological sense, comprehensive'.223 The first step in this process is that of gaining 

awareness of the 'other' through the acts of perception, namely, 'listening, watching, feeling, 

smelling, and touching to discover exactly what the other is'.224 Although he acknowledges 

that this aspect of relationship-building has been key for many environmental thinkers, 

restoration takes a different approach to getting to know a landscape in that it seeks to 
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understand what it is by imitating and reproducing it.225 Such activity requires a high level of 

attentiveness to every aspect of the landscape that not only offers knowledge of it but also 

leads to intimacy.226 A key component of this knowledge is what Jordan calls a wisdom 

about ‘knowing exactly how and when to let [an ecosystem] be’.227 What this suggests is that 

restoration is not simply about imposing our will upon the landscape, but that it entails a 

'combination of manipulation and attentiveness', of action and waiting for a response.228 

Figuratively, it is a kind of communication between humans and the natural environment in 

an ecological language.229 The ideas of knowledge, wisdom, perception, attentiveness, and 

responsiveness raised here, I believe, are essential features of the framework for moral action 

in the natural world that I am developing in this dissertation and will be returning to in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 

Another level of the relationship involves the ecological, or economic, exchange of 

goods and services. Here the human person is given the opportunity to move from a 

primarily consumptive relationship with nature to one that gives back to nature through acts 

of restoration. Jordan recognises the inherent difficulty of this in that it is very difficult to 

know whether or not one is offering an adequate repayment for one's debt to nature.230 He 

writes, 

the restorationist encounters what we might call epistemological limits – 
limits not on what restorationists know about the system being restored but, 
more fundamentally, on what they can know about it. While the ecosystem 
itself does most of the work, restoration necessarily involves bringing the 
ecosystem through the epistemological bottleneck of human perception and 
understanding.231 

Despite the limitations of knowing whether or not one's gift to nature is actually the gift one 

should be giving, the reality is that it is impossible to ever have an 'accurate accounting of 

the value of any kind of exchanges among subjects'.232  

Still farther into the relationship is the level of gift exchange in which the 

restorationist not only gives a restored ecosystem, but it also gives cultural value, that is,  
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the deepening of undertaking, awareness, and caring that is the direct result 
of this work, when it is carried out thoughtfully and attentively. These 
values comprise our essential and distinctive gift to nature, values that only 
we can provide, and for which nature depends on us. In offering them we 
resolve, for the moment and in a provisional sense the problem of difference 
inherent in nature itself.233  

Our role then is to give our distinctive gift in ways that contribute to the flourishing of 

ecosystems. This idea of restoration as a gift or an exchange is problematic for some because 

it makes it seem that compensation for harm is somehow a 'net benefit' for nature, when what 

would have been most beneficial was not to harm in the first place.234 However, this critique 

does not seem to me to be entirely fair as Jordan is cognisant that restoration is not an 

adequate compensation, but that it does offer new gifts that are quite valuable for the long-

term care of these environments. 

The final aspect of the relationship is the 'sense of ambiguity and uncertainty about 

the equality of the relationship', in which we simply do not know whether the cultural or 

ecological gift that we offer is enough.235 And so, he suggests that the only way we can gain 

'symmetry' is through the realm of 'make-believe', in the 'spiritual and psychological 

technologies of performance, ritual, and the arts' in which is expressed the desire or intent for 

the debt to be repaid.236 Never does one get away from the feeling of existential shame at 

one's use of nature and the insufficiency of one's gift back to nature, but through 

performance and rituals one alters reality, adding significance and meaning to simple acts 

such as the 'the handling of tools and the manner of relating to plants, animals, and other 

people on a project site'.237 Jordan's exploration of the human/nature relationship is unusual 

in that it not only squarely faces the tensions in this relationship, but also seeks to creatively 

work through them via performance and ritual.  

Not all who are sympathetic to restoration, however, believe that it is the appropriate 

context for developing the human/nature relationship. Although noting that restoration does 

indeed offer an important positive role for humans in nature,238 Ned Hettinger argues that the 

relationship aspect is problematic in that it presupposes a necessary destructive relationship 

with nature. He writes, ‘the restoration paradigm suggests that the proper role for humans in 
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nature is first to degrade nature, then attempt to fix it’.239 Restoration is a 'regrettable' activity 

that only exists because of prior mistakes. He notes that in human society we certainly 

wouldn't want to 'build relationships and community with others based on policies that 

promoted members harming each other so that restitution becomes possible.240 Although I 

think he states his case too strongly, his point about restoration not being the right foundation 

for the human/nature relationship is an important one. Indeed, I agree with him that we need 

to find 'a type of participatory relationship with nature that doesn't presuppose degrading 

nature to begin with'.241 However, although it is not the ideal starting point, I would argue 

that it certainly is a starting point that seems appropriate for our current context of 

environmental degradation. One hopes that at some point we might find a more positive and 

respectful way of relating to the natural world so that restoration may be less necessary.242 

While building a relationship out of the ashes of a destructive relationship is not ideal, there 

is in restoration a realistic and truthful recognition that we have much to regret and make 

restitution for in order for there to be a relationship at all. We do not begin with a blank slate 

as if we were just coming into relationship with the natural world for the first time; there is a 

recent history of destructive relations that needs to be acknowledged and worked through so 

that a healthier relationship may emerge. And it is precisely the history of these destructive 

relations that has made some critical of the possibility of ecological restoration. In the next 

section, I will explore some of these critiques and show how, although problematic, they 

point to important underlying (often theological) issues that restoration needs to address 

more fully. 

1.3. Critiques of Ecological Restoration 

Despite its laudable ecological and cultural aims, ecological restoration has come under 

considerable attack and restorationists have expended a great deal of energy responding to 

these critics. While restorationists may be correct in resisting many aspects of such critiques, 

these critiques, nevertheless, are quite valuable in that they point to significant problems 

with the practice that are not, in my opinion, satisfactorily answered in the restoration 

literature. These concerns seem to me to have implicit theological concerns, and so, in this 

section, I intend not only to introduce the features of the main critiques of restoration but 

also to indicate the points of deeper significance that I believe need to be acknowledged 

more fully, and which invite theological responses to the questions they raise.  
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1.3.1 Faking Nature 

Australian philosopher Robert Elliot levelled the first major attack on ecological restoration 

in 1982 with the publication of his article entitled ‘Faking Nature’.243 Elliot opens his article 

with a description of an all too possible scenario in which a mining company argues for the 

mining of dunes on the grounds that the sand dunes can be restored to its original condition 

once the minerals have been extracted. Elliot notes that what is implied in this argument is 

that its loss of value is only temporary and can be restored once mining is complete. He 

names this idea the ‘restoration thesis’, which he indicates is frequently employed to defeat 

the protests of environmentalists.244 For good reason, Elliot wants to close the door on such 

damaging acts by suggesting that the restoration thesis is in itself a fallacy. He does so by 

offering a system of valuing nature that is dependent ‘on the presence of properties which 

cannot survive the disruption-restoration process’.245 Even if it were technologically possible 

to replace all the features of an ecosystem, Elliot contends that the value of the restored 

ecosystem would not be the same as that of the original system. The reason for this is that 

the value of a thing is in part understood ‘in terms of origins, in terms of the kinds of 

processes that brought [it] into being’.246 To explain what he means, he offers the example of 

an object that is valued for its aesthetic beauty but is later discovered to be constructed of the 

bone of someone who was killed in order to make that object. Suddenly, the object is seen to 

be grotesque and sullied now that its origins are known. In another example, one is given a 

gift of a Vermeer, but soon after it is discovered to be an exact replica of a painting that was 

destroyed. The value of this replica is not the same as that of the original, however exact it 

may be. Again, the painting’s origins have considerable bearing on its valuation. 

In these analogies, Elliot is trying to make the point that value is more complicated 

than is acknowledged in the restoration thesis. He insists that restoration cannot replace the 

natural value of an ecosystem with respect to its historical development. However, he is not 

suggesting that what is natural is necessarily valuable; he recognises that certain natural 

things like diseases and hurricanes are not good or valuable even though they are wholly 

‘natural’.247 Naturalness, then, is not the primary determinant of value but is rather one factor 

in its determination. For Elliot, the value of naturalness is of a particular kind: naturalness 

has to do with its ‘causal history’, which explains the existence of a forest, for instance, and 

which is independent of human intention or activity. The naturalness of the forest depends 
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also on its continuity with the historical ecosystem, so that an interruption in this continuity 

through, for example, strip mining and restoration, constitutes a disruption of its value.248 

Naturalness also has to do with a continued lack of human intervention that allows natural 

processes to continue unhindered. This ‘human factor’ in his naturalness argument has not 

surprisingly met with considerable resistance. Philosopher Peter Losin, for example, argues 

that this account suggests humans are not part of nature, and that it disallows activities that 

humans must do in order to live, that is, modify environments, though he rightly notes that it 

would not be correct to suggest that every human activity is natural.249 While there certainly 

is a danger in seeing humankind as unnatural, and this is not an entirely unjustified criticism 

in Elliot’s case,250 his emphasis on the value of the natural world that is not of human 

making, nor relies on human upholding, is important to retain, in my opinion, if only to 

remind humankind of its place in the world. While not ignoring human influence on the 

planet now, its origins and continuance are not ultimately dependent upon us.251 

Elliot himself recognises that a number of legitimate criticisms may be levelled at 

these ideas. He notes that there is truth in the claim that wilderness areas that are fenced off 

and protected by public policies are human artifacts. However, he is, rightly in my opinion, 

not prepared to concede that the means of protecting a wilderness area makes the ‘real thing’ 

within the boundaries of a national park a human artifact. To suggest this is to ascribe far too 

much power to human actions. One may lament the need for such negative policies, but 

preventing damage in the first place is certainly preferable to restoration.252 Elliot also 

responds to the counterargument that naturalness is only a matter of perception, that 

somehow if a restorationist could restore an environment swiftly and secretly, there would be 

no loss of value because we would not be aware of the change. Again, I believe he is right to 

reject the idea that value in nature is merely a human construction, an idea which will be 

explored further in Chapter 4. Elliot’s response reveals an awareness of an objectivity of 

value, of nature’s intrinsic value, which is independent of human perceptions of it. He notes 

that even if he were unaware that his Vermeer was a replica, his perception of it as a real 

Vermeer would not change the fact that his replica did not possess the value of a Vermeer. 
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As he notes, ‘The success of the deception does not elevate the restored landscape to the 

level of the original, no more than the success of the deception in the previous example 

confers on the fake the value of a real Vermeer’.253 

Although Elliot is not unaware of some of the problems with using an art analogy 

with respect to nature, this aspect of his work has been widely criticised. Light has argued 

that in many cases ecological restoration is more analogous to an art restoration than to an art 

forgery.254 Holmes Rolston III, while agreeing with Elliot that accepting a restoration as ‘the 

real thing’ places nature in harm’s way of being destroyed because it can be later restored, 

believes Elliot’s art analogy is ‘misleading’; he writes, ‘The painting, which is an artifact, 

does not heal itself when restored; it is a passive object… But nature, as a community of 

living beings and processes, may, once we put the parts back in place, heal itself’.255 This 

seems to me to be a necessary criticism that highlights the primary role of natural processes 

in restoration. As Trish Glazebrook has argued, it is impossible for human beings to fake 

nature in restoration because ‘Unlike art, which can be restored because it has human origins 

to begin with, nature is not recreated by restoration any more than it was created by human 

agency in the first place’.256 Unlike a replica, which is a new creation altogether, Rolston 

suggests that restorations are always causally connected to the original, though he admits 

that restorations do not have the same value as the original even though they do become less 

artifactual as natural processes take over.257 Even Eric Katz, who admits to being profoundly 

influenced by Elliot’s critique of restoration,258 believes that the art analogy should not be 

taken too far because natural entities are not like ‘static, finished objects of art’ but rather are 

‘fluid, evolving systems without an artist or creator’.259 

Another problematic aspect of Elliot’s argument, in which he examines the worst-

case scenario of the total destruction of an original ecosystem, is that it doesn’t take 

                                                        
253 Ibid. 
254 Andrew Light, “‘Faking Nature’ Revisited,” in The Beauty Around Us: Environmental 

Aesthetics in the Scenic Landscape and Beyond, ed. D. Michelfelder and B. Wilcox (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 2003), 11. 

255 Rolston III, “Restoration,” 128–29. 
256 Trish Glazebrook, “Art or Nature? Aristotle, Restoration Ecology, and Flowforms,” 

Ethics & The Environment 8, no. 1 (2003): 30. 
257 Rolston III, “Restoration,” 128–30. Later, Elliot takes a similar position, arguing that 

restorations can have ‘considerable intrinsic value’ and certainly more than a degraded environment, 
especially if they are in ‘accord with natural designs and are constructed out of natural components…’ 
Though it will never possess the same value as the original. Robert Elliot, “Extinction, Restoration, 
Naturalness,” Environmental Ethics 16 (1994): 141–42.  

258 Eric Katz, “The Big Lie: Human Restoration of Nature,” in Environmental Ethics: An 
Anthology, ed. Andrew Light and Holmes Rolston III (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 391. 

259 Ibid., 394–95; Eric Katz, “The Ethical Significance of Human Intervention in Nature,” 
Restoration & Management Notes 9, no. 2 (1991): 94. 



 62 

sufficient account of lesser degrees of degradation. Granted, Elliot is most concerned with 

countering the restoration thesis in which technological replacement of natural environments 

is deemed possible. Nevertheless, it is important to point out that a restoration of an 

ecosystem, like that of a work of art, may maintain historical continuity with the ecosystem’s 

origins, though perhaps not without violating his criteria of human non-intervention. 

Restorations need not entail complete ecosystem reconstruction; as Robin Attfield has 

pointed out, there might be ‘some blend of creatures living in accordance with its own 

nature, and jointly forming a system just like the pristine one which preceded human 

intervention’.260 Katz has also noted that the scope of restoration is much wider now than 

when Elliot first wrote and may entail anything from removing trash from a stream to 

reconstructing historical landscapes.261 An original Vermeer that has been restored after fire 

damage will still be a Vermeer, though it only will be able to maintain its value with human 

intervention. Such intervention, far from reducing the value of a work of art, as Alastair 

Gunn points out, is in reality ‘evidence of respect for our cultural heritage’.262 And it seems 

that much the same could be said of restorations in that they reveal a respect for the value of 

the natural world. 

In his 1997 book also entitled Faking Nature, Elliot recognised his own mistake in 

failing to ‘distinguish between the various ways in which nature might be restored or 

rehabilitated’.263 He noted that this oversight ‘unhelpfully weakened arguments for the 

general obligation, that I believe humans have, to restore and rehabilitate natural areas that 

have been despoiled or degraded’.264 Elliot’s concession has led Light to believe that Elliot is 

in fact talking about two kinds of restoration: a) malicious restorations, which are used as a 

justification for harming nature, and which Light believes are the real target of Elliot’s 1982 

attack on restoration, and b) benevolent restorations, which ‘remedy a past harm done to 

nature’, and which Elliot believes we have an obligation to perform.265 Restoration is for 

Elliot a form of restitution for the environmental damage humans as a whole have caused. 

Although modulating his view on restoration, he still maintains a strong concern that 

restoration could be used as an excuse or justification for environmental degradation or 
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destruction; he argues that our first obligation is to prevent the loss of natural value in the 

first place,266 and in this it is possible to see how human activity is ‘not always bad’.267  

Despite the criticism of Robert Elliot’s critique of ecological restoration by 

supporters of the practice, the underlying concerns he presents seem to me to be 

unsatisfactorily addressed. For instance, his claim that something is lost when a natural 

environment is destroyed by human use and then restored is an important one. Although I do 

not address it in this dissertation, it is difficult to articulate precisely what is ‘lost’ in a 

destruction-restoration context, considering that natural processes are responsive to all kinds 

of disruption and change. Provisionally, such a loss could be narrated in terms of what it 

does to humans to carry out destructive acts, acts that theologically would be named as ‘sin’ 

and understood to have a wider impact on the environment, as in the Hebrew Scriptures 

where human wickedness and environmental degradation are inextricably linked. 268 

Moreover, the problem of using restoration as a free pass or as a justification for 

environmental destruction also needs to be more widely addressed. Again, a theological 

account could be of considerable value in articulating why such an approach to restoration 

ought to be eschewed. For instance, one could respond by drawing on Paul's letter to the 

Romans in which he states, 'What then are we to say? Should we continue in sin in order that 

grace may abound?' (6.1). Paul’s unequivocal answer – ‘By no means!’ (6.2) – shows that 

the point of redemption has been completely lost on them. In this context, redemption is only 

possible with true repentance in which sin is recognised and turned away from. In a similar 

way, it could be argued that true restoration is that which is only possible within a context of 

recognised environmental harm and a desire to make restitution. However this may be 

approached, and due to the bounds of this current work, I can offer no satisfactory 

conclusion; nevertheless, the concerns of the human person looming too large in restoration, 

the need to close the door on the further destruction of the natural world and preclude 

restoration as a justification for environmental destruction, and the need to articulate what is 

lost both for human and non-humankind in such destruction, are problems that warrant 

further attention. Although Elliot’s arguments are not addressed in a systematic way here, 

the concerns he raises will crop up throughout this work, and it is my hope that the 

framework I describe will go a long way toward addressing his concerns. 
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1.3.2 The ‘Big Lie’ of Ecological Restoration 

Robert Elliot, though the first to provide a major attack on restoration, was neither the last 

nor the most vehement opponent of restoration. His critique of restoration had a profound 

influence on the American philosopher Eric Katz who has provided a far more 

comprehensive and unyielding critique of the practice. Almost a decade after the publication 

of ‘Faking Nature’, Katz began publishing in rapid succession a series of works criticising 

the practice for its hubris and domination of nature, a barrage that has continued up to the 

present. One of the triggers that set Katz against ecological restoration was its growing 

acceptance and increasing incorporation into public policy. Policy makers, 

environmentalists, environmental philosophers, and the general public seem to have accepted 

the idea that humankind has damaged the natural world and thus have a responsibility to 

repair that damage.269  Katz recognises the appeal of the optimistic idea that we can 

‘recognize the harm we have caused in the natural environment and that we possess the 

means and will to correct these harms’.270 It makes us ‘feel good’ and alleviates our sense of 

guilt about the damage we have wrought now that ‘nature can be made “whole” again’.271 

However, Katz is concerned that if restoration is accepted into environmental public policy, 

it will detract from the more important task of protecting nature from harm in the first place. 

Restoration, he argues, is ‘a compromise’ rather than ‘a basic policy goal’; indeed, he rightly 

notes that restoration ‘makes the best of a bad situation: it cleans up our mess’.272 But he 

goes further: ‘We are putting a piece of furniture over the stain in the carpet for the sake of 

appearances’.273 Although he makes this last point too strongly, implying that aesthetic 

concerns are foremost for restorationists, he is right to suggest that public policy should seek 

‘to prevent the stains in the first place’.274 On this point, it is easy to see the clash between 

the philosophies of preservation (of which Katz is a strong proponent) and restoration that I 

mentioned earlier, though this conflict seems to be more acute on the side of preservationists 

who fear yielding territory to restoration even though restorationists would agree that the 

first course of action is to prevent harm.  

In addition to detracting from policies of preservation, Katz believes that there is a 

fundamental flaw in the idea that humans have the ‘obligation’ and the ‘ability’ to restore 

nature because it rests on a ‘misperception of natural reality’ and on a ‘misguided 
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understanding of the human place in the natural environment’.275 For him, first, the assertion 

that nature can be restored through human intervention is fundamentally flawed, indeed is a 

‘big lie’, because nature, by Katz’s definition, is that which is independent of human 

intentions and designs. For Katz, ‘natural’ indicates ‘objects and processes that exist as far as 

possible from human manipulation and control’, those ‘ecosystemic processes of the 

biological world’ that are ‘roughly equivalent to that part of the world that lies outside 

human activity or human culture’.276 Such natural entities277 have an ‘independent and 

autonomous existence’ 278  (though this suggestion may be called into question given 

widespread human effects on the planet, especially through climate change) and are ‘not 

created for a particular purpose, nor did they evolve for a specific reason, design, or plan; 

natural entities have no set manner of use, no role to play in natural ecosystems’.279 ‘No 

one’, he states, ‘created or designed a mountain lion as a regulator of the deer population’.280 

In describing natural entities in this way, he is not only making a theological point about the 

existence of nature, however much he may wish to avoid such a discussion, but he is also 

drawing a clear line in the sand between naturally occurring entities that are the product of 

evolutionary processes and restored nature.281 

If natural reality is for Katz something that is by definition apart from human 

intentionality and purpose, what then is a restored ecosystem? His answer is that restorations 

are in fact a human artifact, a conclusion that will be critiqued in Chapter 5 as a feature of a 

problematic view of human beings and their actions. He argues that when something has 

been ‘created, designed, or managed by human technology and science’, it ceases to be a 
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natural entity and is an artifact, ‘a product of human intention and design’.282 With artifacts 

there is an ontological relationship between the object and human purpose so that there 

would be no artifact if it was not first conceived and designed for a particular purpose that 

suited human interests.283 As such, artifacts are thoroughly anthropocentric in that they are 

useful for achieving some end, in their functionality, in their furtherance of human interests. 

For Katz there is nothing wrong with artifacts in human social and cultural contexts; 

however, the fundamental problem with ecological restoration is that it inserts human 

intentionality into a realm where it does not belong and in so doing violates the autonomy of 

a natural entity and turns it into a human artifact, an act that constitutes human domination, 

which he describes as the ‘moral opposite of autonomy’.284  

For Katz, distinguishing between the ‘natural’ and the ‘artifactual’ is essential 

because without the distinction he fears we will lack an ethical basis for governing our 

actions with nonhuman nature.285 If restoration does become public policy, he worries that 

the last moral limits on human manipulation of the natural world will disappear because it 

will be assumed that humans have the power to make nature whole.286 For him, the only way 

to close off this possibility is to recognise that nature is that which exists independent of 

human technology and intentionality. In so doing, ‘We will understand that there is a realm 

of value that ought to be protected and preserved. We cannot be the masters of nature, 

molding nature to our wishes and desires, without destroying the value of nature’.287 This 

recognition is crucial for him because it is the only ‘cure for human hubris’.288 He argues that 

we must ‘emphasize the artifactuality of all human-induced restorations’ in order to curb the 

human temptation to think of ourselves as ‘omnipotent in our ability to affect, mold, and heal 
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the natural world'.289 Although I disagree with his argument about artifactuality, as will be 

shown, he is making an important point about the need to articulate the value of the natural 

world apart from human uses. There is a sense in which the natural world stands apart from 

us as that which we had no hand in bringing about, and this invites a deeper theological 

examination of what this thing is we are engaging with, and how its affects ethical action in 

it, but more on this in Chapter 4. 

Not only does restoration misconstrue the natural world, for Katz it also fails to 

rightly understand the human place in it. Restoration supposes that we have the ability to 

restore that which has no designer, is the result of evolutionary processes, and which has its 

own autonomous existence; this is for Katz evidence of ‘the arrogance with which humanity 

surveys the natural world’.290 For him, the same attitude – hubris, which he defines as ‘the 

excessive pride that comes from an uncritical belief in one’s own superiority’ – which 

engendered the environmental crisis is now appearing in the desire to restore nature.291 This 

superiority fosters a sense that the problems we face, including environmental degradation, 

can be fixed via our science and technology. Restoration is just such a hubristic 

‘technological fix’ that ultimately reveals a human desire for mastery over the natural world 

so that it may be moulded to create a more ‘comfortable natural reality’ that furthers human 

interests.292 In restorations, nature is no longer allowed to freely ‘pursue its own independent 

course of development’ but is instead subjected to the courses humans have chosen for it.293 

Even though the impetus for restoring nature may arise from a desire to undo and make 

restitution for wrongful acts of domination, Katz believes that it nevertheless is the same 

desire to dominate nature that is simply now ‘cloaked in an environmental consciousness’.294 

The picture Katz paints here is of human technologies that by their very nature 

constitute a domination of the natural world. When speaking about the use of technology in 

restoration, however, I think it is important to keep in mind Richard Sylvan’s reminder that 

these ‘technologies’ and the motivations behind them are often exceedingly modest. Rather 

than viewing the restorationist as some god-like and presumptuous figure, Sylvan suggests 

that they are ‘most ungodlike’ amateurs dealing with all manner of difficulties, such as the 

laborious process of restoration itself and the lack of necessary information and adequate 

technology, that make it very difficult to suppose one is lording over or controlling nature.295 
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The work of restoration is far more of a ‘cooperative venture’ than Katz is willing to admit; 

while restorationists may add their ‘technologically-aided labour’, it is nature that does the 

‘real work’.296 Far from being a technological feat, Sylvan notes, ‘human societies possess 

neither the means – the technology – nor the collective will, to effect much in the way of 

satisfactory restoration of many degraded systems’.297  

Although technologies may certainly advance, there seems to me to be something 

fundamentally right about Katz's suggestion that it is hubris to think that technology can in 

fact restore nature fully, whether or not one wants to frame it in the way Katz suggests. But it 

also strikes me that restorationists are less hubristic in their view of what is achievable in 

restoration than Katz is in his assumption that natural processes actually become human 

artifacts because of human intervention. Indeed, restorationists seem to be more open-

handed, recognising that they are dealing with natural processes that are quite often resistant 

to human control, yielding unintended, whether positive or negative, restoration results. This 

indicates recognition of the fundamental wildness, and perhaps 'autonomy', of the processes 

they are working with. Katz, by contrast, seems to view human actions as being able to 

control these processes at a fundamental level. This is, I believe, an overestimation of human 

capacities that actually gives humankind a more elevated position in the world than is 

warranted, and suggests the need for a more humble perspective on human beings. It also 

undervalues the natural world, supposing that it could ever be anything other than unruly. 

Furthermore, Katz does not seem to recognise that, although an intentional activity, the point 

of restorations is, as Steven Vogel argues, ‘to produce a situation that is out of human 

control’ and operates ‘according to its own nature, not one introduced from outside’.298 In 

addition to this reminder of the more modest role humans play in restoration, it is also 

important to point out that human interventions need not always be dominating or 

anthropocentric. Yeuk-Sze Lo argues that Katz confuses anthropogenic with 

anthropocentric, and she suggests that human actions may be performed for the sake of 

another species, such as when native plant species are returned to an ecosystem for the 

benefit of the animal communities that are a part of it.299 Whether or not technologies are 

used in the process is for her irrelevant. Technology does not always have to dominate or be 

anthropocentric, nor does it necessarily have to transform a natural entity into an artifact.300 
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What is perhaps most curious about Katz’s critique of restoration is that although he 

asserts that restorations of nature are deceptions, he does not believe that we should allow oil 

companies, for example, to get out of cleaning up their spills and restoring ecosystems. He 

even suggests that restorations should not give up their work but instead need to be clear 

about what they are doing and call it what it is: an ‘artifactual creation’.301 However, even 

this admission seems to muddy the waters because if restoration constitutes domination of 

nature, why dominate it further by restoring it, especially if we are not actually restoring but 

creating an artifact? Of course, we could, as Wayne Ouderkirk has suggested, also say that if 

an environment has been interfered with to the extent that restoration is called-for, then this 

ecosystem is already an artifact and there can be no objection to tinkering with an artifact.302 

But for Katz this is take the distinction to the extreme and to fail to recognise that the 

natural/artifactual distinction is not black and white and that restorations can exist along a 

spectrum in which things are more or less natural or artifactual based on the degree to which 

they are directed to human or nonhuman interests. That being said, he maintains that we can 

never get away from restoration being the result of dominating human interests or purposes, 

be they direct or indirect.303 

Given the polemic nature of his critiques, Katz’s work, not surprisingly, has drawn 

considerable criticism itself. He has been charged with ascribing to a dualist view of nature 

and human culture.304 On this count, Katz quite happily admits guilt because it is for him 

fundamental to the protection of natural entities. However, he argues this is not a dualism of 

nature vs. culture but of natural entities vs. artifacts.305 This point is quite important because 

he does not believe that humans are separate from nature. He writes, ‘I do know that 
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humanity is “a part” of the natural world and not “apart” from it. I really do know that 

humans are biological beings who are dependent in very crucial ways on a functioning 

biosphere to survive and prosper. Humanity is, in its primary being, a part of the natural 

world’.306 Such human activities like natural childbirth do not produce an artifact because 

these actions are merely the result of our natural, evolutionary, or biological capacities.307 

However, any activity that goes beyond these most basic biological capacities moves toward 

artifactuality. In his view, we live in a world that exists between two poles: between what we 

do not make (natural entities) and what we do make (artifacts). Although he recognises that 

humans are biological beings, ‘the things we create, build, make, imagine – these are all 

artifactual, outside the realm of natural occurring entities, processes, and systems’.308 This, it 

seems to me, is far too simplistic of an estimation of human creaturely life, which includes 

all kinds of activities that cannot be described either as biological or artifactual, of which it 

may be possible to classify restoration, but I will return to this issue in Chapter 5. At the 

same time, he does rightly, in my opinion, believe that it is a mistake to label all things as 

'natural'. Some, like Donald Scherer, have suggested that ‘since humans are the products of 

natural evolution, and since artifacts are the products of human thought and skills that are 

themselves evolutionary products, then artifacts are as natural as human beings’.309 However, 

this breaks down what seems to me to be a necessary distinction by making everything 

natural; it leaves us without the language to describe the difference between a rainforest and 

a rainforest theme park. There needs to be a space for things beyond our control, for those 

things that we have made for a particular reason or purpose (though they may not always 

remain tethered to these purposes or remain under human control), and for those things that 

lie betwixt and between.  

Although there are a number of significant flaws in Katz’s views of restoration, I 

agree that a world in which humans heedlessly destroy the natural world and ignorantly 

assume they have the requisite knowledge and technology to recreate it is indeed a 

worrisome prospect. I do not believe, however, that emphasising the artifactuality of human 

activity in the natural world is the best way to limit such hubris. As noted earlier, the 

grounds on which his so-called protection of nature are laid, that is, on the distinction 

between the natural and the artifactual, display in itself an even more worrisome hubristic 

understanding of the scope and power of human actions. It is highly problematic to suggest 
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that a restored ecosystem is an artifactual product when humans have done little to make 

natural processes what they are. Nevertheless, his underlying concern with the possibility of 

hubristic domination seems to me to be unsatisfactorily dealt with in restoration literature, as 

is the possibility that widespread acceptance of the practice could open the door to further 

degradation. 

Furthermore, there needs to be more wrestling with the ambiguous reality of human 

intentions and actions in restoration, as well as optimism about what humankind can do to 

ameliorate environmental harms. Such optimism may be appropriate as it is important to 

acknowledge human giftedness and the good humans might do. However, such optimism 

may border on hubris and engender foolhardiness with respect to our interventions in the 

natural world. Despite this potential danger, I am unwilling to concede that we should pull 

back from acting at all, which is what Katz suggests is appropriate. He argues that if we are 

going to intervene in nature, we have to first find the criterion for right intervention. He 

writes, ‘To be morally justified, all human activity, even that between humans, requires a 

standard of appropriate intervention’; only when we have such a criterion will human 

activity ‘avoid the stigma of domination’.310 Although, as Lo has suggested, it may be more 

‘convenient’ to have a stance of non-interference so as to avoid acting wrongly toward 

nature, ‘morality is not just about staying out of conflicts and avoiding evil; it is also about 

giving assistance and doing good’.311 Wrestling with both of these aspects is crucial for 

navigating the moral life, and it is something that I believe can be addressed by grounding 

the moral life in the redeeming work of God in Christ, a work that sets the moral agent free 

to act into the world with the knowledge of her ultimate affirmation in Christ, but more on 

this in Chapter 3 and 6. 

1.4. Conclusion 

The question that keeps surfacing through this chapter is this: what is the appropriate place 

and role of the human person in the natural world, and specifically in restoration? And this 

question is predicated on the question of what the natural world is and how this bears upon 

the human person and moral action. The controversy over the legitimacy of restoration as an 

environmental practice stems from fundamental disagreements over these questions. 

Restoration transgresses established ideological boundaries between nature and culture 

within mainstream environmental thought, and it forces us to confront fundamental questions 

about what it means to be human and what moral action with respect to the natural world 

might look like. In this, it seems to me to be inviting and opening out to theological 
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engagement, an implicit invitation made more apparent by the use of theological language 

and themes in restoration literature and one that warrants a response. Restoration also gives 

us the occasion to find that middle space between a tendency toward hubristic optimism and 

domination and the desire for morally unambiguous courses of action that ultimately foster 

inaction. A theological framework for moral action in the natural world, I believe, can assist 

us in navigating this space of humble, trusting, and free human activity. But before 

embarking on this endeavour, one major aspect of ecological restoration needs to be 

explored, that is, the role of history in determining and shaping moral action through 

restoration.  
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Chapter 2 

History and Moral Action in Ecological Restoration 

2.0. Introduction 

Ecological restoration, as it has been framed thus far as a scientific and cultural practice that 

raises deeper questions about the nature of human life, the natural world, and moral action, 

has attempted to manoeuvre through these issues by looking to the past to guide present 

action. Indeed, the very language of ‘restoration’, along with its defining terms such as 

'recovery' and 'degraded, damaged, or destroyed', with their inherent orientation toward the 

past, indicates that history will in some way figure into the practice. This chapter seeks to 

draw out this historical feature of restoration practice, explored as the understanding or 

perception of the past of an ecosystem or landscape. What is of particular interest here is 

how history, or our understandings of the past, functions in ethically significant ways in 

restoration such that it influences what is deemed to be appropriate action in contexts of 

ecological degradation. The first goal of this chapter, then, is to look at how history affects 

moral action in restoration, and the second goal is to explore the difficulties with such a 

reliance on history within restoration practice, particularly in the face of certain challenges 

such as climate change, shifting ecological models of ecosystems, or a lack of (or mis-) 

knowledge of how ecosystems functioned in the past. These two goals or lines of 

questioning are important within the broader context of this dissertation because the first 

reveals aspects of some of the existing frameworks for moral action within ecological 

restoration practice and the second exposes some of the difficulties with these frameworks. I 

see this as providing essential background for a theological framework for Christian moral 

action through restoration, one in which historical understandings have their place but are 

not ultimately at the helm determining moral action. 

To achieve these two goals, I begin by briefly outlining in Section One the role of 

historical consciousness as a precursor to the recognition of environmental degradation, 

which is itself a necessary precursor to ecological restoration. In Section Two, I examine 

how a historical awareness that what is is not as good as what was can serve as a motivator 

for moral action through restoration, especially as it is manifest in a nostalgic desire for a 

better past and in the desire for redemption. In Section Three, I trace how history can serve 

as a guide for moral action in restoration. I look at three important features of this role: a) 

how historical baselines or reference conditions serve as guides to present action, and the 

problems therein; b) how ecological models affect moral action in restoration, particularly as 

they undermine or support the historical limit as a guide for action; and c) how history serves 

as a check on human hubris. I also look at the challenge historical novelty poses to a reliance 
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on history as a guide for moral action, a challenge that also highlights an important tension 

within restoration between past and future orientations of the practice. 

2.1. Historical Consciousness and Restoration 

Historical features are central to the practice of ecological restoration: that this may be the 

case is apparent in the language of 'restoration'. Such language gestures to some point in the 

past prior to particular changes, a point that is deemed preferable to what presently exists. As 

David Lowenthal states, 'Like myriad re-words…restoration implies going back to an earlier 

condition, often the pristine original. The previous is held better – healthier, safer, purer, 

truer, more enduring, beautiful, or authentic – than what now exists', and the aim is the 

retrieval of the previous condition, 'a status quo ante'.312 This seems to suggest at least one 

important point, namely that ecological restoration relies on the development of a historical 

consciousness (i.e., there must be a sense of what was in order to know that what is is 

inadequate). To draw out this connection, I will briefly highlight three historical features that 

play a role in preparing the way for restoration as a response to the problem of 

environmental degradation in the United States. In this I also hope to show how ecological 

restoration as an organised practice is closely tied with distinctively North American 

sensibilities about human activity and the natural world, a point that was also implied in the 

brief look at wilderness preservation and the nature/culture dualism in Chapter 1. 

The first historical feature that played a role in the development of ecological 

restoration was the deliberately ahistorical character of the American experiment that extoled 

the landscape even as it destabilised its ecosystems. This feature is important in that it laid 

the foundation for the cultural myths that figured so prominently in the development of early 

restoration theory and practice, namely the preference for restoring the pre-European 

settlement landscape. Many of the European settlers who arrived on the shores of the ‘New 

World’ thought they had found a ‘new creation’, a Garden of Eden where they could shake 

off the dust of European civilisation, tradition, and history, and where they could ‘sinless, 

begin again and build a perfect society’.313 Although there was evidence of indigenous 

habitation and alteration of the landscape, they nevertheless often saw themselves as a kind 
                                                        
312  David Lowenthal, “Reflections on Humpty-Dumpty Ecology,” in Restoration and 

History, ed. Marcus Hall (Florence, KY: Routledge, 2009), 13. 
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of new Adam in Eden and chose to depict the land as pristine, as a primeval and pre-historic 

paradise unfettered by history and tradition.314 Even long after early settlement, Americans 

continued to resist the idea of their historical past. To be an American was to be disengaged 

from the ‘heritage of human history’; the cultural ideal was, in the words of R.W. Lewis, ‘an 

individual emancipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by 

the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual standing alone, self-reliant and self-

propelling’.315 Along with this denial of the past was a marked emphasis on the present and 

future, particularly on the task of settling and subduing the landscape. Even while it was 

commended, settlement was also creating a new problem, the kind of problem that arises 

when expansion and rapid transformation are uncoupled from the kinds of critical reflection 

that a historical consciousness provides. 

Active resistance to the idea of history in the fledgling nation precluded an 

awareness of what was being lost in the process, namely the very natural places – the Edenic 

paradise – that was an essential element of the cultural narrative. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, the deficiencies of this ahistorical view began to be apparent in the 

degradation of the land’s ecosystems in the wake of settlement. What is interesting about 

what was turning out to be an ecologically destructive historical project is that it also stood 

alongside a concomitant elevation of nature as an untainted and less problematic substitute 

for history; as Lowenthal argues, ‘ultimately nature in America demonstrated that God built 

better than men’.316 In this capacity nature began to take on important cultural, spiritual, and 

                                                        
314 This is an interesting point of tension in the literature on early contact. Athough 
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moral significance,317 which would eventually factor into the recognition that it should not 

only be preserved but also restored.  

The second historical feature I want to explore relates to one aspect of nature’s 

cultural significance in America. As noted above, American settlers had headed out into the 

so-called wilderness on a mission to settle the landscape, which was no small task on the 

inhospitable frontier. 318  What emerged from this encounter was an important cultural 

narrative of the virtuous and hard-working frontiersman engaged in a battle for survival 

against the antagonist – the wild frontier.319 The frontier gained mythic status as a place 

where people 'shed the trappings of civilization, rediscovered their primitive racial energies, 

reinvented direct democratic institutions, and thereby reinfused themselves with a vigor, an 

independence, and a creativity that were the source of American democracy and national 

character'. 320  Nature as the frontier had become a key player in the shaping of the 

quintessential American. 

However, when in 1893 Frederick Jackson Turner presented a paper entitled, ‘The 

Significance of the Frontier in American History’, declaring that the American frontier was 

closed and with it ‘the first period of American history’,321 it became readily apparent that 

the cultural narrative was in danger, and with it the core values of American identity, due to 

the very aims that lay at the heart of the narrative: the settlement of the land. And so Marcus 

Hall suggests that in declaring one chapter of American history closed and another one open, 

Turner actually gave Americans a historical consciousness, something that had been absent 

among a people concerned only with progress. This sense of closure and the end of the era of 

limitless expansion prompted reflection on what had been accomplished and created 
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nostalgia for a primitive and less complicated past,322 all of which prompted the movement 

to wilderness preservation so that there could still be places where these ideals could be 

played out.323 Indeed, by the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, wilderness 

areas came to be seen as valuable places where people from industrialised cities could 

experience and re-enact the primitive frontier by hunting, fishing, and living off the land.324 

Such areas were imbued with significance as places for physical, psychological, and spiritual 

renewal, for leisure and contemplation 325  far away from the 'perplexing problems of 

everyday life and…from the tyranny of wires, bells, schedules and pressing 

responsibility’.326 Ironically, these sensibilities were particularly acute among the urban elite 

who sought to escape to the wilderness away from their own degrading practices that were 

now threatening the landscape, and many of whom would seek to preserve these areas as 

national parks.327  Although I have focused here on describing the significance of the 

American landscape and the move to protect wilderness, the same kinds of ideas about 

nature crop up later in the move to restore ecosystems, as will be seen in the next section. 

The final historical feature I want to highlight centres on the problem of 

environmental degradation. This is important because in order for ecological restoration to 

exist as a response to degradation, there must first be an awareness of environmental 

degradation. As Hall has argued, 'To understand the past of restoration, one must first 
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consider the past of degradation’.328 So what is this past of degradation and what bearing 

does it have on moral action? Hall has argued that prior to the nineteenth century 

environmental damage was believed to result from natural causes such as floods, fires, and 

droughts, and the restorative impulse was directed toward addressing these harms.329 

However, with the publication of the landmark text, Man and Nature by George Perkins 

Marsh in 1864, this assumption was challenged.330 Having witnessed various forms of 

degradation in Europe and North America, as well as the different ways degradation was 

conceived,331 Marsh put forth the novel idea that humans were primarily to blame for 

degradation and, thus, had a responsibility to make amends for their actions.332 He writes that 

‘man is everywhere a disturbing agent’ who destroys nature and her equilibriums.333 Indeed, 

wherever ‘he plants his foot, the harmonies of nature are turned to discords’ and ‘of all 

organic beings, man alone is to be regarded as essentially a destructive power’.334 In the face 

of such destructiveness, Marsh called for humans to become ‘co-worker[s] with nature’ 

through restoration to ‘aid her in reclothing the mountain slopes with forests and vegetable 

mould…’335 This desire to restore nature that later becomes the practice of ecological 

restoration is integrally connected to a consciousness of the difference between what the 

landscape now is and what the landscape once was, and an awareness of the contributing 

factors to its changes. Such a historical consciousness also brings with it a new 

understanding of what it means to be human and how human activities affect earth’s 

ecosystems.  

My purpose in tracing these three historical features has been to highlight the 

connection between a consciousness of the past and moral action in the present. If a place is 
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believed to be ahistorical, then there is little in that place that needs to be honoured or carried 

forward; if a place is bound up with a historical and cultural narrative that is crucial for the 

formation of virtue, then the place may need to be preserved so that those virtues are not lost; 

and if a place is recognised to be degraded due to human actions, then it may become 

necessary to restore it. Furthermore, this historical context of ecological restoration is 

important, as will be apparent in the next section, for understanding why certain issues, such 

as the preference for restoring to a pre-settlement baseline, continue to arise in the literature. 

It is also important to recognise these biases as arising in and addressing a particular cultural 

milieu, especially when restoration is practiced outside of the North American context in 

parts of the world where there has been continuous habitation for millennia. In the next 

section, I seek to draw out some of these cultural and moral features further by tracing the 

role of a desire for the past in restoration practices. 

2.2. Desiring the Past: Motivations for Restorative Action 

The closing of the frontier and the threat to American cultural ideals, the recognition of the 

human causes of environmental degradation, and the consciousness of widespread and rapid 

changes to the landscape, were all pieces that contributed to a nostalgic longing for the past 

and a desire to take action before it was too late. The primary response was to seek 

protection for the vestiges of remaining wilderness before they were logged, mined, planted, 

and built upon; this led to the establishment of national parks and the later ratification of the 

1964 Wilderness Act. The past, however, that was being preserved through the protection of 

wilderness areas and national parks was a past bathed in a cultural myth of a wild, 

uninhabited, and unspoiled landscape, an Edenic landscape that existed prior to European 

settlement. And it was this myth that also played a significant role in another response to 

degradation, that of restoration.  

The desire to restore nature is closely connected with a yearning for the past, for a 

time prior to environmental degradation. William Jordan and George Lubick have made a 

compelling argument for restoration as a response peculiar to newcomers for whom arrival 

conditions are particularly important. It is ‘a response to the mixture of regret, nostalgia, and 

curiosity some feel on looking back at the “original” landscape they and their predecessors 

have altered, often beyond recognition’.336 Furthermore, Jordan suggests that ‘the cultural 

disjuncture caused by the European invasion fostered the illusion that the pre-contact 

landscape was pristine, a landscape that represented nature in its pure form, uncompromised 

by culture’.337 ‘Nature’ then became that which was there before Europeans arrived. And 
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given this association between nature and first impressions of a landscape, as well as a 

subsequent yearning for that past, it is not surprising that, Jordan notes, ‘the conservationists 

who began trying to re-create prairies and other pre-contact landscapes early in the 20th 

century thought of what they were doing as the recreation of nature’.338 At the same time, 

although it is certainly the case that these myths play a role in restoration, restoration also 

moves beyond these myths in significant ways, as shall be seen. Furthermore, part and parcel 

with this yearning for the past is an implicit desire for redemption, for a way to erase or 

make amends for the harmful activities of humans across the landscape, and such redemption 

has a decided historical character, that is, a desire to recreate the past as a way to move into a 

better future. These desires have played a motivating role in the work of restoration, though 

not an exclusive one; motivations for restoration are varied, nevertheless, there is an intrinsic 

desire for a connection to the past before degradation.339 

One place, then, where the influence of this cultural narrative can be seen is in the 

tendency to choose the 'pre-settlement baseline', that is, pre-European settlement as the 'zero 

point before all negative changes',340  as the target historical ecosystem for restoration 

projects,341 even though there would be a wide variety of possible baselines to choose from. 

This preference for the pre-settlement baseline reveals important attitudes about white 

settlement. The arrival of European settlers, along with their practices of clearing land, 

agriculture, livestock grazing, and fire suppression, is believed to have 'disrupted' the natural 

landscape, which previously existed in a more healthy condition. The implicit assumption is 

that prior to European settlement ‘nature functioned the way it was meant to function’, when 

it was the ‘real thing’ in an ‘original’ state ‘marked by oscillations of varying lengths as 

species adjusted to one another as well as to perturbations’.342 It also suggests an underlying 

racism, a belief that white people are the only ones who ‘make a difference’.343 

The reality is, of course, that the North American landscape had for millennia been 

‘disturbed’ by native peoples. Across the continent they had hunted, terraced land for 
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cultivation, managed landscapes through the use of fire, and in some places put considerable 

pressure on ecosystems. Despite this, the changes American Indians made to the land have 

often been depicted as more ‘natural’, and the people themselves as having little or no real 

impact on the land. This denial of the efficacy of Native American labour and intentionality 

reveals a latent racism within environmentalism that perpetuates the myth of the 

‘ecologically noble savage’.344 Ignoring this reality, wilderness preservationists in the early 

days often tended to create landscapes reflecting a past that existed only in the cultural 

imagination; indeed, these myths were so powerful that the 'preservation' of these wilderness 

landscapes often required removing Native Americans from their lands.345 However, given 

more recent awareness of changes to the land by indigenous peoples, we have begun to see 

an increasing interest in their practices. For instance, Native American techniques have been 

incorporated into restoration projects. In addition, some restorationists want to push the 

boundary of restoration beyond merely that of the ecological to the ‘restoration of the whole 

ecosystem, including its human inhabitants, often engaged in the cultural activities of 

hunting, fishing, gathering, firing of vegetation, and agriculture that originally shaped the 

ecosystems involved’.346 Furthermore, an awareness of Native American changes has also 

generated an interest in ‘rewilding’, that is, restoring to pre-human conditions. Rewilding 

seeks ‘to restore some of the evolutionary and ecological potential’ that was lost when the 

first humans came to North America 13,000 years ago causing species extinctions, 

particularly of megafauna.347 

The unravelling of the cultural myth of the pristine, uninhabited wilderness as 

quintessential ‘nature’ to which degraded ecosystems should be restored has presented a 

challenge to the preference for the pre-settlement baseline in restoration practice. At the 

same time, this preference for the pre-settlement baseline may also point to something quite 

real and fundamental, namely that ecosystems ‘in the past tended to be less grievously 
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affected by human activities than they are today’.348 Indeed, it does seem to be the case that 

European settlers did transform the landscape in ways never before seen on the continent,349 

and so the pre-settlement landscape actually may present us with a truer picture of what 

healthier ecosystems should look like.350 As Higgs has suggested, nostalgia can have an 

ecological basis in so far as it offers us ‘a wide array of alternative models of ecological 

integrity’ and moves us toward a simpler existence.351 Therefore, it seems to me that 

nostalgia in restoration can function in both positive and negative ways, pointing to the 

reality of a less environmentally degraded past even while remaining connected to the 

unreality of a cultural myth of a pristine past. 

But why worry about restoration's ties to a nostalgic desire to recover a mythical 

past? For the simple reason that, as Hall notes, our 'assumptions about our place in nature, 

about our sense of the past, weigh heavily on how we set out to restore’.352 Indeed, 

restorations driven by nostalgic yearning may gloss over ‘much of the difficulty of times 

past’ and impose on the landscape an alien and unreal vision of what nature should be in that 

place.353 As such, ecological restoration could end up constituting an act of domination on 

the landscape.354 But this may always be a danger that cannot be avoided, after all, as Hall 

suggests,  

When we bring back remembered natures, they typically return in idealized 
forms. Even though we may have detailed descriptions of a former place, 
our memories of it may still serve as the dominant guide in our efforts to re-
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create it: nostalgia is not merely love of the past, but the love of an idealized 
subset of the past.355  

This resonates with Lowenthal’s argument that ‘Memory not only conserves the past but 

adjusts recall to current needs’ and it ‘transforms the past we have known into what we think 

it should have been’.356 

Yet, it is not a foregone conclusion that such cultural visions would necessarily pose 

a threat to the landscape, as such; it is conceivable that landscapes that embody valued 

cultural myths may receive greater attention and care than those more 'real' landscapes that 

lack a cultural connection to human communities. To be fair, these are problems that many 

restorationists have wrestled with. In order to avoid idealisations of pre-settlement 

environments, some have argued that what is needed is a greater emphasis on 'value-neutral' 

historic conditions, meaning presumably the historic form ecosystems took rather than the 

cultural perception of those ecosystems.357 But this in itself does not solve the problem, 

given, as Jan Dizard has argued, ‘our understanding of the past', however objectively it may 

be based, 'is inextricably bound up with cultural assumptions that often bear little 

relationship to what the past actually looked like’.358 

This interface is perhaps where the process of restoration may prove most helpful. 

Jordan has suggested that the process of restoration itself actually serves to unravel these 

cultural myths in significant ways. He writes, 'Attempting to rescue the landscape from 

history, the restorationist moves inevitably toward the discovery that there is no escape from 

history, just as there is no escape from ecology. Beginning as an attempt to reverse or 

obliterate time, restoration concludes by accommodating it’.359 It becomes for him not a 

nostalgic return to a preferable past but a 'troubling encounter with time and change' and a 

form of applied history in which practices of restoration, such as controlled burning, re-enact 

Native American land management, revive their history, and bring a deeper understanding of 
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human interaction with the landscape into the cultural consciousness.360 In short, by moving 

into this myth – the search for ‘nature’ or Eden – one encounters a very different thing, 

namely, as Jordan states, ‘history’: the reality of human involvement with landscapes.361 

In addition to the desire for the past as a feature of the cultural myth of pristine 

wilderness prior to settlement, there seems to be another factor in play in this desire for the 

past, namely a spiritual desire for redemption from the harmful environmental acts humans 

have committed. In the Introduction, I noted that this deeper motivation is evident in the 

appearance in restoration literature of the ideas of redemption, absolution, repentance, 

atonement, restitution, and resurrection. Higgs suggests that restorationists draw on the 

language of redemption because in restoration it is possible to ‘read in to it aspirations that 

go significantly beyond quotidian concerns’.362 The idea of ecological restoration seems to 

answer an inner need, among those who have awakened to the reality of harmful human 

effects in the natural world, to confront and reflect on these effects, and to compensate for 

them in constructive and meaningful ways. It provides a way for people to move beyond, as 

Sylvan argues, the mere recognition of the ‘sins of the past, for the ways of the forebears, for 

the destruction they wrought’ to acts that ‘atone’ for these sins.363 In other words, restoration 

is appealing because it provides ‘a redemptive opportunity’; it is a way to make amends for 

or to undo some of the damage humans have caused.364 As Higgs has noted, the possibility 

of there being a way to become unburdened, absolved, or cleansed from these sins can be ‘a 

strong incentive for action by those racked with guilt’.365 By providing a way to mitigate 

harms to the environment, ecological restoration ‘shelters the practitioner’ from despair and 

instils her ‘with optimism and a sense of expiation’.366 Along with cultural nostalgia for a 

return to the past, this desire for redemption can serve as a powerful motivator for restorative 

action.  

In their history of ecological restoration, Jordan and Lubick highlight the biblical 

idea of fall and redemption as one key piece of the ‘conceptual hardware on the American 
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hard drive’ underlying the development of restoration.367 They suggest, as others have before 

them, that Americans have long understood events in terms of the oscillation between the 

fall into sin and finding redemption. Redemption, however, tends to be configured as a 

return to an original state, usually the Garden of Eden, and as a human task.368 As they note, 

this desire to recover Eden was expressed either in the attempt to transform the landscape 

into a garden or to reach back behind human transformative activities to restore what they 

believed to be a ‘pristine’ and ‘original’ landscape.369 Faced with the reality of harmful acts 

in the natural world, ecological restoration seeks to compensate for such acts by restoring 

ecosystems without reference to human preferences, and in so doing restoration is seen to be 

redemptive.370 Such restorations are of the 'ecocentric' variety and as such are not about 

improving a landscape or ecosystem because it suits human interests or improves human 

lives, though it may do so; instead, as Jordan suggests, ecocentric restoration is performed 

for the ecosystem’s own sake.371 It aims to be the ‘literal re-creation of a previously existing 

ecosystem, including not just some but all its parts and processes’.372 To do so, restoration 

returns a particular landscape to ‘the condition it was in before “we” arrived on the scene’.373 

For Jordan, the emphasis on the ‘before us’ is about restoring ecosystems that are ‘not about 

“us”’, about recovering ecosystems that simply existed as ‘given’ and ‘owed nothing to 

“us”’.374 He thinks of it in terms of an effort to erase ourselves ‘ecologically’ through 

restorative work. Restorations of this kind are an altruistic and conscious effort to set our 

interests to the side ‘in deference to the old ecosystem, to nature-as-given’.375 
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2.3. History as a Guide for Moral Action 

Having outlined in the previous two sections how historical awareness, cultural narratives, 

and desire to recover the past prompt and motivate human acts of ecological restoration, the 

present task is to examine how history may also serve as a guide for moral action in 

restoration. To do this, I will draw out what I believe to be at least three key aspects of this 

role that bear upon moral action through restoration. First, I will expand upon the use of 

historical baselines as guides for action and explore some of the difficulties with relying on 

historical knowledge as a guide. Second, I will examine the effects of shifting ecological 

models on the role of history as guide in restoration. Third, I will look at how fidelity to 

historic ecosystems serves as a check on hubris and can foster the kinds of attitudes and 

behaviours that may be useful for responding to novel conditions, particularly those of 

anthropogenic climate change. In working through these three points, I will also highlight 

what I perceive to be a significant tension in restoration practice between either orienting 

present action toward the past or toward the future, between what an ecosystem was and 

what it may need to be to survive in the face of climate change. It is my intention to begin 

tracing the broad outlines of how to hold in tension past, present, and future considerations, 

reserving for Chapters 4, 5, and 6 a more in-depth exploration of this important ethical 

tension from a theological perspective. 

When an ecosystem or landscape is judged to be degraded and there is a desire to 

repair the damage through restoration, the question of to what do we restore? inevitably 

arises. Restorationists have to decide which of the many ecosystems that have existed in a 

particular place will be the target ecosystem for the restoration project. These historical 

ecosystems are sometimes referred to as the baseline, reference system, or reference 

condition. In the Historical Ecology Handbook, Dave Egan and Evelyn Howell have 

outlined four uses for reference systems: 1) they ‘define what the original or preferred 

condition (composition, structure, processes, function) was compared to the present’; 2) they 

‘determine what factors caused the degradation’; 3) they ‘define what needs to be done to 

restore the ecosystem’; and 4) they ‘develop criteria for measuring the success of restoration 

treatments or experiments’.376 As this comprehensive use of reference systems indicates, 

historical knowledge of an ecosystem is essential to restoration practice. Understanding the 

historical ecosystem, its changes and the contributing factors to that change, provides crucial 

foundational knowledge that serves as a guide for determining and evaluating present action. 
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Of course, the importance of reflection on the history of an ecosystem is not restricted to 

restoration practice but is applicable to conservation more broadly.377 Drawing upon what we 

know about the past of an ecosystem and using this knowledge as a guide is a practical and, I 

would affirm, a necessary step, but it is not an unambiguous one. 

Utilising historical sources of many types, such as written descriptions, oral 

histories, old photographs, land surveys, paintings, land-use records, maps, tree rings, pollen, 

spores, fire scars, microfossils, ice cores, and sediments,378 as well as relying upon current 

ecological science, restorationists look for clues to species composition and placement, how 

the species may have interacted, or what the role of humans and other animals played in the 

ecosystem. This research adds to our knowledge of the natural world in significant ways, 

particularly in giving us knowledge of how the parts function together as a whole, and 

provide guidance for the kinds of interactions that may be warranted at the present time. One 

of the main difficulties is that in most cases the ecological historical records are either non-

existent or patchy at best. Another difficulty is that the species, and even certain cultural 

practices, that once comprised these systems, not to mention the ecosystems themselves, 

may now be extinct or missing.379 Given the potential gaps in knowledge and in ecosystems, 

restorationists must venture into territory beyond the reach of history's guidance, 

constructing the most likely ecosystem based on other similar undisturbed places or filling 

niches with related species, thereby engaging in creative and informed experimentation.380 

This, of course, is the challenge presented by historical novelty, that is, when present 

circumstances differ from those of the past and thus require new responses. What this point 

raises is the need to parse out how such responses may be framed, such that they foster 

neither a no holds barred approach to the natural world nor an avoidance of present realities; 

I will return to this in Chapter 6 because it is my sense that a theological framework, in 

which a theological anthropology is developed in concert with an understanding of the 

natural world, can aid in this. 

                                                        
377 Writing from the context of fisheries conservation, Daniel Pauly has argued that without 
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economic losses resulting from overfishing, or for identifying targets for rehabilitation measures'. 
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Deciding upon a course of action is not simply dependent upon our knowledge, or 

lack thereof, of the historic ecosystem; it is also affected by the ecological models employed. 

One of the dominant views of natural processes that has since fallen out of favour, though it 

continues to hold sway in the popular environmental imagination, is that of nature as ‘a 

stable, holistic, homeostatic community capable of preserving its natural balance more or 

less indefinitely if only humans can avoid “disturbing” it’.381 This understanding influenced 

the early twentieth-century ecological model of Frederic Clements, who proposed that 

ecological communities have ‘climax’ states of stability and biodiversity towards which it 

will progress unless outside disturbances hinder this movement.382 According to Clements’ 

view, nature is a balanced entity, its ‘ecosystems are closed, internally regulated, in 

equilibrium with climate, and relatively static when undisturbed’.383 The climax condition 

has tended to be interpreted as that which existed prior to European settlement or 

'disturbance'. This view of ecosystems has significant moral implications. If nature is an 

interconnected, stable, holistic community unless disturbed by humans, then the moral 

prescription is clear: first, avoid disturbing ecosystems; and second, if ecosystems are 

disturbed, the responsibility lies with the disturbing agent to repair the damage so that nature 

can resume its progress to its climax state. 

This climax model, which has had an influence on ecological restoration, 384 

however, has been called into question and replaced by a model that emphasises the 

importance of change in ecosystems, and this shift, not surprisingly, has also shifted moral 

thought on human activity in the world's ecosystems. New scientific models of ecosystems 

suggest that change ‘appears to be intrinsic and natural at many scales of time and space in 

the biosphere’.385 According to this ‘nature-in-flux view’, the natural world is and always has 

been ‘the transient product of a unique and never-to-be-repeated sequence of climate 

changes and biotic invasions’.386 It is an open system that incorporates outside influences and 

is ‘capable of reaching any of several temporary equilibria’.387 Baird Callicott summarises 

the implications of this view: 

There are no “original states of nature – no self-producing climax 
communities that will persist in perpetuity if only people do not disturb them 
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– just multiple historical states of nature, temporarily persisting domains of 
ecological attraction. Nor are any ecologically recent historical states of 
nature free of anthropogenic change; none are “pristine” any more than they 
are original.388 

With respect to ecological restoration, it is conceivable that such a shift in ecological 

models could be used both to undermine and support restoration practices. If ecosystems are 

open and dynamic, humans may be viewed as part of a cadre of change agents in an 

ecosystem, no more unnatural or harmful than any other. If human activities no longer 

disturb or harm dynamic ecosystems, then there seems to be little need for restoration. But 

Daniel Botkin does not take this path; he writes: 

to accept certain kinds of change is not to accept all kinds of change. 
Moreover, we must focus our attention on the rates at which changes occur, 
understanding that certain rates of change are natural, desirable, and 
acceptable, while others are not. As long as we refuse to admit that any 
change is natural, we cannot make this distinction and deal with its 
implications.389 

Given such an account, restoration activities would still be important for addressing 

degrading changes however they may be singled out from 'acceptable' changes. A more 

dynamic understanding of ecosystems could actually give restorationists more leeway in 

what they restore to – ‘a series of communities of varying states of development and with 

varying origins’390 – given that there is no longer an imperative to return an ecosystem to 

some climax state, especially that of the pre-settlement baseline. Aspects of the flux model 

seem to fit well with restoration goals, particularly as it pertains to human action in 

restoration. Botkin himself points to how this may be the case. He argues that old 

equilibrium models ‘blind us to the possibilities for constructive action’;391 indeed, such 

models present humans with little alternative other than to be disturbing and harming forces 

in nature. But, if ecosystems are dynamic, then humans can take a more active role in the 

natural world.392 Botkin is interested in how these new models of nature may enable us to 

achieve wider environmental goals: ‘people living within nature, neither poisoning it nor 

destroying its reproductive capabilities’.393 This, of course, fits well with a primary goal of 

restoration, a goal that presumes deep human engagement with the natural world through 
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restorative activities that foster environmental attitudes and behaviours necessary to protect 

it from harm. 

In light of this shift in ecological models, questions about the appropriate use of 

language have also come to the fore. For instance, instead of the language of baseline,394 

restorationists now more commonly use the language of reference conditions, reference 

systems, or historic range of variation to reflect a more dynamic approach to ecosystem 

restoration.395 Rather than rigidly adhering to a particular historical time period, historic 

range recognises that ecosystems are dynamic and complex and that what restorationists 

measure and observe in an ecosystem is also ‘likely to change over time and space but within 

a range where the system remains basically recognizable’.396 Another example is that of the 

use of the language of ‘trajectory’: instead of returning an ecosystem to a particular historic 

condition, restoration is described as an attempt ‘to return an ecosystem to its historic 

trajectory’,397 where trajectory denotes the ‘developmental pathway of an ecosystem through 

time’.398 Such a trajectory is conceived to lie within ‘a broad yet confined range of potential 

ecological expressions through time’. 399  Even the language of ‘restoration’ has been 

questioned because, as Higgs has noted, it ‘connotes a fixed, historic, and static notion of 

ecosystems’.400 Instead, he invites restorationists to consider the language of ‘regeneration’ 

as an alternative because it ‘gives open recognition to the tentative, developmental quality of 

sensitive human engagements with ecosystems’.401  
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What this discussion over language indicates is there is an inherent tension within 

restoration concerning the orientation for the practice. Should it be oriented toward 

recreating a past condition or toward the future and the long-term maintenance of 

ecosystems, especially in the face of anthropogenic climate change? Answers to this 

question are wide-ranging and tend to lie along a continuum from strict adherence to historic 

ecosystems to those that disregard history altogether and advocate inventionism. Most 

responses lie somewhere in the middle. Holmes Rolston, for instance, argues that the past 

cannot be recovered but that we can restore the ‘products of nature (i.e., seeds, seedlings, 

nutrients, species, soils, clean waters), and, with this, encourage the reappearance of what we 

are really putting back: natural processes’.402 Mark Davis and Lawrence Slobodkin suggest 

using history mainly as a starting point for restorations that should be future-oriented ‘to 

meet the needs (biological, physical, aesthetic, and spiritual) of future generations’.403 Andre 

Clewell also argues for restoring to the future, though without the creeping anthropocentrism 

implicit in Davis and Slobodkin’s argument, and for returning an ecosystem to its 

developmental trajectory.404 Although viewing history as a worthy goal for restoration, R. 

Bruce Hull and David Robertson advocate for openness to other possible goals, such as 

restoration with an eye toward the kinds of ecosystems that are likely ‘to succeed socially as 

well as ecologically’.405  Although restoration practitioners may align themselves more 

closely with one side or the other, in practice the lines may be blurred. For example, 

Lowenthal has noted that even when professing a strong allegiance to returning ecosystems 

to a pre-disturbance condition, restorationists often take actions that bear a closer 

resemblance to ‘improving’ and ‘creating’ ecosystems.406 And this blurring seems to me to 

be entirely appropriate because however important restoring the historic ecosystem will be, 

there is the inevitable moment when the past cannot be repeated and restorationists must 

discern the appropriate course of action that responds to present realities. 

Maintaining this tension in restoration between past, present, and future seems to me 

to be important. On the one hand, restorationists have good reasons for wanting to maintain a 

strong connection to the past, especially in light of new ecological insights. The concern is 

that without history, we may end up ‘giving too much to the capricious nature of 
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contemporary judgment’.407  Without the past ‘as a guide for choosing the appropriate 

restored state’, our restoration projects may become ‘arbitrary’ with ‘target landscapes’ 

shifting along with the fashions.408 Retaining such ties to history serves as an important 

check on human whims; it is a conservative stance that maintains a healthy scepticism of 

new insights and innovation. Higgs writes of historical knowledge as a  

governor on our exuberant ambitions. … History reminds us to exercise 
caution and careful choice in how we restore. The very act of researching 
the historical conditions of an ecosystem slows us down to consider the 
longer-term changes that an ecosystem experiences, and how our 
contemporary intervention will likely play out. This particular function of 
history will become especially important under conditions of rapid 
environmental change.409 

And this opens out onto my third point, that history provides a check on human 

hubris, on the desire to transform the natural world to suit human interests. Restorationists 

cannot do whatever they wish in the world's ecosystems, but must in fact quiet their own 

wishes and desires and attend closely to the workings of the ecosystems they seek to 

restore.410 One of the significant ways that restoration fosters this kind of ecocentrism is 

through restoring all the elements of a historic ecosystem so that it may move forward as it 

might have, had humans not intervened to degrade or destroy it. One foreseeable 

consequence of setting aside the category of history as a guide is that the door could be 

opened to unfettered environmental tinkering and design of novel ecosystems. Having said 

this, however, it is also possible to envision the possibility of ecocentric attempts to design 

ecosystems with the express goal to rescue species from extinction, such as in the work of 

assisted migration. Compromising historical accuracy may be, as Jordan and Lubick suggest, 

‘what the restorationist who is committed to restoration of the whole ecosystem has to do in 

order to turn it edgewise, as it were, to get it through the knothole of drastic, effectively 

irreversible changes in conditions’.411 So it would seem that while the role of history as a 

guide may fill an important function in limiting hubris, it may not be sufficient for guiding 

action, especially those acts in which the line between hubris and responsible action may be 

unclear. Furthermore, it seems to me that history is an insufficient guarantor of humility in 

restoration, and I, for one, would like to see the bulwark against hubris shored up from other 

quarters as well, such as through a theological articulation of what it means to be human, of 
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moral action as fundamentally responsive rather than constructive, of the limits of 

knowledge, and the importance of discernment and the work of the Holy Spirit.  

And so, while restorationists may be justified in retaining a strong connection to the 

historic ecosystem, there is nevertheless a need for restorationists to respond to present 

realities. Climate change, for instance, presents a stiff challenge to the reliance on history 

within restoration practice. If ecosystems are rapidly changing, and will increasingly do so, 

historical reference or range may no longer be a useful guide given that historic species 

compositions and conditions may no longer be viable in these altered conditions without 

considerable human intervention.412 Although history is and should be an important aspect of 

restoration because of its usefulness in giving us clues for present action, both ecological and 

moral, it does not provide adequate guidance concerning novel cases, which are both natural 

and ethically challenging. But this is not to say that history should be pushed aside. 

Higgs, who has always been a strong supporter of the centrality of history for 

restoration practice, takes a temperate position with respect to history and the problem of 

novelty that I find useful. Although he concedes that restoration practice may come to play a 

less dominant role in how we address the problems of ecological degradation,413 he suggests 

that 'fidelity' to the historic ecosystem actually cultivates the kinds of attitudes and 

behaviours that may be quite important for addressing the novelty of anthropogenic climate 

change and for resisting the kinds of reactive responses to changes that could potentially be 

damaging.414
 He writes, 'Even in cases where history is largely erased, the discipline of 

understanding the erasure enlarges our humility, sensitivity, and self-restraint'.415 This is 

because, he notes,  

What seems likely is that we will confront problems that we have not 
previously known, and that our responses are best when they are cautious 
and circumspect. Knowledge of history exposes clues about what might 
happen, and the mere study of history forces a better understanding of a 
particular ecosystem and ecological principles and functions more 
generally.416  

Again he writes,  

In the act of restoration, which takes place intensively over a few weeks, 
months, or years, the past becomes the basis for setting forth our best 
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judgment about the present, and in this respect will influence how in the 
future we will adjudicate our actions. The past hardens our resolve to do the 
very best we can in respecting the movement of the past into the future.417 

What fidelity to historic ecosystems seems to foster is a moral attentiveness to 

present conditions and the bonds of affection between people and place that can 

accommodate change.418 History preserves the memory of past human interactions with 

nature that can inform present actions.419 Indeed, knowing the story of a place and seeing the 

difference between a previous and present ecosystem is important because it enables an 

evaluation of the effects of cultural practices upon the landscape and gives perspective on the 

kinds of practices that will be required to sustain healthy ecosystems.420 Telling stories about 

the past is one way to ensure that the place is respected in the future. Such stories give us a 

larger sense of that place, that it came before us and will move beyond us into the future; 

they can serve to limit our actions and prevent us ‘from creating nature solely according to 

our present interests’.421 

The way Higgs manoeuvres between fidelity to history and attentiveness to present 

changing concerns is quite compelling. The realities of the past are neither tossed aside as 

irrelevant for addressing novelty nor are they rigidly clung to. It is, as Throop has noted, an 

‘appropriately permissive’ approach that reflects ‘a vision of continuous landscape evolution 

resulting from the interplay of cultural and ecological factors’.422 Higgs recognises the need 

to attend to the interplay of human and ecological factors, weighing the desire to recreate a 

historic system with the social, economic, cultural, political, aesthetic, and moral goals that 

place constraints on the present, and be ready to loosen restoration goals. He manages to 

strike what I believe to be a necessary balance between, as he states, ‘the guiding role history 

plays in recovering ecosystems, and a pragmatism that allows a measure of autonomy for 
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‘sense of personal, professional, and bioregional identity’. Egan and Howell, “Introduction,” 5. 

420 Higgs, Nature by Design, 262. This is also a point that Glen Deliége makes most 
convincingly: ‘A natural area which is only managed for maximum diversity seems nothing more than 
a spatial vacuum in which we collect species, a container without any value, to be disposed of and 
thrown away at any point in time, as long as an other suitable container can be found. Such a nature 
commands little respect, reverence, or care. On the other hand, richly “storied landscapes” have a self-
evident weight and value for those who are implicated in their stories. Such landscapes do command 
respect and care – a care we can take upon ourselves by upholding their traditions, by adding our 
stories, by avoiding that their ‘weight’ disappears in the indifferent mass of replaceable and 
manipulable objects’. Glenn Deliége, “Restoring or Restorying Nature?,” in Nature, Space and the 
Sacred: Transdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Sigurd Bergmann et al. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 198. 

421 Higgs, Nature by Design, 145–46. 
422 Throop, “Environmental Virtues,” 49. 
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practitioners to work in the present'.423 Rather than seeking a resolution, our thinking about 

restoration needs to continue to hold in tension the importance of the past for guiding 

restoration activity and the need for open-ended approaches to present and future challenges; 

this tension may be held together in the theological idea of redemption as both restorative 

and transformative, which will be discussed in Chapters 4 and 6. Moreover, it may also be 

the case, as discussed in Chapter 4, that this ‘importance of the past’ may be doing double 

duty as a way of signifying an objective natural order that is central for shaping moral action 

in the present, giving further reason for retaining history or for at least trying to articulate 

how history may be better represented in a moral framework for restoration. 

2.4. Conclusion 

The past looms large in restoration practice, and the underlying question throughout this 

chapter has been this: to what extent is this appropriate? Historical consciousness seems to 

be crucial, both in its capacity for enabling recognition of degradation and in providing 

motivations for restoration. But the real difficulty seems to be in how much the past of an 

ecosystem ought to feature in how we engage with that degraded ecosystem today. Should 

the past be doggedly adhered to? Should there be fidelity with openness? Or should it be 

disregarded altogether in the face of rapid environmental changes? While Higgs offers a 

fairly satisfying way of holding the past and the present in tension, I believe this aspect 

needs to be treated more thoroughly, and crucially, theologically. Moreover, shifting views 

of ecosystem stability and flux force attention to these questions from a different angle, that 

of the ecological. Without conceding to an ‘everything is flux’ view, I want to explore 

theologically the possibility of holding in tension the idea of created order that is 

nevertheless open to change and newness. And so, the overarching goal of this chapter has 

been to further lay the groundwork for a theological framework that retains these tensions – 

historical and ecological – while offering guidance for moral action in restoration that is 

perceptive, attentive, responsive, and open. History, it seems to me, should not be made to 

bear the moral weight that it has, but nor do I want to cast it aside as irrelevant. In the 

remaining chapters of this dissertation, one of the main threads I want to pull through is how 

a theological approach might guide Christian moral action in restoration, affirming the past 

and its role in guiding moral action while opening out to creative responses to present 

challenges. And so, it is at this point that this thesis will quite pointedly shift gears from a 

largely practical, philosophical, and historical discussion of ecological restoration to that of 

constructing a theological framework for Christian moral action that provides the necessary 

limits on hubris while carving out space for creative responses to the problem of 

                                                        
423 Higgs, Nature by Design, 130.  
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degradation. In Part II, I begin in Chapter 3 with a short introduction outlining the key 

theological foundations of this thesis as the first step in constructing a theological 

framework, a task that will be developed in conversation with ecological restoration in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6. 
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Chapter 3 

Theological Foundations for Environmental Action 

3.0. Introduction 

Leaving behind the examination of the practice of ecological restoration, it is now time to 

shift gears and move toward exploring more explicitly what a Christian moral response to 

the problem of environmental degradation through restoration might look like, and more 

particularly how it might be framed given Christian commitments or theological foundations. 

Before taking up this constructive task, it is necessary in this chapter to lay out some of these 

theological presuppositions and to begin to expose the framing on which hangs this vision 

for Christian restorative action. Drawing on Oliver O’Donovan’s work on Christian ethics, 

Resurrection and Moral Order, I will maintain, first, that it is God’s redemption of all 

creation through the raising of Jesus Christ from the dead that forms the fundamental starting 

point for this discussion of Christian moral action and for restoration responses. Second, I 

will maintain that it is the work of the Holy Spirit that makes God’s redemption of creation a 

reality that shapes moral action in the world. This chapter provides a theological introduction 

to the chapters that follow and exposes the theological assumptions underpinning the 

examination of created order in Chapter 4, the human being in Chapter 5, and the kinds of 

moral action appropriate to both creation and the human being in Chapter 6.  

 3.1. Resurrection and the Moral Life 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, O’Donovan asserts, is the lynchpin for moral 

action because ‘it tells of God's vindication of his creation and so of our created life'.424 In 

the incarnation, the 'unique presence of God to his creation, the whole created order is taken 

up into the fate of this particular representative man' Jesus.425 It is the resurrection that 

pronounces the fate of this created order and humankind within it, that all creation is to be 

'totally restored at the last'.426 Prior to this decisive event, it was not clear what the fate of 

creation would be. If, for instance, ‘the creature consistently acted to uncreate itself, and with 

itself to uncreate the rest of creation, did this not mean that God’s handiwork was flawed 

beyond hope of repair?’427 And, if there was to be redemption, it was by no means certain 

                                                        
424 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 13. Although he admits that other events of Christ’s life, his 

death, ascension, Pentecost, and final judgment can and do ‘incite believers to ethical seriousness’, he 
homes in on the resurrection because it tells of the vindication of the moral agent and of the world.  

425 Ibid., 15. 
426 Ibid. 
427 Ibid., 14. 
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that it would include all creation, rather than being a flight from it.428 The resurrection of 

Jesus Christ, however, ruled out such possibilities, showing that, far from abandoning 

creation to decay and futility, God a) affirms the creation as the good creation,429 which 

remains important to God – ‘he has given it its order; it matters that it should conform to the 

order he has given it’430 – and b) offers the eschatological promise that ‘all shall be made 

alive’ one day.431 In the resurrection, God both restores the creation and ushers in the 

kingdom of God.432  How this affirmation bears upon the moral life may be seen by 

hearkening back to a point raised in the Introduction about O’Donovan’s moral realist 

position that avers the dependency of ethics upon the reality of the created order: ‘The way 

the universe is, determines how man ought to behave himself in it’.433 Thus, if the universe is 

taken up into Christ and affirmed as God’s good work that God will be faithful to bring to 

eschatological fulfilment, then its role in shaping moral action is assured.434  

Before further exploring other ways this affirmation of created order in the 

resurrection bears upon the moral life, it is important to pause briefly to note O’Donovan’s 

position on the relation between reality and morality, especially in regard to the is-ought 

problem raised by David Hume.435 Since Hume, and later through the influence of G.E. 

                                                        
428 One of the features of O’Donovan’s theology that makes it a particularly useful resource 

for Christian environmental ethics is his cosmic view of redemption, a redemption that has too often 
been limited to the human being. He states: ‘redemption is what God has done for the whole, and not 
just for a part of that which he once made’. Ibid., 55.  

429 On what it might mean for creation to be good, especially given evolutionary struggle, see 
footnoted discussion in Chapter 4. 

430 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 14. 
431 Ibid., 15. O’Donovan here quoting I Corinthians 15.22. 
432 Ibid. The slim description here of resurrection reflects O’Donovan’s similarly succinct 

account. As noted in the Introduction, this is a point for criticism. Gustafson, “Review,” 132; 
Oppenheimer, “Review: RMO,” 564–65. 

433 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 17.  
434 In taking up a moral realist position, O’Donovan seems himself in line with classical 

ethics (Plato, Aristotle, Stoics), which ‘treated ethics as a close correlate of metaphysics’. Ibid. And he 
asserts that early Christian moral thought was itself cast in a ‘realist mould’, influenced by Platonic 
and Stoic thought but also by the Hebrew Scriptures, which he sees as more than a ‘series of naked 
commands’. It is because of his interpretation of early Christian moral thinking as realist that he is so 
deliberate in his writings to draw on patristic sources. He writes, for example, that it is ‘partly to stress 
the existence of this authentic Christian tradition of moral thought, as well as from personal 
predilection, that I shall refer so often in what follows to Augustine’, whom he credits as a key 
influence on his thought. Ibid., 18; O’Donovan and Lockwood O’Donovan, “Oliver O’Donovan and 
Joan Lockwood O’Donovan: Political Theology,” 265, 267. This also points to his use of Scripture as 
the primary source for Christian ethics, as well as his rejection of historical criticism, which erects 
barriers to readings of Scripture as speaking to us today; he seems to take a more balanced approach 
that draws on insights from historical biblical criticism but also sees the Scripture as capable of 
addressing a variety of contexts. For a treatment of his biblical theology and ethics, see Bartholomew 
et al., A Royal Priesthood?. 

435 ‘In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always remarked, that 
the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and establishes the being of a 
God, or makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a sudden I am surprized to find, that 
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Moore in the early twentieth century and others, it has become almost axiomatic in 

philosophical ethics that normative ‘ought’ statements cannot be derived from descriptions 

of what is the case, though it has not gone uncontested among philosophers.436 O’Donovan 

takes a unique approach to resisting the is-ought bifurcation as it is typically set up, arguing 

that Hume was not identifying the fact-value divide in which ‘“is” represent[s] bare value-

free facts, “ought” represent[s] ungrounded assertions of value, which by definition could 

not be deduced from bare facts’; instead, he reads Hume as inviting the moral thinker to 

‘display the logic of the journey of moral reason from the “is” to the “ought”’.437 While 

recognising that there may be such things as ‘bare facts’ that do not require value-

judgments,438 he argues that there are ‘a great number of truths about the world, expressed 

with the verb “is”, which do determine our value-judgments’.439 And so, he suggests that the 

better way to describe this movement of thought is not in terms of ‘is’ and ‘ought’ but rather 

the ‘good’ and the ‘right’, in which ‘the “good” points to something real about the world 

which we appreciate, “right” points to something we are to do’;440 moreover, ‘the logic of 

this journey is faith, the God-given and God-renewed capacity of the human mind to see the 

world in the light of its origin and purpose, and to determine itself as a living, active 

participant in what it sees’.441 While what he means by faith and the appreciation of the good 

will be explored further in this chapter, what is clear is that he does not accept the strictures 

                                                        
instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not 
connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, however, of the last 
consequence. For as this ought, or ought not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, it is 
necessary that it should be observed and explained...’ David Hume, “A Treatise of Human Nature,” in 
The Complete Works and Correspondence of David Hume, ed. Mark Rooks, Past Masters Full Text 
Humanities (Charlottesville: InteLex Corporation, 1995), Book III, 1. 1. 

436 This view also has been challenged by Christian ethicists, many for whom it is the 
theological reality of God and God’s revelation in Christ that forms the basis for Christian ethics. See, 
for example, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Stanley Hauerwas. James Burtness, Shaping the Future: The 
Ethics of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 47–51; Stanley Hauerwas, Vision 
and Virtue: Essays in Christian Ethical Reflection (Notre Dame, IN: Fides Publishers, 1974). The 
natural law tradition has also resisted this is-ought distinction, though not that of the Grisez School. 
See Stephen Pope, “Natural Law and Christian Ethics,” in The Cambridge Companion to Christian 
Ethics, ed. Robin Gill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 77–95; Black, Christian 
Moral Realism. 

437 O’Donovan, “Waking.” 
438 On bare facts, he later questions whether knowledge of them is true knowledge and if they 

are ‘elements of reality that we do not yet know how to know, phenomena that we have, as it were, 
registered without digesting, in process of being taken up into a knowledge of the world’. In other 
words, it may not yet be moral knowledge. O’Donovan, “Admiring.” 

439  O’Donovan, “Waking.” O’Donovan also states that Hume formed his own moral 
judgments in such a way that suggests that ‘he must surely have included some judgments of value 
[along with his ‘is’ statements] which exceeded the limits of the “facts and relations” formula – e.g., 
“courage is a virtue”’. O’Donovan, Self, World, Time, 24. 

440 Later he refers to this as the movement from value to obligation. O’Donovan, Self, World, 
Time, 24. 

441 O’Donovan, “Waking.” 
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of the is-ought problem as they are laid out. I place myself among those who, like 

O’Donovan and Northcott, see in the division between the ‘is’ and ‘ought’ the imperilment 

of the natural world, whereby nothing in what the natural world is necessarily requires our 

respect.442 Nevertheless, as Jean Porter has noted, despite the challenges to the distinction, 

the persistence of the is-ought arguments suggests that there may be something to them, in 

that they express discomfort with a too hasty movement from facts about nature to moral 

claims;443 this insight seems to me to be particularly important for Christian environmental 

ethics and theology which may uncritically hold views of nature as interconnected and 

harmonious, and which are then translated into conclusions about how we should live vis-à-

vis the environment.444 

To return to how the resurrection bears upon the moral life, resurrection, for one, 

provides a shape for Christian ethical action as that which, O'Donovan writes, 'requires both 

a denial of all that threatens to become disordered' and a movement 'towards a life which 

goes beyond this order without negating it'.445 With respect to this first aspect, it seems to me 

that such an interpretation of God’s refusal to allow creation to fall into ultimate futility and 

decay puts a strong moral claim upon us to be attentive to creation (the natural world and the 

human communities that are inextricably bound up in its fate), to resist attempts to degrade 

and undermine creation, and to embody that resistance through acts of restoration as a way to 

testify to and participate in God’s intentions for creation. The second aspect – moving 

beyond this order without negating it – is more difficult to track and articulate, especially 

with respect to the natural world, but it is something this dissertation attempts nevertheless, 

though not before putting some important pieces in place. Moreover, such ethical responses 

reside in the tension of the now and not yet, under the knowledge of a creation restored, but 

not yet, and the need to negotiate how to take part in that reality even while working within 

the present realities of the world.  

In affirming the created order, resurrection also affirms it as the meaningful arena 

for human moral action. It remains the good created order that humankind can live in and 

respond to in coherent ways. Moral action after the resurrection operates with a new 

assurance that the world to which it responds is carried through to its fulfilment, along with 

moral action itself, and is not something that will be undone or cast aside as meaningless, 
                                                        
442  Michael Northcott, “Ecology and Christian Ethics,” in Cambridge Companion to 

Christian Ethics, ed. Robin Gill (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 217. See also 
Northcott, Environment and Christian Ethics, 238ff. 

443 Jean Porter, Nature as Reason: A Thomistic Theory of the Natural Law (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 2005), 124. 

444 For more on this critique, see Lisa Sideris, Environmental Ethics, Ecological Theology, 
and Natural Selection (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003). 

445 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 15. 



 103 

thus rendering moral action similarly pointless. There is also a sense in which the affirmation 

of the created order also indicates a moral continuity of sorts, such that this is still the world 

in which murder and covetousness are wrong and justice and peace are to be sought. At the 

same time, the resurrection opens out the possibility of living quite differently in the world. 

One way this may be explicated is through a differentiation between ethics, which is the way 

humankind responds to and participates in the created order, and Christian ethics, which is a 

response to 'the deed of God which has restored, proved and fulfilled that order, making man 

free to conform to it'.446 The first, O’Donovan suggests, could be understood through the 

Pauline descriptor ‘life in the flesh’, meaning any way of life in which one takes 

‘responsibility for himself … without the good news that God has taken responsibility for 

him’;447 such a life, however righteously lived can be a burdensome and unevangelical 

‘ministry of condemnation’.448 The second – Christian morality – could be described as the 

Pauline ‘life in the Spirit’, meaning that ethics can belong to the gospel through the ministry 

of the Holy Spirit who calls forth from us the appropriate responses to the world in light of 

what God has done in Christ.449 To clarify these distinctions, it is useful to take a closer look 

at the nature of morality. 

Morality, O'Donovan argues, is the human being's 'participation in the created 

order'.450 This inclusive declaration about morality indicates that it is not the exclusive 

purview of Christians but is a shared way of being in the world, such that there need be no 

surprise when those who do not profess the gospel live by moral codes that Christians 

understand to be right.451 What this indicates is that, for O'Donovan, the source of morality 

lies not in the human will 'by which he imposes order on his life, both individually and 

socially',452 but in the nature of reality, that 'divinely-given order of things in which human 

nature itself is located'.453 Moral action is possible because humankind finds itself in a 

created order that ‘stands over against us and makes its claims upon us',454 an order that will 

be further explored in Chapter 4. Therefore, because all people live in the same reality, and 

because this reality confronts them and calls forth a moral response, Christians and non-

Christians can and often do exhibit similar moral commitments.  
                                                        
446 Ibid., 76. 
447 Ibid., 12. 
448 Ibid., 11. 
449 Ibid., 12. 
450 Ibid., 76.  
451 Ibid., 16–17. 
452 Ibid., 16. 
453 Ibid. Here O’Donovan is taking a stance against voluntarism, which shall be discussed 

with respect to the natural world in Chapter 4.  
454 Ibid., 17. 
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If ethics is grounded in the nature of created reality and is inclusive, how does the 

resurrection alter the situation so that there might be such a thing as ‘Christian ethics’? 

Answering this question returns us to our starting point, namely, that God’s redemption in 

Christ has reached into every corner of creaturely life, and this includes the moral life. If this 

were not the case, moral witness would be little more than ‘a ministry of condemnation’, 

adding more burdens to already burdened lives.455  If, however, God’s redemption has 

touched the moral life – affirming and transforming it – then it may be something more; it 

could be part of the proclamation of the good news and be that which 'rejoices the heart and 

gives light to the eyes' because it arises from God's redeeming work in Christ.456 The 

implications of this for Christian environmental ethical witness, in particular, are to be 

welcomed. Rather than adding the environment to an already long list of Christian ethical to-

do’s and seeing such commitments as burdensome and entailing joyless sacrifice, the 

church’s environmental witness could be a joyful proclamation of God’s faithfulness to 

creation and a response of gratitude that our lives, in all its earthly connections, are to be 

redeemed and transformed at last. In so doing, it may serve as a blessing to the Christian 

community and beyond. The Pauline descriptor of ‘life in the Spirit’ describes this altered 

sense of ethics because it is something that is impossible to live into apart from the Holy 

Spirit’s work in a person’s life, but I shall return to the role of the Holy Spirit later in this 

chapter. 

Not simply an add-on to or a subset of ethics, the distinctive character of Christian 

ethics begins to emerge as that which is focused on responding to the world in light of God's 

redemption in Christ, and through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. As such, Christian ethics is 

connected to faith as the 'root' of Christian moral action.457 To say, however, that faith is the 

root of Christian ethics is not to say that it is a ‘faith-ethic’ chosen by those who have ‘opted-

in’ to a Christian worldview, which has no bearing on those of other faiths or none.458 

O’Donovan also rejects the voluntarist character of a position that views morality as largely 

an act of the will.459 What God has done in Christ – the redemption and transformation of the 

created order – is an objective reality apart from whether or not one opts-in or assents to the 

gospel; of course, the difficulty is that this fundamental altering of reality is not fully 

manifest in the present age but must be received in faith.  
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Faith, then, must be at the root of Christian moral action; it is 'the first moment of 

divine grace' when God's redeeming work in the world is revealed to us,460 and it is a 

'cognitive orientation towards realities that are still uncertain and unclear'.461 In Hebrews, we 

read that faith is 'the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen’ 

(11.1).462 This introduction to faith is followed by a retelling of the stories of the Hebrew 

patriarchs through the lens of faith. It was by faith that Noah built an ark; by faith that 

Abraham wandered in foreign lands; by faith that Abraham knew Sarah and conceived a son 

and offered him up to be sacrificed, and on and on through the generations the stories link 

particular actions with faith. In these narratives, the central character is given to know of 

‘events as yet unseen’ (11.7), events that seem unbelievable and even ludicrous in light of 

the present realities. Noah was warned by God of the events that were soon to swallow up 

the land in flood and, in response to the future reality laid open to him, he built an ark. 

Abraham obeyed God and ‘set out, not knowing where he was going’ (11.8) because ‘he 

looked forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder is God’ (11.9). 

Abraham and Sarah conceived a son though they were old because they ‘considered [God] 

faithful who had promised’ that ‘from one person, and this one as good as dead’, 

descendants ‘as many as the stars in heaven’ were to be born (11.11-12). Most of these 

people did not receive in full the fruits of their obedience to God’s promises or saw the 

consummation of what their faith had told them to hope, nevertheless ‘from a distance they 

saw and greeted them’ (11.13). 

This image of seeing from a distance, as the verses in Hebrews seem to suggest, is at 

the heart of the meaning of faith. Although we live in the tension of promises yet to be 

fulfilled, faith sees the reality of redemption in Christ and greets it into the present through 

our responses to the world. Faith recognises that the world has been renewed and redeemed 

through the death and resurrection of Christ Jesus, and such faith has its eyes on the future 

transformation of the created order that includes humankind even while recognizing that this 

transformation is ‘something apart from our present, wholly independent of it and standing 

in judgment upon it’.463 This is why O’Donovan describes faith, along with hope and love, as 

having an eschatological reference point, meaning that one cannot make sense of faith 

without a consideration of that end which is believed in and hoped for.464  

                                                        
460 O’Donovan, Self, World, Time, 102, 105. 
461 Ibid., 110. 
462 Biblical references not cited from other sources are from the NRSV. 
463 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 247. 
464 Ibid., 245. Faith is therefore not intelligible within the frame of history; it is not like the 

gifts of knowledge, or teaching, or giving that have their place within time but must await the end of 
time to be justified. 



 106 

The eschatological reference point of faith is particularly significant for our 

exploration of the moral life because faith also looks ahead to the final judgment. Faith 

apprehends that in God’s acceptance of Christ, God has ‘accepted mankind totally, and the 

created universe with mankind’. 465  This totality also embraces the moral works of 

humankind, including all those environmental actions, or inactions, that have proven to be 

shallow, selfishly motivated, blindly optimistic, and harmful. Facing these kinds of 

inadequacies and failures could be enough to drive one into despair and inactivity, but faith 

looks beyond these realities to God’s ultimate ‘Yes’ to us. This is a profoundly hopeful and 

reassuring message: in the final judgment God has decided in favour of humankind, and so, 

it is no longer a ‘question of man’s doing what he can to please God, and of God’s saying 

‘Yes’ or ‘No’ in response to it; it is a question of man’s being able to please God only 

because God will most definitely say ‘Yes’.466 This judgement in which God has affirmed 

our ‘created life and love’ is also a ‘No’ to all that would stand in the way of its fulfilment.467 

Accepting this future judgment and affirmation has considerable bearing upon the Christian 

moral life in that faith then can move ‘gratefully back to the present, our appointed scene of 

action’ ‘with all that it needs’ ‘to claim and enjoy that affirmation not simply as an object of 

hope but as an immediate reality’; in other words, faith becomes active ‘knowing that its 

works of love are justified’.468 This is an important point because it is not enough for faith to 

simply grasp the reality of redemption and then rest in it; faith that beholds its salvation 

responds to it in love and gratitude. Faith, therefore, acts as a ‘herald’ of those acts that 

spring from this recognition of the objective work of God in Christ.469 And so it is that faith 

is antecedent to, is oriented toward, and ‘anticipates’ love.470 

In this way, faith is revealed to be intensely practical for world concerns. It does not 

remain in contemplation of a better future; it returns to the present to act in ways that 

conform to the reality of redemption, that is, in love and in hope. Instead of getting bogged 

down in the contemplation of the present grim realities of ecological degradation, human 

action in bringing it about, and the inadequacies of our attempts to reverse it, the eyes of 

faith see these realities in their contexts of the origin and purpose of creation and the human 

                                                        
465 Ibid., 255–56. 
466 Ibid., 253–54. The affirmation of our creaturely life is both ‘aboriginal’ and ‘final’: in 
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468 Ibid., 253, 256. 
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person within it, and in so doing recognises the self as a moral agent who is a ‘living, active 

participant in what it sees’,471 ‘for our action is timid and uncertain until … we believe in 

God’s creating and redeeming work for us and through us’.472 Grounded in faith in the reality 

of God’s confirmation in Christ of the created order and the human agent along with it, it 

becomes possible to turn back to the present in joyful gratitude alert to the ways one's 

actions in the world may respond to the world in light of what God has done in Christ. It is 

here that we have to pick up again the language of ‘life in the Spirit’ to describe this mode of 

being and acting in the world because it is only achievable through the ministry of the Holy 

Spirit who brings forth from us the appropriate response to the world in the light of Christ, 

and the shape this response takes, O'Donovan argues, is that of love.  

It has been argued in this section that the resurrection forms a crucial starting point 

for Christian moral action because it tells of the redemption and transformation of creation 

and the moral agent along with it. The final task of this chapter is to examine the work of the 

Spirit in bringing about Christian moral responses to this world, though the form these moral 

responses take – love – will not be explored until Chapter 6.  

3.2. The Work of the Holy Spirit 

It has been suggested here that Christian moral action is that which springs from and is a 

glad response to the good news that God has redeemed the world in Christ.473 The difficulty 

with this is that it is not clear how it is that Christians can respond to this objective reality. 

O'Donovan clarifies why this question is important: 

For we cannot simply take it as read that the redemption of the world is in 
fact good news for us moral agents. Why should it not mean, after all, that 
our moral agency is now proved to be pointless and futile, since we are 
caught up in a restoration which has proceeded quite independently of us? 
Why should it not mean that God, having vindicated his new and perfect 
humanity in Jesus Christ, will be content to leave us old and unsatisfactory 
humans on one side? Or why should it not mean that such an act of kindness 
on God's part requires of us a superhuman effort in response, an effort in 
which we are thrown back entirely on our own resources, and to which it 
must be probable that our moral agency will not prove adequate?474 

It seems to me that this final possibility, in particular, lurks on the horizon of Christian 

environmental action as that which requires from us superhuman effort to save the world that 

God cares for, taking upon ourselves sole responsibility for righting the wrongs we have 

wrought in the natural world. But such a response is, as O'Donovan suggests, 'life in the 
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flesh', whereas what we are called into is 'life in the Spirit'. Indeed, if our ethics is to be 

evangelical, then 'We have to speak of God at work in us, applying and confirming God's act 

in Christ for us. We have to show that the redeemed creation does not merely confront us 

moral agents, but includes us and enables us to participate in it'.475 For O’Donovan, there is a 

movement here from the 'objective' work of Christ in redemption to the 'subjective' work of 

the Holy Spirit, that is, the way by which 'the renewal of the universe touches me at the point 

where I am a moral agent, where I act and choose and experience myself as “I”.476 It is 

through this gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost that 'I, and every other “I”, yield myself to 

God’s order and freely take my place within it’.477  

The Holy Spirit applies and confirms the reality of redemption in us, O’Donovan 

suggests, in two primary ways: the Spirit a) makes the reality of redemption ‘present and 

authoritative’ to us, and b) ‘evokes our free response to this reality as moral agents’.478 In the 

first place, the Spirit is understood to make redemption (achieved by Christ in the past but 

awaiting its full manifestation in the future) present to us here and now. In other words, it is 

for the Holy Spirit to make the past and the future of redemption ‘realities which shape our 

present’ by making ‘all times...immediately present to that time, the time of Christ’.479 To 

plumb what he means by this, it is necessary to move on to his examination of how the Spirit 

makes the reality of redemption authoritative. For O’Donovan, it is the redemption of Christ 

that gives history its meaning, and therefore, it has authority over our present by judging 

‘what the reality of each moment is’.480 It is the Spirit’s office to bring the reality of 

redemption into a ‘critical opposition’ to the ‘apparent structure of order which is presented 

within the world’.481 And so, by revealing the true nature of reality, the Holy Spirit reveals 

those areas of life where we have constructed and accepted a false reality. In this meeting 

between reality and false reality, there is a moment of judgment in which false reality is 

revealed for what it is, and the way is opened up for the transformation and recreation of the 

world. 

This work of the Holy Spirit has a double aspect in that judgment and recreation are 

part of the same act. Without the revealing of the false structures of reality, there is no 
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possibility for recreation and transformation according to the reality of redemption. It is for 

the Holy Spirit to ‘convict’ and ‘convince’, and to shine the light of truth into a situation so 

that one may discover truth and be able to walk in it. It is important to note, then, that this 

judgment is not that of final judgment; it carries no dread with it. Instead, in the Holy Spirit’s 

judgment, the world ‘has an opportunity to be the rebellious world no longer’.482 In calling 

the world into a new and truer existence, the Holy Spirit works to give it a historical 

embodiment in the decisions and actions of human communities. In so doing, the reality of 

redemption begins to have a partial visibility in the present world, even while its full 

manifestation lies in the future.483 And thus, it becomes clearer that the reality of redemption 

is not something that stands apart from the present, but rather through the critical office of 

the Holy Spirit, it begins to shape the present, judging false reality as it renews. 

The second way the Holy Spirit makes the objective reality of redemption a 

subjective reality is by calling forth our ‘free response as moral agents to the reality of 

redemption’.484 While humankind never ceases to be moral agents in the world, it is the work 

of the Holy Spirit that enables a moral agency that can respond to the reality of a world 

redeemed.485 Thus, we cannot speak only of the work of the Spirit as that which makes the 

reality of redemption present and authoritative to us; it is necessary to add a further layer and 

examine how it becomes possible for us to respond to this reality in a world in which we are 

bound by the false realities we have created. And so, for O’Donovan, the Holy Spirit’s work 

must address the problem of human freedom. 

It is not the case that humans, by themselves, can respond to the reality of 

redemption. Instead, we are bound by our decisions for ‘unfreedom’, in which we have 

chosen to live according to unreality. The fact that we can choose to live according to 

unreality shows that, like in our knowing, we never cease to be creatures who may act in a 

manner of our choosing. O’Donovan writes, ‘Created to exercise free choice, mankind is 

bound to the terms of creation and remains, even in a state of alienated freedom, a race of 

free agents’.486 At this point, it is necessary to pause to clarify what is meant by ‘freedom’. 

Freedom is not the absence of limits or the multiplication of possibilities. As O’Donovan 

argues, freedom must be understood in terms of ‘potency’ rather than ‘possibility’. While he 

acknowledges that there must be some possibilities in order for freedom to be exercised, 

there does not have to be very many possibilities for freedom to be exercised. For example, a 
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person’s circumstances may present her with limited possibilities but this does not mean that 

she cannot respond to these limitations in freedom, such as in acceptance or rejection. What 

it means to act in freedom is to choose to ‘actualize’ one possibility and to cancel out other 

possibilities.487 For example, by choosing an academic vocation, one does not need to wake 

up every morning and decide whether to be a dentist, a zoologist, or a farmer. The choice for 

academia has closed off other possibilities and has enabled further choices that narrow down 

this vocation until it constitutes something that one can do. If one is faced with too many 

possibilities, it becomes very difficult, if not impossible, to act in freedom. The reason for 

this is that the possibility for making decisions and the true exercise of freedom lies in the 

existence of limits. 

The problem, however, is that fallen humankind has not used this freedom to act in 

such a way that their acts open out onto increased freedom. Here, O’Donovan notes, we see 

the teleological structure of freedom in that ‘it is ordered to its continued exercise’.488 The 

flip side of this, however, is that choices for unfreedom can also so bind the human person 

that the possibility of exercising true freedom is closed off. But what exactly has landed the 

human person in this position? For O’Donovan, the answer lies in the human refusal to 

recognise and rejoice in the ‘objective reality of the good’.489 He writes, ‘The sin by which 

man has bound himself is the determination to live fantastically, in pursuit of unreality’.490 

For instance, the creation of the false reality of the priority of the market economy over 

ecology forces us into false choices between economic growth and environmental protection. 

When serving the goals of economic progress, it becomes increasingly impossible to act in 

ways that value the natural world. And thus, we become trapped into making decisions that 

undermine the natural world and ultimately our humanity. Human freedom, therefore, can 

only be realised in relation to reality, and because of this, humankind needs help to access 

reality so that it may exercise the freedom it was created for. But how does the Holy Spirit 

summon our ‘free response as moral agents to the reality of redemption’?491 

The reality of redemption is precisely what human beings, in their bondage to 

unreality, have cut themselves off from. They have refused the ‘possibilities of recognizing 

and rejoicing in the objective reality of the good’.492 Faced with humankind enslaved, the 

Holy Spirit's work is to ‘witness’ to the objective reality of the world redeemed in Christ and 
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to be a ‘life-giver’ who ‘restores freedom and power’ to humankind.493 The Spirit witnesses 

to and brings the ‘renewal of the universe’ to bear upon the human person; it ‘touches me at 

the point where I am a moral agent, where I act and choose and experience myself as “I”’.494 

The Spirit ‘confirms’ and ‘restores’ us as the ‘subjects of our actions’; through this work, the 

Spirit enables and teaches us how to be in the world – as creatures who are to know and act 

in freedom.495 The fact that the Spirit sets us free from unreality and enables us to act in 

accordance with reality is what makes Christian ethics possible. O’Donovan writes that 

Christian ethics proceeds from this ‘subjective reality’: ‘the bearing of reality upon the 

acting subject, its presence to him as authority and his fulfilment within it as a free agent’.496 

Through this work within, it becomes possible for our will to become aligned with the will 

of God, who seeks the fulfilment of our humanity and freedom as well as the fulfilment of 

creation. 

The work of the Spirit, however, can never be cut off from what was accomplished 

in Christ. Indeed, for O’Donovan, the Spirit is the ‘indwelling power of God’, which is the 

same power that was in Christ that enabled his free response to reality and the fulfilment of 

his humanity. As it was with Christ, the indwelling power of the Spirit in the human person 

does not take over the person and turn her into a puppet. If this were so, it would not be 

possible to speak of the Spirit as enabling human freedom. Instead, it is the Holy Spirit’s role 

to work within human beings to restore our subjecthood, meaning that the Spirit restores us 

as the ‘subjects of our actions’, as those who are not simply carried along by circumstances 

but can know, interpret, and act in accordance with reality. How is this accomplished? The 

Spirit works within a person, or a community, ‘to will and to work for God’s good pleasure’; 

it is the Spirit who enables our ‘willing and working’ in response to true reality, which opens 

out to the further exercising of freedom and action.497 O’Donovan writes, ‘The effect of the 

Holy Spirit’s presence to man-as-subject, individual or communal, is freedom. … For 

freedom is the character of one who participates in the order of creation by knowledge and 

action’.498  

3.3. Conclusion 

The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead and the ministry of the Holy Spirit lie in the 

background of the vision of Christian moral responses to degradation through restoration that 
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I want to offer in this dissertation. Binding such responses to Christ’s work and that of the 

Holy Spirit puts certain necessary boundaries around such action. For one, they are viewed 

as being tied to reality, both the reality of the natural world that remains important to God 

and the reality of redemption and the promise of transformation. As such, acts of restoration 

are tied closely to the work of discernment, with respect to what the natural world is and 

what it requires, to what the human person is and how she should act, and to the ways God is 

seeking to transform natural and human communities. Such discernment suggests to me an 

attitude of deep attentiveness, care, and responsiveness. Tying restoration to the work of the 

Spirit also adds a necessary perspective, namely, that God is already at work in the world 

through the Spirit; this places our work within the framework of God’s redeeming purposes 

and away from narratives of desperation, panic, and control in order to save the world. It 

adds a necessary component of humility even while, at the same time, encouraging our free 

and creative responses to these redeeming purposes.  
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Chapter 4 

Created Order 

4.0. Introduction 

With the theological starting points for a theological framework for Christian moral action 

now in place, the task of the remaining chapters is to continue raising the supporting beams 

and inquiring into how this framework may serve to guide Christian responses to 

degradation through ecological restoration. The first step in this direction must begin with an 

exploration of created order because ethical action in the natural world is unintelligible apart 

from the structures of created reality that reveal it to be, or not to be, an appropriate moral 

response. My approach follows closely O'Donovan's understanding of the integral 

connection between ethics and metaphysics: 'The way the universe is, determines how man 

ought to behave himself in it'.499 It also finds sympathy with the approach of Holmes Rolston 

III in his Environmental Ethics in which he suggests that in order to know what ethical 

action ought to be performed with respect to the natural world, one has to know ‘what is the 

case’ both in a scientific and in a metaphysical sense.500 What these statements from both 

O'Donovan and Rolston suggest is that the task of moral reason, of evaluating a situation and 

thinking about the kinds of responses that are appropriate in that situation, relies upon 

descriptions of things, of relationships and purposes, of 'the way the world as a whole fits 

together'.501 With O'Donovan, I believe that moral reason must begin with a description of 

the world – with knowledge that 'there are things that pose a danger to existence, there is 

good that offers it fulfillment, there are fellow-beings whose case is like mine'502 – if it is to 

yield actions that are a response to the world. Therefore, because such description resides 

'"on the ground floor" of practical reason',503 and because, as O'Donovan suggests, created 

order is the ‘presupposition’ for all that follows, for history, the moral life, 504  and 

redemption, I aim in this chapter to examine this created order as an important step toward 

understanding moral responses to it.  

The goals of this chapter are primarily two-fold: 1) to describe created order, and 2) 

to begin to understand how this created order bears on morality, in general, and on the moral 
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response of ecological restoration to environmental degradation, in particular. In Section 

One, I take up the task of describing the created order, first, with respect to its vertical 

relation to the Creator and, second, with respect to the horizontal relations between its parts, 

which will be explored in terms of the natural meanings (kinds) and natural purposes (ends). 

These relations, it will be argued, are morally significant for the way human beings are to act 

in and respond to the created order. This will be further highlighted by an examination of 

two challenges to this vision of a created and moral order – voluntarism and historicism – 

and the precarious position of the natural world in these schemas. In Section Two, I will then 

suggest that it may be that restorationists have relied on history to confront some of the 

problems created by such worldviews and to rediscover and respect created order and its 

moral significance for human restorative acts. Although history may be being utilised in this 

way, does it provide an adequate guide for Christian moral action through restoration? 

Building on to the previous chapter, the third section aims to explore how the resurrection of 

Christ may provide a guide for restorative action that both affirms the created order and yet 

remains attentive and open to its, and our, transformation. It will remain for the next two 

chapters to fill out in more detail what this vision of created order means for human self-

understanding and moral action. 

4.1. Created Order 

What is this world or created order that forms the basis for our moral action? To begin with, 

for O'Donovan, it is understood theologically as created order: it exists because God the 

Creator has called it into existence. Because it 'exists as his creation and in no other way', it 

is also an 'ordered totality' that stands in a 'vertical' relation to its creator and 'by its very 

existence it points to God'.505 Furthermore, this ordered totality or creation is composed of 

parts, such as rocks, carrots, fire, zebras, soil, and humans, that have an ‘internal horizontal 

ordering’.506 In this horizontal ordering, all the parts have a 'shared determinant of their 

existence' and stand in relation to one another as 'fellow-creature to fellow-creature'.507 This 

vertical relationship with the Creator and horizontal relation with other creatures constitutes 

the fundamental ways in which creation is a created order, and it may serve as an important 

reminder in Christian environmental discussions of the creatureliness of humankind and of 

this shared relation before God.508 Even this preliminary description signals that O'Donovan 
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is not framing created order or creation as that which can be arrived at by rewinding history 

to the very beginning, nor is it something that is left aside as history moves forward.509 It is 

also not merely the ‘raw material out of which the world as we know it is composed’.510 

What O'Donovan is concerned with is ‘the order and coherence in which it is composed’ and 

how this affects moral action.511 But a great deal more must be said about this created order 

and its internal relations if we are to understand its relation to morality. 

4.1.1. Kinds and Ends 

O'Donovan develops the internal ordering of created order through an exploration of 'kinds' 

and 'ends', of generic and teleological relations.512 In a generic ordering, one is ordered 

alongside another in a reciprocal relation: ‘there is some respect in which A is “like” B and 

B “like” A, so that they stand alongside each other as members of a “kind”’.513 Kinds may be 

‘material entities’, such as rocks, vegetables, rivers, and soil, or they may be ‘operations’, 

such as speech, sexuality, or marriage.514 It is important to note that 'kinds' are not static 

forms, as if O'Donovan was advocating a Platonic understanding of 'rivers' and 'marriages' as 

divine forms corresponding to material forms.515 However, kinds are universal in that they 

are not particulars that have no correspondence to anything ever seen before. One does not 

stand aghast upon the banks of the River Tay not knowing what it is; on the contrary, while 

we may never have seen this particular river before, we have seen other rivers and can know 

that this is indeed a kind of river. In a similar manner, marriages in different times and places 

may appear to us to have new and unfamiliar features, but they can still be discerned as kinds 

of marriages by their likeness to other marriages.516 And so, as O'Donovan writes, 'Kinds are 

independent of particularizing features of time and place; they order beings in one time and 

place alongside beings in others, discerning likenesses among them that may be represented 
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equally well in any time and place'.517 As shall be seen, the existence of such universals is 

one of the features that enables us to make moral decisions in the face of novelty. 

It is impossible, however, to get very far in describing kinds without also speaking 

of ‘ends’ or teleological relations.518 Indeed, ‘To know what that thing is is to know what 

kind of thing it is, and to know what kind of thing it is is to know how it fits into the whole, 

that is to say, what it is for’.519 One can know that ‘soil’ exists but unless one knows that it is 

essential for growing trees, vegetables, and flowers and provides a habitat for countless 

creatures, it is not possible to really know what kind of thing soil is. Thus, teleological 

ordering (ordering-to) attempts to describe the relations between kinds by examining how 

things are directed to one another, namely how 1) ‘A “is ordered to serve” B, and B is A’s 

“end”’, in the Platonic formulation, though as shall be seen, such ordering is rarely so simple 

but is likely to be in multiple directions at once.520 O’Donovan writes: 

Creatures which have generic equivalence as creatures may be ordered to 
one another teleologically: vegetables and men are both creatures, but 
vegetables are ordered to men as food for their nourishment. Rocks and 
vegetables are both creatures, but rocks are ordered to vegetables as the 
foundation for the soil in which they are to grow.521 

Or, 2) how ‘A is ordered-to-flourish as A’, in the Aristotelian formulation. O’Donovan 

writes: ‘the vegetable creation to grow luxuriantly, the animal creation to move with strength 

and vigour, the rational creation to think’.522  

When describing creaturely relations, particularly those concerning ends, it is 

important to do so with caution, or at least with several qualifications. First, the ends 

O'Donovan describes here are not those that humankind has determined or imposed on the 

world. Humans have not deemed that vegetables are nourishing food for humans and 

animals; rather, we have discovered that we live in a world in which certain things are good 

for sustaining creaturely bodies. In describing ends, O'Donovan uses the term 'natural 

purposes' to delineate purposes that are given in creation, a helpful clarification especially in 

light of the human tendency to bind other creaturely kinds to the service of our historical 

projects. Second, the language of 'ends' can lend itself to a static or deterministic 
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interpretation of natural purpose, such as the idea that the end of squirrel is to evolve into a 

higher form of squirrel, or that the purpose of the squirrel is to disperse nuts that will grow 

into trees. At the same time, directionality or for-ness in the natural world is hard to ignore. 

Indeed, as the philosopher of science Ernst Mayer has observed, although many scientific 

thinkers have endeavoured to divest science of teleological language, the biological sciences 

have been unable to do without it.523 O’Donovan writes, ‘How could you describe the 

digestive organs without saying that they were for digestion, or the tail of a horse without 

saying that it was for protection from flies?’524 Nevertheless, our understanding of kinds and 

the teleological relations between kinds is always provisional and must remain open to 

revision when new particulars come to light. In a similar way, third, these relations between 

kinds are also open to change as evolution or events reconfigure these relations in various 

directions.525 

As humans we are a part of this world of kinds and ends, a world that is simply 

'there' or ‘objective’.526 It is a world that possesses its own natural meanings and natural 

purposes, a world that is ordered even before we step into it. If this were not so, and the 

world was an ‘absolute disorder’, we would encounter a very different reality, that of  

a plurality of entities so completely unrelated that there would be no ‘world’ 
in which they existed together, no relation that would enable them to be 
thought together. One thing would exist, and another thing would exist; but 
they would be unconnected universes.527  

But this is not the world we inhabit; it does not ‘explode in fragments’ but is instead a 

‘whole’.528 Indeed, we do not encounter the world as an ‘undifferentiated raw material’ that 

requires our ordering to make it intelligible.529 It is not, as he notes, ‘still waste and void, 

awaiting the cry of the human voice, “Let there be”’.530 Only God can confer order upon 

‘absolute disorder’, and God, O’Donovan writes, ‘has contented himself with doing it but 
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once’.531 And thus, it is that we find ourselves in a world in which lettuces nourish the bodies 

of rabbits, acorns planted by squirrels grow into trees, speech is ordered to the utterance of 

truth, and the decaying bodies of beetles provide food for ants. These things are simply the 

case and attentiveness to this reality is essential for moral action, especially environmental 

action. 

4.1.2. Some Implications for the Moral Life 

The created order that O'Donovan presents is a moral order; it is an order of kinds and ends 

that are valuable on their own terms and in their entanglements and relations, and this is 

morally significant for how humans live and act in the world. In this section, I want to begin 

filling in what some of these moral implications might be, a task that will be carried through 

in ensuing chapters. This exploration deliberately follows the description of created order so 

as to underscore the connection between metaphysics and ethics that is a crucial 

underpinning of the moral framework of this dissertation. To begin this task, consider with 

me a rather improbable scenario: imagine if one day it came to light that topsoil is a good 

source for fuel. Regardless of its surprising utility as fuel, the fact that topsoil is ordered to 

providing essential habitat for other creatures, and for growing food for animal life, presents 

a moral claim upon the human person. While she remains free to use topsoil as fuel, the fact 

that soil is vital for other creatures, forces her to consider the needs of other creatures as well 

as her own well-being if soil is to be reconfigured as fuel. That humankind is free to make 

decisions against the needs of other creatures and to use soil as fuel reveals that the natural 

order is not an ‘impregnable barrier which man can never choose to breach’;532  this 

underscores human freedom and the challenge of the moral life that is far more complicated 

than simply following or respecting the laws of nature. 

Indeed, in accepting that the created order of natural meanings and purposes is 

morally significant, I am not here suggesting that nature is a moral guide, that we should 
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only do what nature requires. Such a position would be untenable for a number of reasons. 

First, even if, as O’Donovan argues, we were able to construct an ethic that perfectly 

reflected the doctrine of creation, it would still be an insufficient moral guide. Why? Because 

the moral claims made upon us by the natural order are ‘generic, and in some situations we 

confront more than one of them’.533 O’Donovan writes,  

In morality it is more the rule than the exception that particulars belong to 
more than one unconnected kind and are ordered in several different sets of 
likenesses at once. This is what gives good moral thinking its often 
acknowledged ‘open-textured’ quality; we never know in advance what 
combinations of generic features may be displayed by any situation on 
which we will deliberate or reflect.534 

To illustrate further the complicated nature of the moral life, he points to the conflicts 

surrounding conservation: ‘It may seem to us that seals have to be conserved; but so does the 

family and community life of Newfoundland seal-hunters’.535 While people may agree on the 

facts of a particular situation, they may understand the situation as demanding different 

outcomes because they have differing views of ‘the structure of reality behind the facts’,536 

one that values seals and one that values human communities. 

If we understand that natural ends are ‘generic’ and are not fixed or determined as 

particulars, such that one would want to affirm a broader understanding of, for instance, the 

value and purpose of a cow as more than a unit of milk production, or of marriage as more 

than existing to reproduce the human species, then it stands to reason that moral thinking 

about ends will also be generic.537 While moral judgments tend to concern particular issues 

surrounding seals, seal hunters, cows, and marriages, they are ordered by the kind to which 

these particulars belong. Our knowledge of cows as a kind enables us to judge that the 

suggestion that it exists only to provide milk for human consumption is incorrect. And so, 

O’Donovan argues, morality is not simply a matter of evaluating particulars, rather it ‘must 

transcend time-place particularizations’.538 Thus, it is possible to say that fidelity in marriage 

is not only a good for a particular time and place, but is a good across time and place because 

its ordering to faithfulness provides a safe and nurturing context for a couple, as well as their 

children, to thrive. 
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Second, we cannot, as O’Donovan argues, ‘allow ourselves, then, to champion an 

ethic in which everything is given in nature, nothing is to be revealed in history’.539 If there 

is too much emphasis on what is given in nature, then there is a tendency toward 

‘naturalism’ in which our respect for natural order can become idolatrous.540 He writes: 

The family, the state, the animal world, the mountains, the stars in heaven, 
man himself, can all command our love and allegiance in a way that allows 
no understanding of their proper place in the scheme of things. We love 
what is, only because we mistake it for something that it is not.541 

Not only can we misread proper ordering but we can be deluded into thinking that something 

is natural when it is a ‘convention’ that reflects historical contingencies, such as entrenched 

beliefs concerning the inherent inferiority of certain racial groups or women, or the belief in 

nature as pristine, all of which are now widely understood to be false.542 

When it is claimed that the created order of kinds and ends makes moral claims upon 

us, such an understanding does not yet account for the ‘relations between happenings’, the 

complex interplay of kinds and ends that holds the attention of the moral thinker, who 

acknowledges concern both for seals and seal-hunting communities.543 And yet, without this 

understanding of created order, ethics would be inconceivable. For O’Donovan, ethics is 

dependent on there being a created order, ‘a world of meaning which created beings of every 

epoch hold in common, which provides the matrix of their order and intelligibility’.544 If this 

were not the case, novel cases such as climate change, which endangers both seals and 

human communities, or the advent of new ways to wage war or police societies through the 

use of drones, would render the moral agent utterly adrift at the prospect of building a moral 

argument from scratch. However, such cases do not leave us morally adrift because we may 

tie them to what we already know about war-making or human complicity and responses in 

other crises, so that we can more steadily meet the moral challenge of these new cases. 

To these points about the moral significance of created order can be added still 

more. In the next section, I want to do so by way of an exploration of two critiques of this 

understanding of created and moral order and the moral implications of these challenges in 

order to highlight what is at stake for the natural world. 
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4.1.3. Challenges to Created Order 

Created order as a realm of meaning and value that includes human beings and their 

activities has not gone uncontested, and it is to two of these challenges that I now turn – 

voluntarism and historicism – because of their particular relevance, as O'Donovan makes 

clear, for moral action in the natural world. For our purposes here, one of the important 

features of voluntarism, which views 'morality as the creation of man's will, by which he 

imposes order on his life, both individually and socially',545 is its deliberate attempt to 

unhitch morality from the natural purposes that can be discerned within the natural world. 

Without recognition of natural purposes, it is easy for humans to begin to mistake their role 

as that which gives order and purpose to the world.546 They suppose that what they see is an 

'inert creation – not, that is, a creation without movement, but a creation without a point to 

its movement'.547 Thus, when observing that vegetables are good and healthy to eat, they 

assume that they have ‘devised a use’ for them instead of recognising that it is simply the 

case that vegetables are good for feeding creaturely bodies including theirs.548 And so, 

instead of respecting the given order of things in which vegetables sustain creatures, 'the 

mind credits to its own conceptual creativity that teleological order which is, despite 

everything, necessary to life’,549 and begins to look around for other possible uses or ends for 

vegetables. 

Blinded to the teleological order in nature, the person sees ‘nothing in the relations 

of things to command his respect’.550 Even the fact that other creatures rely on vegetation for 

their very lives will be of little consequence unless 'the continued existence of other animals 

too falls within his deliberative purposes for the world, in which case both vegetation and 

animal life will continue to hold their value as a feoff for himself'.551 And so it is that, as 

O'Donovan observes, it is a peculiar feature of our time that the protection of the natural 

world has to be argued for in relation to human interests in preserving their ‘environment’.552 

Indeed, even environmentalists who are committed to respecting the natural world as 

intrinsically valuable often find themselves arguing for environmental protection on 
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anthropocentric grounds because non-anthropocentric arguments have little traction with the 

general public. This reality has spurred a kind of environmental pragmatism in which 

environmentalists are encouraged to adopt a 'by whatever means necessary' approach to 

environmental protection.553  

With respect to ecological restoration, this question of the role of human interests 

also comes into play. What kinds of ecosystems should be restored? On what basis should be 

they restored? Wetlands, for instance, may be restored because they provide a reduced risk 

of flooding to human settlements. On such an account, ecosystems may be valued in terms of 

the services they provide humans; that they may also be essential habitat for migratory birds 

may be considered secondary to the aesthetic or functional services they provide human 

communities. Even conversations about whether or not to restore a particular species to an 

ecosystem when another species could fill their niche just as well, butts up against this 

question of how the natural world should be valued. What seems to me to be apparent is that 

a vigorously human-centred stance, in which natural ends are not respected or valued, 

provides, as O'Donovan asserts, no ‘stable’ protection for nature. Even if, as Val Plumwood 

has argued, we were to adopt a form of enlightened self-interest in which we recognise that it 

is in our best interests to protect the natural world, there is no guarantee that 'the actor will 

remain enlightened'.554 Indeed, it will be important to formulate an ethical approach that 

values the created order of kinds and ends and attends to these relations in our moral 

responses. 

Historicism also presents a challenge to the existence of natural purposes but from a 

different quarter. Historicism, that form of continental thought arising in the 18th century 

and earlier but coming to its ascendancy in Hegel, asserts that history, and not the created 

order, is ‘the categorical matrix for all meaning and value’.555 It rejects the idea that a 

‘universal’ and ‘transhistorical’ created order exists and that what we think of as a universal 

order is nothing more than historical contingency, the perception of the human mind 

conditioned by its place in time.556 The core of historicism can be summed up in the 
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assertion that ‘all teleology is historical teleology’, meaning that the ends of history are 

enfolded within history as a ‘development in time’.557 The ‘point’ of history, then, lies within 

history itself. Historical teleology suggests that the natural order exists to serve a particular 

end within history, such as the ‘kingdom of heaven,’ the ‘communist paradise’, or merely 

‘self-justifying change’; there is, therefore, ‘no point in the regularities of nature as such’.558 

In contrast to Christian thought, which 'proceeded from a universal order of meaning 

and value, an order given in creation and fulfilled in the kingdom of God, an order, therefore, 

which forms a framework for all action and history, to which action is summoned to conform 

in its making of history', historicism has rejected the existence of a universal or 

transhistorical order, and this rejection has had a considerable impact on morality.559 Instead 

of moral action being a response to the world as we find it, historicism tends to view 

morality as that which responds to the ‘dynamisms of that history to which it finds itself 

contributing’ and as little more than the product or artifact of a particular culture.560 Any 

order that one might perceive in the world is merely the result of the mind’s attempt to order 

that world. Morality then is a feature of history and serves the spirit of the times so that what 

is moral in one time and place may not be moral in another. A further consequence of this 

view of morality is a tendency toward control and manipulation. If history is driving toward 

some achievable goal within history, then there is nothing outside of this drive to command 

one's moral attention. Moral action is merely oriented toward the achievement of the ends a 

society has laid out for itself, and such a view has a direct effect on human interactions with 

the natural world. 

First, the idea of a particular historical end towards which the natural order is 

directed stands in stark contrast to a natural teleology in which ends are understood to be 

generic. Within a natural teleology, ‘one is destined to some fulfilment because it is the 

appropriate fulfilment for beings of one’s own kind’.561 However, when placed within a 

matrix of history and destined to serve particular historical ends, the natural order possesses 

value, O’Donovan observes, ‘not in any integrity of [its] own but in being raw material for 
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transformation’.562 On this there is considerable agreement with Katz's assessment of the 

modern interface between humans and the natural world: 'human interests, the maintenance 

and improvement of human life, lie at the center of all value determinations. Human progress 

is the purpose of all human activity. Nature and natural resources are worthless, mere objects 

for exploitation by the dominant human species, until they are transformed, through human 

labor, into cultural instruments for human betterment'. 563  Furthermore, natural entities 

become merely 'moments in the historical process' that are bound to be superseded by the 

next thing.564 This has troubled environmental historian Donald Worster who has rightly 

asked what place conservation might have in such a system; he writes, 'Disneyland…is as 

legitimate as Yellowstone National Park, a wheat field is as legitimate as a prairie, a 

megalopolis of thirty million people is as legitimate as a village. Each is the product of 

history…'565 As superseded and ordered toward transformation, the natural order merely is 

‘dissolved’ and ‘reconstituted’ by the historical process,566 which is, as shall be seen, the 

opposite of the affirmation of the natural order offered in the eschatological promise of 

transformation. 

Second, when the natural world is viewed in this way, as serving the ends of history, 

there is a concomitant tendency to 'intervene and manipulate'.567 O'Donovan notes, 'The logic 

of this is simple: the ends of natural life which human action should respect are no longer 

understood to be given objectively in nature itself, but to be conferred upon nature by the 

interpretation of a human culture'.568 A good illustration of this could be seen in aspects of 

the movement to preserve wilderness, particularly in serving the American cultural narrative 

discussed in Chapter 2; in this may be seen how the natural world can became a kind of 

human or cultural artifact that serves the ends of a culture. For one who writes little on 

environmental issues, O'Donovan is keenly aware of the way historicist views transform 

nature into such artifacts and how this has played out in what he calls 'wilderness parks'.569 

He writes, 

An area of previously unbroken wilderness is marked out on a map; a fence 
built round it, a gate gives access to it, and a road, with car-parking 
facilities, brings traffic to the gate. Inside it professional gamekeepers 
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‘manage’ the stocks of wildlife and ensure the maintenance of a properly 
balanced wilderness ecology. Thus even wilderness becomes hominized. 
True, the bush is still as thick and the bears are still as wild as ever they 
were before; but the thickness and the wildness no longer confront mankind 
as an independent good. They flourish as man’s work of art, existing only to 
serve that route of cultural fulfilment that he has mapped out for himself.570 

Although it is certainly the case that many environmental philosophers do argue for the 

intrinsic value of wildness and may even lament the need to carve out spaces within a society 

for wildness to exist, there remains a tension over what a wilderness preserve actually is. Is it 

a cultural artifact or is it a space where the intrinsically valuable can more or less pursue 

their natural ends? But again, even such an attempt to leave nature alone is often conceived 

of as a kind of intervention that best suits particular human ends. And so it is, O'Donovan 

writes, that 'The burden of proof has shifted, so that it has to be borne by those who would 

let alone rather than those who would intervene; and they have to discharge their burden by 

arguing, in quite alien terms, that letting alone would be the most effective form of 

intervention in this case'.571 

To guard the created order from being dissolved through the human will to 

transform, O’Donovan asserts that there is an unmistakable completeness to the created 

order that affirms this creation as the secure gift of God.572 By 'complete', I do not read him 

as suggesting that natural processes are static or that they are not continually evolving, which 

would rightly give us pause, but rather that created order as a whole is established as the 

matrix within which change occurs and is meaningful. It is the ‘given totality of order which 

forms the presupposition of historical existence’.573 Rather than situating the created order 

within the matrix of history as a kind of raw material fuelling the march of history, he argues 

that creation is ‘not negotiable within the course of history’.574 Creation as the presupposition 

of history is another way of saying that history is finite, that it has an ‘origin’ or ‘beginning’ 

in creation, without which there would be no history.575 

The completeness of the created order not only affirms creation, it also rejects the 

idea that it is some ‘unfinishedness’ progressing toward some historical goal. The notion of 

growth or progress presents a particular challenge because it assumes that future history is 

‘inherently predictable as the development and enhancement of the course in which things 
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have so far run’.576 There is no eschatological end towards which creation is directed; the 

eschatological becomes a historical end achievable within time and by human direction. In 

such an account, history itself ‘will declare its own meaning’.577 Thus, if one can determine 

the historical ends toward which the created order is progressing, one can know the 

‘direction of history and discern the ways of God’.578 On the implications of this position 

O’Donovan writes, ‘Gone, then is the mystery of God’s dealings, the inscrutability of 

historical events which reduced the prophet to tears’.579 

The basis, therefore, for any movement in history will always be the created order as 

a ‘gift’ that is celebrated and affirmed in God’s Sabbath rest after the sixth day of creation.580 

To argue that creation is complete is also to recognise God’s sovereignty over the created 

order. While we may be buffeted by historical events and contingencies, it remains the good 

creation that God has made. Statements about the goodness of created order raise questions 

about whether O’Donovan’s view of the world is an idealised one, especially given the 

suffering and struggle that seems to be built into it as a feature of evolution. To express faith 

in the reality of God and the goodness of the world does not necessarily entail an idealised 

view, just a judgment that the very real pain and struggle is not the final horizon; for 

O’Donovan, the resurrection tells us that. But a belief in the goodness of the world, it seems 

to me, is not exclusive to those of Christian faith. Many express dissatisfaction with such 

pain and suffering and actively work against it, which seems to reflect a belief in the reality 

of goodness to which one’s resistance attests to. To inquire into the shadow side of the world 

and to express discomfort with it is quite significant, a discomfort that points to an 

understanding of the world’s goodness. In a Veritas Forum lecture, O’Donovan, in response 

to a question about the pain and suffering that challenges the idea of goodness, answered 

with a question: ‘Why is the world worth struggling with to the extent that I think it worth 
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complaining’ about? ‘Why should I expect or hope or desire that the world should be any 

different from that?’ ‘What is it that I believe I must believe about the world if I am to find a 

foundation for this anger and disappointment which I express?’ Our disappointments, he 

states, ‘come out of a constant committed desire to find within the world the good it 

contains’.581 

Moreover, to speak of contingency is also to make a further claim: while creation is 

complete, it is also incomplete in the sense that God’s ‘work in the providential government 

and redemption of history’ is ongoing.582 Contingency is not, for O'Donovan, symptomatic 

of a creation in the throes of growth and maturity, and on this he parts ways with Irenaeus; 

contingency reflects the reality of finitude, of that which awaits fulfilment. The completion 

of God’s work in creation was celebrated in the Sabbath, but God’s providence continues, 

serving God’s promises.583 

Before exploring further this promised fulfilment, it is important to note that 

O’Donovan is not, in his critique of historicism, denying the significance of history, quite the 

contrary. The notion of ‘history’, O’Donovan argues, plays an important role in Christian 

thought, not simply because it aids moral thinking but because it is first and foremost ‘the 

story of what has happened in God’s good providence to the good world which God has 

made’.584 History is, therefore, not simply a series of events, or the collation of events into a 

narrative that has no meaning or direction; history in its truest sense tells of the ‘inherent 

significance and direction’ of events.585 For history to have its deepest meaning, for it to be 

more than merely ‘uninterpretable movement’, 586  it must tell of the redemption and 

transformation of the created order in Christ. He writes,  

For history to be meaningful history, and for God’s freedom to be gracious 
freedom, there must also be order which is not subject to historical change. 
Otherwise history could only be uninterpretable movement, the denial of 
what has been in favour of what is to be. The fact that temporal movement is 
comprehensible as ‘history’ points to the prior fact that temporal movement 
is not the sole manifestation of God’s work. He who is unchanging, with ‘no 
variation or shadow due to change’ (Jas. 1:17), is the author, not only of 
change itself, but of the order which makes that change good.587 
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History is, thus, where we see God’s saving work brought about for creation; as 

such, there is true ‘change and innovation’ in which God does something new on behalf of 

creation. This openness to change and newness is not the same as noting that creation is in 

flux, or that change itself is good, it is to say that it remains open to God’s continuing work 

in creation (not of creation), 588  that of the ‘vindication of creation from death, the 

manifestation of its wholeness’, which is a sign of God’s providential upholding of creation 

‘through the perilous contingencies of history’.589 A Christian understanding of history will 

attest to God’s faithfulness in affirming the goodness of creation and in not abandoning it to 

fruitless change. 

But what, one might ask, about ecological restoration? Might not restorative action 

be just another attempt to transform nature to reflect our now growing cultural concern with 

historical ends that ignore the natural world and thus jeopardise those ends? In one sense, 

this may undoubtedly be the case, but it seems to me that something more interesting also 

may be taking place in restoration, something that points to the importance of a fluid 

understanding of history and created order. In the next section, I want to explore the 

possibility that restoration's reliance on history, as discussed in Chapter 2, may be 

functioning as a vehicle for articulating the value of the natural world apart from historical 

ends, even while it remains wrapped up in them. 

4.2. Restoration, History, and an Objective Created Order 

A clue to the deeper significance of history for restoration practice may be found in 

statements such as this from Stephanie Mills: ‘fidelity to the original ecological communities 

of the places being restored is a profound obeisance to Nature’.590 Such statements seem to 

suggest that restorationists have a sense that what they are doing goes beyond simply 

restoring the biological functions of an ecosystem. Before exploring what this 'more' might 

be, I want to address the curious use of the capital 'N' in Mill's statement. Although it may 

have a number of meanings, as noted in the Introduction, it is notable because it indicates a 

belief in the existence of a nature that is more than simply the construction of a culture. And 

here we butt up again against a much wider debate over the meaning of nature, that is, over 

whether ‘nature’ (typically excluding human beings) is a social construct or whether it 

denotes something real that exists apart from human ideas about it.  
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Those who view nature as a social construct have looked at the ways nature has been 

interpreted across time and space and how such interpretations have affected the human 

relationship with the natural world.591 Such an endeavour, it seems to me, is useful for 

unveiling the ways in which the things we hold to be objective and natural may in fact be 

cultural. For instance, the groundbreaking collection of articles on the meaning of nature 

Uncommon Ground has effectively shown that the way we define nature often reveals as 

much about humankind as it does about nature itself.592 While such work has advanced our 

understanding of how cultural meaning can influence our perceptions of reality, it would be 

a mistake to suggest that ‘nature’ as such is merely a cultural construction or artifact, such 

that the ‘intrinsic meaning of natural phenomena is unavailable to us, and that human 

semiotic and material work bestows meaning to them’.593 Such a view could be described as 

a form of imperialism in which 'nature’s very meaning is determined by human thought'.594 

On the other side are those who maintain that ‘the world, including its living components, 

really do exist apart from humanity’s perceptions and beliefs about it’.595 As Paul Shepard 

has stated: 

A thousand million pairs of eyes, antennas, and other sense organs are fixed 
on something beyond themselves that sustains their being, in a relationship 
that works. To argue that because we interpose talk or pictures between us 
and this shared immanence, and that it therefore is meaningless, contradicts 
the testimony of life itself. The nonhuman realm, acting as if in common 
knowledge of a shared quiddity, of unlike but congruent representations, 
tests its reality billions of time every hour. It is the same world in which we 
ourselves live, experiencing it as process, structures, and meanings, 
interacting with the same events that the plants and other animals do.596 
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Of course, it may not be necessary to make a choice between one or the other but instead, it 

seems essential to me, to hold these views in tension, accepting a certain amount of blurring 

between these categories.  

Indeed, on this debate, I take a middle position, recognising that, as Higgs notes, 

'along a line between nature-as-objective-fact and nature-as-cultural-construction the truth 

lies somewhere in the middle’.597 My general orientation is to recognise that there is an 

actual thing that exists before I attended to it and will continue long after I have ceased to 

consider it,598 but some of the terrain that we have traversed so far seems to suggest that we 

must be cognisant of how we perceive the natural order and the contingency and 

contextuality of these perceptions. Therefore, as O'Donovan has argued, a necessary feature 

of practical reason is not only attentiveness to the world but also an awareness of the self in 

the world and one's viewpoint as one of many possibilities.599 And so, particularly with 

respect to environmental action, entangled as it is with the natural and the cultural, it seems 

to me that a critical realist approach is indispensable: it is ‘a way of describing the process of 

'knowing' that acknowledges the reality of the thing known, as something other than the 

knower (hence 'realism'), while also fully acknowledging that the only access we have to this 

reality lies along the spiralling path of appropriate dialogue or conversation between the 

knower and the thing known (hence 'critical')’.600 Human understandings of the natural world 

will always be mediated by cultural contexts and such understandings will shift as one 

encounters new ideas that test and challenge these views, but more will be said on human 

ways of knowing in Chapter 5. 

Restorationists, not surprisingly, struggle to manoeuvre through this contentious 

terrain, being aware of their entangled values while also working to restore the very real 

grasses, trees, and animals of ecosystems. The role of history in restoration practices seems 

to me not only to highlight this tension but also to serve as a way to discover objective nature 

and to articulate its value, that is, the value of nature before humankind determined its 

instrumental usefulness in furthering human historical ends, and thereby also underscoring 

the ways history can meaningfully point to something real about the world. What is being 

                                                        
597 Higgs, “Two-Culture Problem,” 161. 
598 Holmes Rolston III, “Nature for Real: Is Nature a Social Construct?,” in The Philosophy 

of the Environment (Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh Press, 1997), 38–64. 
599 O’Donovan, Self, World, Time, 13. 
600 N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, vol. 1 (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 1992), 35. This position it seems to me is particularly important for conversations that take on 
board insights from both the sciences and humanities, broadly construed. Alister McGrath, for 
instance, takes a critical realist position, articulated in dialogue with Roy Bhaskar, in his engagement 
at the intersections of science and theology. Alister E. McGrath, A Scientific Theology: Volume 2. 
Reality (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 197.  
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recognised in restoration practice is the existence of a vast and complex network of relations 

between species – capital ‘N’ nature – that simply exists apart from any human design or 

purpose – such ecosystems ‘were there when we got there and owe nothing to us’601 – and as 

such, are intrinsically valuable and worthy of moral attention. It is this recognition of the 

value of individual creatures and their interactions and relationships with one another that 

drives the practice, particularly that of the ecocentric variety, which is a studied attempt to 

restore all the parts of an ecosystem for the sake of the ecosystem itself without concern for, 

and sometimes in opposition to short-term, human interests.602 William Jordan writes,  

And the attempt to restore it [the historic ecosystem], to summon it back into 
the landscape, amounts to an attempt on the part of the restorationist to 
disappear ecologically – to behave in such a way (a very odd way, actually) 
that the ecosystem can resume behaving as if ‘we’ had never arrived.603  

To suppose that this ecocentric focus is merely another iteration of environmentalism's 

misanthropic tendencies is to miss a crucial point. The silencing of human interests in 

restoration is not at its core a punishment for human acts that have tended to exploit the 

natural world. Instead, this intentional setting aside of human interests arises, I contend, from 

a desire to know and appreciate the natural world, as it exists in and of itself, as a whole and 

in its parts, aside from its usefulness as the raw material for human projects. Thus, it is 

through restoration practice that it becomes possible for ordinary people to know and 

appreciate the interplay of oaks, grasses, insects, butterflies, and wildflowers in a savannah 

ecosystem, apart from their human use-value. 

Ecological restoration seeks to pay tribute to ‘the givenness, strangeness, and 

otherness of nature’ by restoring to the historic ecosystem, that which was simply there 

before humans drew it into service to their plots and plans.604 The thereness of historic 

ecosystems is understood in terms of 'nature-as-given'.605 This idea of givenness does not 

necessarily reflect belief in a 'giver' but rather is attempting to describe that which humans 

merely have discovered: a world that simply exists apart from human agency and will 

continue to exist long after us. And the vehicle for arriving at an understanding of this 

givenness, which bears considerable resemblance to the created order of kinds and ends 

already examined, is history. By moving back behind human modifications of the natural 

world, restoration is an attempt to say that the relations that existed between creatures, before 

                                                        
601 Jordan and Lubick, Making Nature Whole, 5. 
602 Not all restorations are of the ‘ecocentric’ type, but I focus on it here because of its 

orientation to acquiring knowledge of nature that is not circumscribed by anthropocentric concerns. 
Jordan, “Restoration in Space and Place,” 21.  

603 Ibid. 
604 Jordan and Lubick, Making Nature Whole, 5. 
605 Jordan, “Restoration in Space and Place,” 21. 
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humans disregarded those relations, are of value and should be recovered as nearly as 

possible.  

One of the interesting features of restoration is that this belief in the intrinsic value 

of the natural world that should be extended through restorative activities is also the same 

belief that has led others to eschew human intervention in ecosystems altogether.606 Any 

intervention in nature is given to be morally dubious regardless of the motivations for, or 

outcomes of, intervention. But, for restorationists, because the natural world is valuable apart 

from human interests, human intervention through restoration is believed to be an 

appropriate moral response. Medical analogies are sometimes used to describe how this 

might be the case: although an ill person is understood to have intrinsic value, interventions 

to foster healing are considered to be moral acts that affirm her or his value.607 For others, 

intervention may be considered moral if it aims to heal pathologies but not when it is 

concerned with enhancement or ‘playing God’, though the line is seldom clear in practice.608 

Overall, for restorationists, to leave the natural world alone to decline is not respecting its 

value; working to ensure its flourishing both in the present and into the future is what 

honours its value intrinsically, as well as culturally. 

One question that continues to surface in these discussions of history is how we are 

to know and respond to the natural world, for instance, in the face of climate change where 

the guidance of the past may be less useful. Although history can serve as a way to articulate 

the importance of created order, of givenness, for framing our moral responses to it, one 

must also speak of the freedom to respond to present realities which move beyond those of 

the past, however they may be informed by them. At the same time, to disregard the historic 

ecosystem and its usefulness for guiding moral action would be to fall into the historicist trap 

of viewing the past as something to be superseded. We should not suppose that the past is 

unable to directly addressing our present situation.609 It seems to me that there can be a 

dynamic relationship between the past of an ecosystem and our present action in which what 

we know about the past sits alongside our knowledge of the present, seeing what light it 

sheds on the present, and deciding on a course of action. What we know of the past does not 

provide us with absolute direction, though it can certainly reveal to us a great deal of reality. 

The history of an ecosystem informs our action because there will be some kind of 

                                                        
606 Elliot, “Ecology and the Ethics of Environmental Restoration,” 31, 36. 
607 Lo, “Natural and Artifactual,” 254. 
608 Gerald McKenny, “Nature as Given, Nature as Guide, Nature as Natural Kinds:  Return to 

Nature in the Ethics of Human Biotechnology,” in Without Nature? A New Condition for Theology, 
ed. David Albertson and Cabell King (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), 164. 

609 Oliver O’Donovan, “How Can Theology Be Moral?,” Journal of Religious Ethics 17, no. 
2 (1989): 88. 
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continuity between past and present, a respect for kinds and the relations between kinds that 

have made up the ecosystem. But I would be wary of uses of history in restoration that short-

circuit moral discernment of present conditions that may call for a different response. 

Moreover, there will need to be attentiveness to the horizon of God’s renewal of creation in 

Christ and how this may call us to respond in ways that reflect God's work to bring all 

creation to its ultimate fulfilment, but more on this in the final chapter. 

4.3. Restoration and Transformation 

In contrast to a historicism that would see creation's fulfilment as ‘generated immanently 

from within history’, the theological approach I have chosen views the fulfilment of creation 

as a new work of God in Christ;610 it is a work in which, O’Donovan writes, ‘God is not 

merely responding to necessities intrinsic to it, but is doing something new’.611 This sense of 

newness is why, O’Donovan observes, the Protestant Reformers were so concerned with 

framing redemption in terms of ‘sola gratia, solo Christi’.612 God’s grace is not merely 

something working from within the constraints of history, it is also a ‘work “from 

outside”’.613 The created order is not merely ordered teleologically, as if it only possessed 

within itself an urge to move toward a particular historical end, but rather it is understood 

eschatologically as having a ‘destined end’ that is a ‘higher grace’, a ‘new thing’ that 

constitutes its ultimate fulfilment.614 The higher grace of which we speak is the work of 

Christ who ‘brings the world-order to its fulfilment’ and ‘confers purpose and destiny on the 

whole’, that of the kingdom of God.615 

At the same time, one has to ask what it might mean for creation to be fulfilled. To 

speak in these terms is by no means simple, especially in light of evolution.616 What, for 

                                                        
610  Richard Bauckham uses the language of ‘transcendent eschatology’ in order to 

differentiate it from ‘immanent eschatology’ that sees fulfilment as historical progress and of human 
activity as participating in this. Richard Bauckham, “The Future of Jesus Christ,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Jesus, ed. Markus Bockmuehl (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 272–
73. 

611 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 64. 
612 Ibid. 
613 Ibid. 
614 Ibid., 64–65. 
615 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 65–66. 
616 Lisa Sideris has challenged ecotheologians for romanticising the natural world and not 

attending to its evolutionary realities. Although she points to a weakness in ecotheology, she also 
problematically critiques some, such as Michael Northcott, for being influenced by the image of the 
heavenly kingdom. In so doing, she discounts an important feature of the Christian eschatological 
vision. Sideris, Environmental Ethics, Ecological Theology, and Natural Selection; Lisa Sideris, 
“Evolving Environmentalism: The Role of Ecotheology in Creation/Evolution Controversies,” World 
Views: Environment, Culture, Religion 11 (2007): 58–82. 
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instance, would it look like for a lion to be redeemed or fulfilled? What about for its prey?617 

Such questions challenge one’s view of good and evil, as well as push an awareness of the 

cosmic nature of redemption. O'Donovan himself recognises the inclusiveness of redemption 

– ‘For redemption is what God has done for the whole, and not just for a part of that which 

he once made’	  – but he is hesitant to extrapolate on what that might look like.618 Although a 

great deal more could be said than he has ventured in his work, in a sense, he may be correct 

not to speculate too wildly on specifics. We will never know this side of the eschaton what it 

would look like for a lion, or its prey, to be fulfilled and a new creation. And so, although I 

recognise the value of theological exploration into conversations about creation’s 

redemption, it must be left to the side here.  

This discussion of the fulfilment of created order leads us back again to the point 

raised in Chapter 2, namely, in which direction should restoration be oriented: toward the 

past or toward the future? The theological starting points in Chapter 3 alongside the 

understanding of created order presented in this chapter can provide some guidance as to 

how Christians might begin to answer this question in regard to their own restorative 

activities. To do so requires revisiting the question of the link presented in the Introduction 

and Chapter 2 between restoration and redemption. Is the restoration of a historic ecosystem 

a redemptive act, as some restorationists view it? In Chapter 3, resurrection is described as 

the foundation of Christian ethics because in it we see the affirmation and redemption of the 

created order. Redemption may also be further articulated this way: in the resurrection, 

creation is vindicated and affirmed a) as the good creation that God has made and b) as the 

creation that has its own meaning and purpose.619 Thus, what we have is an affirmation of 

creation that has a ‘double aspect’: a) it is both the ‘recovery of something given and lost’, 

and b) it is transformation.620 To illustrate, Christ’s resurrection and ascension also carried 

this double aspect: it looked backwards and forwards – Jesus is both restored and 

transformed.621 In the resurrection, Jesus is brought back from the dead and restored to his 

life; he is given back to his friends and he eats and drinks with them. But the gospel 

narratives also reveal a transformed and glorified Christ elevated to the right hand of God. 

                                                        
617 Southgate, Groaning of Creation, 88. 
618 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 55. 
619 Ibid. 
620 Ibid., 54–55. 
621 The example of Christ is indicative of all creation because, as O’Donovan writes, ‘He is 

creation’s head only in so far as he stands alongside it as the creature, the first-born from the dead 
who leads creation on the path from death to life, the path which only it, and he with it and at its head, 
can walk’. Ibid., 33. 
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The example of Christ gives us a better handle on what the redemption of the created order 

might consist of.622  

For one, redemption is the ‘restoration’ of the created order God made – ‘the 

recovery of things as they were always supposed to be’623 – and of the human person’s place 

in it. The eschatological is not annihilation or repudiation of the natural world – the gnostic 

possibility is ruled out;624 rather, it is gathered up, created anew, and given back to itself in a 

way that is surprising and unexpected.625 And so, O’Donovan argues, ‘we must go beyond 

thinking of redemption as mere restoration, the return of a status quo ante’.626 Redemption 

does not simply return us to Eden; it does not consist merely of a ‘cyclical return to the 

beginnings’, nor could it be a return to a better past, however a society might define it.627 He 

asserts that from the beginning creation has been given its own goal and purpose so that any 

redemption must offer the promise of fulfilment of this goal and purpose and a release from 

what the Apostle Paul refers to as its futility or bondage to decay.628 The fulfilment of 

creation is brought about only through an eschatological transformation. Far from negating 

or annihilating the creation, this transformation affirms what creation is and what it always 

has been ‘intended for’, that of the kingdom of God.629  

And so, to the question of in which direction restoration should be oriented, the 

answer, rendered theologically to guide Christian acts of restoration, is both backwards and 

forwards. O'Donovan writes, 'Christian ethics, too, looks both backwards and forwards, to 

the origin and to the end of the created order. It respects the natural structures of life in the 
                                                        
622 Ibid., 55. 
623 O’Donovan, “Natural Ethic,” 29. 
624 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 55. 
625 See also Jürgen Moltmann, The Coming of God: Christian Eschatology, trans. Margaret 

Kohl (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 29. 
626 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 55. 
627 Ibid. 
628 Romans 8.19-22. It is important to note O’Donovan’s views on the fallenness of created 

order, though this is not a theme he dwells on. Ibid., 88. He speaks of maintaining the ‘threefold 
Christian metaphysic of a good creation, an evil fall and an end of history which negates the evil and 
transcends the created good’ over against views of history as a process that ‘replaces the categories of 
good and evil with those of past and future’. Ibid., 63. Although such a position does little to address 
questions raised by science, it is difficult to maintain a view of creation as good but in need of 
redemption and transformation without recourse to the notion of fallenness, at least as ‘all those ends 
to which God did not destine it’. Ibid., 55. For O’Donovan, fallenness is further understood as 
originating in human sin that ‘threatened the good order of creation itself’. Ibid., 83. Such a view of 
the natural world as swept up in human sin is important if there is to be a defence of the 
interconnectedness of humans with the natural world, as the passage from Romans 8 seems to imply. 
This would also seem to fit with O’Donovan’s understanding of the ways humans and ‘nature’ are tied 
together: he writes, ‘the concept of a human nature is actually inseparable from the concept of nature 
as such. Without “nature” around it in which it can take its place, “human nature” can be nothing but 
an insubstantial phantom…’ Ibid., 18.  

629 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 55, 66. 
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world, while looking forward to their transformation'.630 With respect to the natural world, I 

am inclined to strongly agree with this suggestion. For Christians engaged in restoration 

activity, it will be important to attend closely to the reality of the natural world, to the 

relations between kinds and ends, affirming these as good and valuable.631 Such attentiveness 

would necessarily include attentiveness to the past of an ecosystem as a guide for appropriate 

action through restoration. For, as O'Donovan has argued, 'Action depends for its 

intelligibility upon a strong continuity with the past, a context given from past to the present, 

since the future we face is countless and undetermined. All we think we know about the 

present and future is by borrowed light from the past'.632 At the same time, Christian acts of 

restoration will need to aim to discern in what ways, however provisional, new creation may 

be bursting into the present. 633 How this is interpreted is of great importance, and I am more 

inclined toward an approach that, rather than taking some view of creation’s transformation 

as a goal for action, attends to what flourishing for a particular being might look like right 

now, how its existence might be heightened by, for instance, more diverse surroundings that 

give it the space to develop in new and interesting ways; restoration could be a key 

component of this. A more thorough exploration of what this might look like will delayed to 

Chapter 6; for the present, it is enough to indicate the bi-directionality of redemption that is 

more than a return to a historical past but must remain open to the fulfilment of all things. 

4.4. Conclusion 

What has been gained by this exploration of the created and moral order? Where does it 

leave us with respect to the driving question of this dissertation: How might Christians 

                                                        
630 Ibid., 58. It is important perhaps to note that O'Donovan is not simply concerned with the 

natural world when he refers to the 'natural structures of life in the world' but with 'every institution of 
human life', especially government, work, and marriage, that ought to be respected while awaiting 
their transformation in hope. It seems to me that O'Donovan places a little too much emphasis on 
respecting these structures and less on the way eschatology bears down on these structures, calling 
them to transformation, for instance, in light of the peace of the kingdom of God. But O'Donovan's 
political theology is not of ultimate concern here, and I mention it only to indicate that while I am yet 
to be convinced by this line of argument for human structures, I believe such conservatism is 
important and necessary for our actions with respect to the natural world. 

631 Within this there will need to be a concomitant awareness of sin, of the ways human 
actions have distorted the natural world and our relation to it, and repentance – ‘thinking and seeing 
things differently’. For an Eastern Orthodox perspective on the restoration of creation and atonement, 
see Chapter 4 of Margaret Barker, Creation: A Biblical Vision for the Environment (London: T&T 
Clark, 2010). 

632 O’Donovan, SWT, 1:41. 
633 Neil Messer offers a useful list of questions to help us assess how to ‘live and act in ways 

that go with the grain of those good purposes of God’: ‘do our lives and action conform and witness to 
God’s good purposes, in so far as we know of these purposes through Christ; are they opposed to 
God’s purposes, serving instead the ends of chaos and destruction; or are they attempts to substitute 
for God’s work in Christ?’ Neil Messer, “Humans, Animals, Evolution and Ends,” in Creaturely 
Theology, ed. Celia Deane-Drummond and David Clough (London: SCM Press, 2009), 218. 
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respond to environmental degradation through ecological restoration in ways that arise 

from and are shaped by faith in God’s redeeming purposes for creation? All along it has 

been my assumption that faith in the gospel that God has raised Jesus Christ from the dead, 

thereby redeeming all creation, ought to shape the ways Christians respond to the problems 

of degradation. The primary goal of this chapter, then, has been to begin to flesh out how 

such a theological starting point described in Chapter 3 may guide Christian responses to 

degradation through restoration. Guided by the premise that there is a connection between 

metaphysics and ethics – 'The way the universe is, determines how man ought to behave 

himself in it'634 – it was important to begin with an exploration of created order, both as a 

morally significant order of natural meanings and purposes and as an order restored and 

transformed by the redeeming work of Christ. What this suggests is that Christian responses 

to the natural world must be deeply attentive and respectful of the relations between kinds 

and always mindful of its primary ordering to its creator.  

Our acts of restoration, however conscious of the benefits of restoration for human 

societies, will be oriented toward affirming the goodness of the natural world. Such acts are 

a response of faith that recognises that God's purposes for the world and its creatures are 

good, and that it entails the fulfilment of all beings. And thus, the role of the restorer is not to 

hold ecosystems or creatures in stasis but to work in the natural world, holding the past and 

the future in tension. This work can and will entail a mindfulness of the past, but it holds that 

loosely knowing that the ultimate goal of all creation is transformation, and that this reality 

of new creation can burst into the present through the work of the Holy Spirit to enliven acts 

of restoration. At the same time, one has to be on guard against the temptation to control and 

manipulate the natural world so that it conforms to cultural visions of creaturely 

fulfilment.635 This brings up a practical point, namely, that Christians need to be aware of 

how their views of the natural world have been shaped culturally. For instance, Christians in 

the United States will want to be aware of how depictions of Eden and the ideas of a pristine 

wilderness have influenced what they understand nature to be and what a restoration of that 

nature might look like. It is not simply enough to seek the flourishing of the natural world 

around us through restoration; we must be attentive and critical of how we see this world and 

comprehend its flourishing.  

                                                        
634 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 17. 
635 The kind of approach I am moving toward could be seen in relation to the virtue of 

prudence, that of ‘considering all the options available before arriving at a reasoned decision’, with its 
components of memory, insight, intelligence, teachableness, acumen, reasoning, reflection, foresight, 
circumspection, and caution. Celia Deane-Drummond, The Ethics of Nature (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2004). Although many of these features appear in my work, I do not develop my thinking in a virtue 
ethics direction because my focus is more on moral action rather than the development of the moral 
agent as such.   
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Another theme that has continually come up is the way this vision of created order 

gives an important perspective on the human person, a point that will be explored in much 

greater detail in Chapter 5. It reminds us that there is an order of value that existed before we 

stepped into it, that it was an order of natural meanings and purposes that owed nothing to 

us. It serves to humble us that, whatever our human plans may be, they lie within the broader 

frame of God's plans for all creation. Human interests, therefore, cannot be allowed to crowd 

out a concern for other creaturely beings, though these interests will certainly need to be 

weighed in our moral deliberations. This humble approach will be important for Christian 

acts of restoration, but, as the next two chapters will explore, it will also need to be more 

than simply self-effacing; it must also be free to respond in ways that move beyond a simple 

obeisance to the givenness of nature or a historic ecosystem. It will, as has been noted, be 

watchful of how God may be doing a new thing and of how our actions may testify to and 

participate in this redemptive work. While this chapter has begun to explore how humans are 

to act in the natural world, its focus has been deliberately on the natural world. The next 

chapter seeks to narrow down the focus to a single creature within the created order – the 

human person – in order to determine further their place in the natural world and in the work 

of ecological restoration.  
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Chapter 5 

The Human Being in Created Order 

5.0. Introduction 

What then is the place and role of the human being in created order? As in the previous 

chapter, in which it was argued that the reality of the created order of kinds and ends serves 

as the basis for ethical action within it, it is also necessary to explore what humankind is in 

order to determine what kinds of action are appropriate to this creature. This will be 

particularly important for framing an approach to restoration, for I take it as a given that 

what humankind is has a direct bearing on how one sets out to restore ecosystems. In 

summary, what this chapter seeks to examine then is a) what it means to be this creature, or, 

to use O’Donovan’s phrasing, what ‘kind’ of thing is a human being and what is it for? And 

b) how a proper understanding of the human person illuminates the appropriate role of 

human beings in restoring degraded ecosystems. 

To accomplish these goals, the first section sets the boundaries for a discussion of 

the human being, a task that was begun in Chapter 4 but will be parsed out further here. It 

asks what does it mean to be a human being in the created order? And how might this offer a 

moral perspective within which to frame moral action in the natural world? One of the core 

features of this perspective is a challenge to the idea of the validity of human control and 

ordering of the world. This idea of control will be addressed through an examination of  

‘making’ – the idea that human action produces artifacts that originate in the will and are 

ordered to serve human ends – and ‘doing’ – the idea that there is a realm of activity that is 

primarily responsive to the realities of the created order and whose impetus for action lies 

outside of the moral agent in that world. While human creaturely life entails both making 

and doing, ecological restoration, I maintain, lies closer on the spectrum towards responsive 

action or ‘doing’ than it does toward production. Manoeuvring through this terrain also 

brings us up against important tensions in the way humans are placed in created order, 

namely how to balance an emphasis on humility and on humans as part of creation while 

also not relinquishing human distinctiveness and moral responsibility to the natural world. 

The second section looks at O’Donovan’s interpretation of human distinctiveness as 

revolving around a particular mode of participating in created order, that is, through moral 

knowledge. His depiction points to the distinctive role of human beings in the world and 

highlights its limitations, which I take up in regard to environmental action. The third and 

final section addresses the problem of sin and disorder and the failure of the human person to 

live into their vocation and to plan their action in accord with reality. Once again we return 

to the decisive work of God in Christ, who as the obedient human person, fulfils the human 
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vocation and enables us through the Holy Spirit to participate in Christ’s victory. This 

victory opens up a new way of living in the world that has implications for how Christians 

may respond to degradation through restoration. 

5.1. The Human Creature 

Focusing in on the human being when it comes to environmental issues is often viewed as a 

step backwards into an anthropocentrism that sees little of value in the world beyond human 

interests. Many environmentalists have contended that it is precisely this fixation on humans 

and their interests that has led to the current ecological crisis. Although a disregard for other 

creatures in the face of human interests has undoubtedly played a major role in 

environmental degradation, it does not follow that this is because of too great a rumination 

on the human creature. It seems to me that the thoughtless pursuit of short-term human 

interests, for instance, may largely result from a lack of understanding of what it means to be 

human and what it looks like to flourish as this creature.636 Because humans do not truly 

know what kind of creature they are, they do not know how to behave properly within the 

created order they inhabit.637 Therefore, any account of Christian moral action in the natural 

world must also answer basic theo/anthropological questions.638 

5.1.1. ‘How to be a Human Being’ 

The question of the human being is the subject of one of O'Donovan's sermons entitled 'How 

to Be a Human Being' in which he suggests that we are in need of instruction on what it is to 

be human.639 He admits that this may indeed be an odd suggestion, after all, being human is 

just what we are, and we can be nothing else. While he grants that this is true, he argues that 
                                                        
636 Such miscalculations about what it means to be human may be described as a cultural 

crisis at the heart of the ecological crisis. Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and 
Agriculture (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1977). 

637 Here I aim to make clear that I see an important connection between anthropology and 
ethics. For a more detailed exploration of this connection, see Peterson, Being Human. 

638 One such theological anthropology is Conradie, An Ecological Christian Anthropology. 
See also Ian Ball et al., eds., The Earth Beneath: A Critical Guide to Green Theology (London: SPCK, 
1992); Robin Grove-White, “Human Identity and the Environmental Crisis,” in The Earth Beneath, 
ed. Ian Ball et al. (London: SPCK, 1992). 

639 Oliver O’Donovan, “How to Be a Human Being,” in The Word in Small Boats: Sermons 
from Oxford, ed. Andy Draycott (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2010), 134–37. Although I use 
‘human beings’ and ‘humankind’ in sweeping terms, as O’Donovan also does, I recognise that human 
beings are situated differently, and that a certain amount of interpretive flexibility in this regard is 
desirable. This difference has been articulated by feminist scholars, such as in Valerie Saiving’s 
insight that the way sin and its remedy have been framed has been based largely on the male 
experience. This critique points to the difficulty of diagnosing hubris and of thinking oneself as the 
centre, for instance, as the human problem when so many of the world’s peoples have been excluded 
from that centre. Valerie Saiving, “The Human Situation: A Feminine View,” in WomanSpirit Rising: 
A Feminist Reader in Religion (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1992), 25–42. Nevertheless, I believe 
there is value in retaining the universal term ‘human beings’ as a way of marking out the boundaries 
for this particular creature within created order.  
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being human is something we, nevertheless, can ‘fail or succeed in being it’;640 it is, as 

Rowan Williams suggests, ‘in danger of becoming a lost art’.641 That this may be the case is 

evident in the way the word ‘human’ is often used interchangeably with ‘fallible’, or the way 

the word ‘humanity’ is sometimes used to indicate the presence of virtue.642 But what does it 

mean to succeed or fail at being human? O’Donovan points to the creation narrative in the 

first chapter of Genesis because he believes it offers good instruction on what this entails. In 

the Genesis account, five days pass before the human creature arrives on the scene. In these 

five days, God sees all that God has made and declares it to be good. Thus, O’Donovan 

concludes, ‘We were not needed for the goodness of planets and stars, or vegetation and 

animals. They were good on their own terms, or rather their Creator’s terms, not needing you 

or me to find them so’.643 All that ‘came before us, all the energy and life that teemed across 

the vast spaces of the universe and planet, and still teems, was simply good’.644 In another 

sermon entitled 'Facing Death' on Job 38, in which God answers Job’s questions ‘out of the 

whirlwind’ and parades before him the wonders of God’s creation, O’Donovan writes that 

this staggering array of creatures ‘go on their way with settled purpose and breathtaking 

grandeur, and without the slightest concern for our interests. They simply dwarf us’.645  

In his sermon, ‘The Sea! The Sea!' on Psalm 95.5 (‘The sea is his and he made 

it…’), O’Donovan aims to draw out the significance of this creation narrative for human 

self-understanding. To make the point of the Psalm clearer, he places it in its negative form: 

‘the sea is clearly not ours, and we did not make it’.646 In this sermon, the sea and the 

mariner who traverses it, act as metaphors to describe how the human being is ‘launched’ 

into created life, into a world she did not make, just like a mariner on the sea. Although 

O’Donovan does not use the language of ‘dwarfing’ in this context, the sea serves to give 

humankind a much-needed perspective. He writes, ‘At once surrounded and surrounding, the 
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sea makes us feel the intrusiveness of human beings, those cheeky latecomers to the drama 

of God and creation’.647  

Passages such as these are instructive on what it means to be human because they 

give us a picture of reality. The image we get of human beings in created order is that of late 

arrivals to a party already in full swing. Human beings do not arrive in a world ‘still waste 

and void’; it is not a mass of ‘undifferentiated raw material’ that awaits human decision on 

what it will be.648 Instead, humans find themselves in a world of kinds and ends, a natural 

order of entities that possesses its own meanings and purposes. This world confronts us as 

simply ‘there’ or ‘objective’.649 It is, he writes,  

an order of things which existed prior to my existing, which was an object of 
attention to God, angels and men before it could ever be an object of 
attention to me. The world is an order of things that will, in all probability, 
persist after I am gone.650 

This picture of reality is not meant to diminish the human person but rather to offer 

liberation from the 'anthropocentric framework, the insistence on weighing the world on 

human scales, asking it human questions instead of taking it as it is’. 651  Such 

anthropocentrism is for O'Donovan a hindrance to self-understanding, and ultimately to the 

moral life, because it obscures reality. Shifting one’s perspective, then, also begins to clarify 

one's moral obligations. 

In addition to providing perspective, the encounter with the sea also leads to a 

further conclusion: like the sea, the created order cannot be possessed or controlled by the 

human creature. Nations may mark out the boundaries of the sea and people may recognise 

moral responsibilities to keep it free from pollution and not threaten its biodiversity, but in a 

more fundamental way ‘the sea itself is bigger than our care and our solicitude; it refuses to 

be made, as it were, a ward of court’.652 Humankind, however much they may modify or 

restore the natural world, will always be ‘at sea’ within in it, engaging with something that 

lies beyond their control. In this vein he writes: ‘His handiwork lies beyond us, beneath us, 

above us, altogether out of our reach. We depend on it, not it on us’.653 Indeed, although we 

may attempt to carve out within it a context favourable to our flourishing and be moderately 

successful at it, creation remains that which is ‘not ours that it should do our bidding and 
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ensure our livelihood. It will follow the laws that God has laid down for it in detached 

indifference to our pleas and aspirations’.654 And thus, he sees in the sea a great teacher on 

what it means to be human.  

At the same time, this view, as useful as it may be for environmental concerns and as 

a pastoral reminder for humility, does require a little more nuance. Although it is important 

to assert a modicum of independence and indifference on the part of other creatures – the 

rabbits in my garden truly are not concerned that I am trying to grow food for my dinner and 

will not be dissuaded from procuring theirs – there is a sense in which human worlds and 

natural worlds mutually penetrate each other, such that it is not a simple matter of a one-way 

dependency. This is an insight gained in the practice of restoration in which restorationists 

have found themselves in the peculiar position of restoring landscapes that depend on human 

interventions, such as prairie ecosystems that rely on regular burning and clearing begun by 

Native Americans centuries earlier. Thus, while I would also wish to maintain the 

impossibility of human control over the natural world, even in the face of climate change, 

the situation cannot be quite as starkly outlined as O’Donovan suggests.  

5.1.2. In a World Not of Human Making 

Our self-understanding as human beings, it has been suggested, is crucial for shaping how 

we think about the sphere of human action. This is a point that O’Donovan makes in his text 

on bioethics Begotten or Made?655 It is the givenness of the world that gives a certain shape 

to our possible responses to it. We allow what the object is, or its laws, to structure our 

possible actions. We also plan our human actions alongside of and with it. If we look around 

and see a created order of natural meanings and purposes, then our way through the world 

will need to be marked, at the very least, by a respect for the goings-on of other creatures. 

However, if we reject the order that we encounter and impose our own order upon it, ‘we 

cause it to break down’ and our freedom along with it.656 This, O’Donovan notes, is the ‘law 

of our relations with all nature, with the climate, the soil, the animal world’.657 Modern 

Western liberal society, however, has busied itself with freeing human beings from such 

limits, be they religious, societal, or natural.658 Alongside this, advancements in technology 

have made this ideal a possibility. Because of this shift, there is some confusion about how to 

think about our engagement with the world: is it something we respond to and interact with, 

or is it something we transcend and control? One of the ways O’Donovan addresses this 
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question is by breaking down human action into two aspects, that of ‘doing’ and ‘making’, in 

order to expand what has become a contracted way of describing human beings and their 

activities.  

Modern society, O’Donovan argues, ‘thinks of everything it does as a form of 

instrumental making’.659 It views ‘every situation into which we act’ as ‘raw material’, 

waiting to have something made out of it.660 What, then, does this ‘making’ consist of? The 

act of making is that of construction: a chair is built, a lecture written, a portrait painted. The 

thing that is made is the product of the maker’s will; its very existence depends on the 

maker’s will to create. As such, it is fundamentally unlike the maker, and it lies at the 

maker’s disposal to do with it what the maker wills.661  We have, O’Donovan writes, 

‘stamped the decisions of our will upon the material which the world has offered us, to form 

it in this way and not in that’.662 Making, of course, is a perfectly legitimate mode of human 

expression, but it is not the only one, and this is where modern society, for O’Donovan, has 

gone astray: it has become ‘overwhelmed’ by thinking of all human action as ‘making’.663 

One of the problems with this view is this: ‘The fate of a society which sees, wherever it 

looks, nothing but the products of the human will, is that it fails, when it does see some 

aspect of human activity which is not a matter of construction, to recognise the significance 

of what it sees and to think about it appropriately. This blindness in the realm of thought is 

the heart of what it is to be a technological culture’.664 One aspect of this blindness is with 

respect to the mode of human activity he refers to as ‘doing’. 

‘Doing’ is quite unlike ‘making’ in that it does not construct or produce artifacts; 

rather, it denotes human acts that ‘depend upon the reality of a world which we have not 

made or imagined’.665 Doing is a response to reality, to the created order of kinds and ends. It 

includes those ‘spontaneities’ of human action that recognise a world of good and valuable 
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things to which one must respond in accordance with the reality encountered.666 In his 

sermon, ‘The Sea, The Sea!’, O’Donovan holds up the mariner as a model for being human 

that also, I believe, gives us a better handle on what ‘doing’ might look like. The mariner’s 

work, although it is productive, is primarily ‘an art and a skill’ rather than a ‘production’.667 

He does not transform materials through ‘manufacture’ ‘in which dead materials are fed in at 

one end, the finished product comes out at the other’.668 He does not even aid in the 

transformation process, such as in agriculture ‘in which living potential is tended and cared 

for until it produces its fruit’.669 By contrast,  

The mariner does not transform his materials nor help them transform 
themselves. He leaves the tides and the waves as he finds them. He does not 
mould them, he does not tend them, but he navigates through and across 
them; they are his medium, not his resource. His great art is to cooperate 
with them.670 

Although the mariner does not make or transform the sea, he nevertheless engages with it in 

profound ways; he must gain a vast knowledge of the sea and work in concert with it if he is 

to carry out his work successfully. The mariner makes it his business to be deeply engaged 

with the sea but in such a way that the sea always remains the sea. 

When O’Donovan proposes the mariner as a model, he is not saying that appropriate 

human activity is limited to a kind of skimming over the face of the earth, nor is he 

advocating for the existence of some rigid law of nature that allows for no interference in the 

natural world. There is no indictment here for the actual carpenter, farmer, or manufacturer; 

rather, O’Donovan’s intention is to provide the metaphor for the appropriate disposition of 

the human person in the face of a created order that ‘dwarfs’ him, that is beyond his control 

and not of his own making, and to carve out a space for human activities that are deeply 

engaged and productive, namely, in ‘doing’. The sermon, then, addresses the individual 

launched into the life she has been given rather than made and the need to resist the 

hegemony of the ‘making’ narrative, in which ‘life itself is seen as a kind of mass-productive 

process for which we plan, equip ourselves, and carry through… For this is an age with little 

sympathy for the adventure of life, an age which understands making, as it understands 

buying and selling, but does not understand becoming’.671 But the sermon also addresses the 
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larger question of what it means to be human and how to navigate a created order not of our 

own making. 

The question that interests us here is how to think of the practices of ecological 

restoration: is it ‘doing’ or ‘making’? Katz has argued that it is the latter, and he bases his 

argument on a distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘artifactual’. As noted in Chapter 1, for 

Katz, ‘natural’ is that which is the product of historical and evolutionary processes and is not 

the product of human intentionality. By contrast, those things that are the products of human 

intentions are ‘artifacts’, whose origin and ontological basis lies in their being useful for 

some end, in their functionality, in their furtherance of anthropocentric interests. 672 

Restorationists, then, while supposing they are restoring nature, are in fact creating an 

artifact. The presence of human intentionality in restoration means that what is accomplished 

is not a restored natural ecosystem but an artifactual environment that serves human 

purposes. As such, restoration is merely a ‘technological fix’ and the product of an 

anthropocentric vision in which humans, through their science and technology, ‘shape and 

design a comfortable natural reality’. 673  Therefore, Katz argues that restoration is 

fundamentally an ‘unrecognized manifestation of the insidious dream of the human 

domination of nature. Once and for all, humanity will demonstrate its mastery of nature by 

“restoring” and repairing the degraded ecosystems of the biosphere. Cloaked in an 

environmental consciousness, human power will reign supreme’.674  

Both Katz and O’Donovan see the implications of the modern technological culture 

of ‘making’ for human interaction with the natural world. But Katz, however he might rail 

against the insidious view that humankind can make the world according to its purposes, 

sees no other way of being human. To be human is simply to be a maker, a controller and 

moulder of nature. The only forms of human action that do not fall into this category are the 

purely biological, those unintentional acts necessary for creaturely life. His narrow vision of 

human life and activity, then, provide equally narrow grounds for human interaction with the 

natural world, limited to preservation and non-intrusion. What O’Donovan offers is a way of 

thinking beyond the biological/artifactual binary that, at the same time, also closes off the 

idea of human control of nature that so worries Katz.  

For O’Donovan, viewing every human act as a ‘form of instrumental making’ 

imperils the environment because it loses sight of the goodness and value of the world apart 

from acts of construction and manufacture, a goodness and value that provides a structure for 
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human action in the world. Furthermore, the vision laid out so far of the human person in the 

created order as a mariner navigating the seas with art, skill, and purpose is one that belies 

the notion of human control of the natural world and opens up a space for action that is not 

simply biological or artifactual. Without this other option, human existence is divested ‘of 

certain spontaneities of being and doing’ that are dependent upon ‘the reality of a world 

which we have not made or imagined, but which simply confronts us to evoke our love, fear, 

and worship’.675 And so, O’Donovan offers a way of being in the world that moves beyond 

observation and appreciation but stops short of manipulation and control; such a way could 

be described in terms of cooperation, participation, or skill. He writes: 

However much we may surround ourselves with our artefacts, banish every 
bird from the sky and every fish from the river, tidy every blade of grass into 
a park with concrete paths and iron railings, however blind we may become 
to the givenness of the natural order on which our culture is erected, 
nevertheless, when we take off our clothes to have a bath, we confront 
something as natural, as given, as completely non-artifactual as anything in 
this universe: we confront our own bodily existence. And we learn there, if 
nowhere else, that to enjoy any freedom of spirit, to realize our possibilities 
for action of any kind, we must cherish nature in this place where we 
encounter it, we must defer to its immanent laws, and we must plan our 
activities in cooperation with them.676 

This is, for O’Donovan, a Christian way of moving through the world, a way that affirms the 

natural world as the good and valuable creation of God.  

To do this is to acknowledge that there are limits to the employment of 
technique and limits to the appropriateness of our ‘making’. These limits 
will not be taught to us by compassion, but only by the understanding of 
what God has made, and by a discovery that it is complete, whole and 
satisfying. We must learn again the original meaning of that great symbolic 
observance of Old Testament faith, the sabbath, on which we lay aside our 
making and acting and doing in order to celebrate the completeness and 
integrity of God’s making and acting and doing, in the light of which we can 
dare to undertake another week of work. Technique, too, must have its 
sabbath rest.677 

Given what O’Donovan offers in the way of a critique of a technological culture of 

‘making’, an expansion of human activity beyond that of ‘making’, and an understanding of 

the natural and given world that shapes and limits human action, how might we characterise 

the act of restoring degraded ecosystems? It seems to me that the idea of ‘making’ is largely 

inappropriate for describing the human activity of ecological restoration. Restorations may 

be skilfully designed and implemented but does that mean that it owes its being to the human 

will? At a superficial level, we might say ‘yes’ – the restored ecosystem would not exist had 
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humans not intervened. But at a deeper level, the restored ecosystem resists the category of 

artifact because the human being is not the law of being either for the heron that feeds by the 

river or for the fish that spawn there. These creatures lie beyond our summons and beyond 

our control, as the voice out of the whirlwind in Job 38 so forcefully reminds us. This 

suggests to me that ‘doing’ comes closer to articulating the middle space of ecological 

restoration, a space that is neither a biological act nor a strictly artifactual one.  

Restorations require responsiveness, perception, skill, planning, flexibility, 

knowledge, creativity, openness, and patience, all of which are honed and structured in 

relation to the ecosystem that is being restored. Openness to the continuing development of 

an ecosystem, knowledge of the ecosystem’s past and present, skill in the right composition 

and placement of plant species: all of these activities have as their object the flourishing and 

extension of the lives of other creatures; creatures that, however much one may constrain 

their lives, can neither be made and controlled nor transformed into artifacts. To suggest that 

such a thing were possible is where the real hubris lies. Framed in this way, the language of 

‘design’ in restoration, explored in the Introduction, becomes less problematic because it 

does not look out on the production of an artifact but on the skilful artistry necessary to 

respond to that which lies beyond our ken. All this is not to say, of course, that there is no 

place in restoration projects for cleverly or beautifully designed artifacts, such as birdhouses 

or the like; human beings can and should bring all of their gifts to the table and employ them 

where they benefit an ecosystem. Furthermore, the line between doing and making may in 

fact be quite blurred at times in restoration, but the main concern is to maintain a resistance 

to the idea that all our restoring activities are forms of making and that the ecosystems that 

result are primarily cultural artifacts. 

5.1.3. Humility, Hubris, and Distinctiveness 

Having framed human creaturely life as existing within a created order not of our own 

making and resistant to our control, it would seem that the human place in creation is a 

humble one. Indeed, humility is frequently recognised as an environmental virtue. However, 

restorationists have argued that while humility is an important environmental virtue, only 

stressing restraint and humility supplies a basis for environmental action that is 'thin' and 

‘fails to deal with our profoundest doubts about the world and our place in it’.678 Others have 

argued that appeals to humility are disingenuous and do not adequately reflect the reality of 

human existence; they suggest that while humans are a part of nature, nevertheless, they can 

alter it in ways no other species can and that admitting this is an important step to the 
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articulation of the right and ethical use of this power.679 Frederick Turner has argued that we 

need to move beyond the idea of humility and accept our responsibility for nature:  

That ecological modesty which asserts that we are only one species among 
many, with no special rights, we may see now as an abdication of a trust. 
We are, whether we like it or not, the lords of creation; true humility 
consists not in pretending that we aren’t, but in living up to the trust it 
implies by service to the greater glory and beauty of the world we have been 
given to look after. It is a bad shepherd who, on democratic principles, 
deserts his sheep.680 

 Although Turner's language is unsettlingly domineering, he seems to be trying to articulate 

the distinctiveness of the human role in creation as that which entails service and caretaking. 

That he cannot seem to do so without the use of the metaphor of lordship reveals how 

difficult it is to articulate distinctiveness and responsibility without crossing the line into 

hubris. Jordan seems to recognise more clearly what is at stake here. He writes: 

While I regard restoration as an act of humility before nature, there may be a 
measure of arrogance in the restorationist’s willingness to join the gods of 
the landscape in their work of creation. Yet if we want to conserve natural 
landscapes, we have no choice.681 

As Jordan continuously argues in his writings, if restoration does anything, it reveals the 

ambiguous nature of our relationship to the rest of creation. But this ambiguity does not 

preclude human activity in it, but it does foster a necessary humility; there is no guarantee, 

after all, that the actions we take will be the right ones.  

These issues and tensions also arise around the question of whether or not humans 

are part of nature (and thus occupy a more humble position) or are separate from nature (and 

thus transcend it is some way). In his A Political Theology of Nature, Peter Scott notes two 

responses to this question. The first he names 'personalism', which emphasises the 

discontinuity between humans and nature and tends toward an instrumentalisation of nature, 

denying the significance of its natural meanings and purposes.682 The second he identifies as 

'naturalism', which emphasises the continuity between humans and nature; it recognises 

nature's intrinsic value apart from human beings, contends that humans conform to natural 

laws, and points to human dependency on the natural world.683 Along with Scott, I believe 

that what is needed is a third option that is 'neither the uncritical affirmation nor the 
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dissolution of the difference of humanity, but rather the reconstruction of the identity of 

humanity as un/natural’.684 Instead of trying to resolve it, the tension it seems to me is critical 

to arriving at a realistic picture of the human person.685  

We have to be able to articulate a view of the human person as part of the created 

order and as playing a distinct and unique role in it, which is, of course, true of all creatures. 

At the same time, I am aware of the difficulty of this task and of the possibility that, as 

Williams has forcefully argued, ‘We have mixed our labour with the earth, our forces with 

its forces too deeply to be able to draw back and separate either out’.686 Restoration, it seems 

to me, attempts to operate on this razor’s edge. Van Wieren articulates this as the contraction 

and expansion of the self that restoration fosters. She writes that restoration encourages a 'de-

centering, or loss, of the self that comes through the realization that humans are dependent 

on and interdependent with larger Nature', even as it fosters an 'expanded sense of self in 

relation to nature'.687 It is not simply enough to emphasise the 'dwarfed' position of the 

human person in the created order. It is necessary to press on and begin to articulate further 

what it means to be human and how this bears upon how one ought to respond to 

degradation through restoration. 

How then might the particular mode of being in the world that is human be 

articulated? For O’Donovan, knowledge is the ‘characteristically human way of participating' 

in the world.688 To suggest this is not, however, to deny other forms of creaturely knowing, 

such as a squirrel's knowledge of impending winter or the intricate navigational knowledge 

of migrating birds. The knowledge to which O'Donovan is referring is that of moral 

knowledge: ‘Knowledge of the natural order is moral knowledge’.689 He writes, 

The project of life involves knowledge. With this we touch on what is most 
distinctive in the human relation to the world. All living beings exist in the 
world by consuming, by consuming other beings, in fact, many of those 
living beings, too. All animals exist in the world by moving through it in 
pursuit of their projects. But only human animals exist by knowing that they 
consume and knowing they pursue. Only human animals can hold up their 
existence before their own eyes to form a view of their position in the 
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whole... Only humans ask, 'What are we here for?' Only humans put the 
question of God, the source and end, the where-from and where-to of 
existence. Only humans think about what it means to be happy, about what 
makes a success of life, and what a failure.690 

This is reiterated in Self, World, and Time where O’Donovan notes that morality is not 

concerned so much with 'what we do' but with 'how we think what we are to do, which is to 

say, how we act'; doing, he suggests, is something that we share with other animals: 'birds 

build nests, mammals hunt for food'.691 What seems significant about the human mode of 

being in the world is that it engages in 'taking note of doing, making doing the object of 

thought, not simply by looking back at it afterwards, but by looking forward to it as 

project'.692 

5.2. Moral Knowledge  

In his recent work of theological ethics, Self, World, and Time, O'Donovan refers to practical 

reason simply as our 'native element', and 'Yet we have no idea how it became so'.693 It is 

simply the case that we 'swim in a sea of moral obligations, tangled in seaweed on every 

side, acknowledging claims here, asserting responsibilities there'.694 'Obligations formed us, 

and we formed obligations, for as long as we ever knew ourselves. They governed our 

behavior and shaped our character before we knew how to think of them'.695 And having 

discovered ourselves thus embroiled, we reach out to understand ourselves, the world, and 

the direction of our action. But how do we gain this knowledge of the world? For 

O'Donovan, the answer is through experience.696 He writes, 'What our eyes have seen and 
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what our ears have heard is insurmountable evidence’.697 The problem is, of course, that this 

knowledge is also 'insurmountably subjective’, affected by the individual’s perceptions and 

the ways these perceptions have been formed by various communities of interpretation.698 

Such interpretations, are important because ‘there are more things in heaven and earth than 

we can experience ourselves, and that what we experience ourselves is unintelligible to us 

till we are given tools with which to grasp it’.699  We need, therefore, traditions and 

interpretations, such as science, 'to assemble and interpret many experiences of reality', to 

gain an understanding that is always open to revision.700  

What is the nature of this knowledge that guides our interaction with the world? An 

exploration of knowledge here serves a dual purpose: it underscores the distinctive role of 

humanity in creation and it highlights the limits of this vantage point in creation. Both of 

these movements are necessary for shaping an understanding of humanity and the kinds of 

moral responses that befit them. In building up both of these aspects theologically, I will 

work through what O'Donovan has identified as four features of knowledge of created order: 

knowledge ‘from man’s position in the universe’; knowledge ‘from within’; knowledge ‘of 

things in their relations to the totality of things’; and knowledge that is ‘ignorant of the end 

of history’.701 

5.2.1. Knowledge from the Human Position 

Morality, O’Donovan has maintained, is the human mode of participating in created order, a 

morality that is shaped by ‘the way the universe is’.702 It is not, as noted in Chapter 3, the 

exclusive purview of Christians but is open to all people because they share the same 

universe. This kind of creature is one who is to know and interpret the world, and to succeed 

at being a human is to know and interpret the world rightly. As a moral agent, a person is to 

move through life not in simple obedience to the laws of nature nor by imposing order on the 

created order but by 'deciding what a situation is and demands in the light of the moral 

order'.703 To know and interpret is, for instance, to recognise that ‘there are other kinds of 

things’ and that they are good and valuable.704 It means recognising that there are other kinds 

of things called ‘pigs’ and that to be a pig is a good and valuable thing to be; it means, 

                                                        
697 O’Donovan, Self, World, Time, 11. 
698 Ibid. 
699 Ibid., 12. 
700 Ibid., 11. 
701 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 77, 79, 81–82. 
702 Ibid., 76, 17. 
703 Ibid., 24. 
704 O’Donovan, “Possessing Wisdom,” 146–47. 
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therefore, not mistaking a pig for a ‘meal on four legs’, but rather correctly perceiving what 

it is and what it is for.705  

In describing this way through life as ‘human’, I want to tread carefully here so as 

not to fall into the problematic vein of defining human creatureliness by how it differs from 

other animals, such as by way of language, morality, rationality, tool use, etc.706 Ethological 

research, which shows language, tool use, and forms of morality in other animals, has shown 

this to be a moving target and an unstable position from which to argue theologically for 

human distinctiveness. Although I do not intend to imply that morality is solely limited to the 

human sphere, it also seems to be the case that we have limited access to what, for instance, 

a dog is thinking about when she chases a ball.707 We can only describe what it is like to look 

out at the world from our particular point in it, maintaining at the same time that there is 

something quite distinct about our way of looking.708 The human person does seem to know, 

as far as we can tell, the world around her in ways that other creatures do not know her, and 

though this is also true of other creatures, it is the human that concerns me here. 

The kind of knowledge that is from the human position is, for O’Donovan, what 

gives the human person her place of 'dominion' within the created order. But what does he 

mean when he employs the now contentious term ‘dominion’ to describe this human 

position? For him, dominion is about fulfilling the human task to 'discern' and 'interpret' 

what she sees in the world around her. Placing the emphasis on discernment provides an 

interpretation of dominion that lacks the managerial and lordly connotations frequently 

associated with the term.709 It is also an interpretation that expects a deep attentiveness to and 

an involvement in the created order, rather than one that views it merely as raw material or 

even as the stage for the God–human drama of salvation. Dominion can only be properly 

                                                        
705 Ibid. Although O’Donovan has no sympathies with vegetarianism, he is making the point 

that while one may make a meal of a pig, this is not the same as suggesting that this is what a pig is 
for. 

706 David Clough refers to this as the ‘“not-animal” mode’ of developing a theological 
anthropology and suggests that this has led to theological and factual mistakes about the relationship 
between humans and other animals. David Clough, “Not a Not-Animal: The Vocation to Be a Human 
Animal Creature,” Studies in Christian Ethics 26, no. 1 (2013): 4. With respect to ‘rationality’ as a 
distinguishing marker of the human, Anna Peterson has noted the irony that ‘The very capacity to 
reason, which has seemed to divide us from other species and from nature in general, now provides 
evidence that we are not so separate after all’. Peterson, Being Human, 153. See her Chapter 2 for a 
summary of some of these positions. 

707 O’Donovan, Self, World, Time, 3.  
708 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 81. 
709 This sense of boundedness is captured by Brent Waters who refers to it as the ethical 

model of ‘limited’ dominion. It admits of some hierarchy in creation, though ‘not one of human 
beings separate from or over and against nature but where they are part of nature playing a unique, 
tending role’. Brent Waters, “Christian Theological Resources for Environmental Ethics,” 
Biodiversity and Conservation 4, no. 8 (1995): 852.  
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exercised with its eyes open and receptive to the claims of the world upon us.710 At the same 

time, we might question why, if an idea is so susceptible to abuse, it might not be better to 

articulate an approach that is less vulnerable; we might also ask whether or not it is a concept 

worth the effort of rehabilitating, but these questions lie beyond the scope of this project.711  

How might the task of discerning and interpreting the world be understood? In 

Genesis 2, the human being is given the task of naming the other animals. While the task of 

naming has sometimes been interpreted in terms of a 'power over' other creatures, I believe 

this is fundamentally flawed understanding of the passage.712 Although O'Donovan does not 

explore this explicitly, his affirmation that the human task in naming the creatures is that of 

discernment and interpretation is illuminating. It is not that the human arbitrarily decides 

what a creature will be; rather, the human person is given the task of discerning and 

interpreting what each thing is and naming it in accordance with the nature of its being. It is 

as if the human's job is to recognise, value, and rejoice in what God has done in the good 

work of creation. To speak thus is to venture into the realm of what is traditionally known as 

'wisdom', but this concept will be explored further in Chapter 6. 

The possibility that humans may attain knowledge and wisdom about the world is 

precisely what distinguishes the human person and grants her a measure of 'authority' in the 

created order. To speak of authority, however, is not to suggest a transcendence of the 

human creature over the rest of creation. Indeed, O'Donovan is quite careful to remind the 

reader that the authority given to the human species does not mean that authority is 

evacuated from the rest of the created order.713 Reason, he writes, ‘has its importance only as 

                                                        
710 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 25. 
711 This is a point made by H. Paul Santmire, “Healing the Protestant Mind: Beyond the 

Theology of Human Dominion,” in After Nature’s Revolt: Eco-Justice and Theology, ed. Dieter 
Hessel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 64, 75. His alternate suggestion is to emphasise 
contemplation and cooperation with nature, features which inform ‘dominion’ as interpreted here. 
Ruth Page holds a more extreme position, rejecting its usefulness altogether for any contemporary 
doctrine of creation because it expresses an ‘unfeeling mastery’ ‘incompatible with imaging a God of 
freedom and love’. Ruth Page, God and the Web of Creation (London: SCM Press, 2009), 130. For a 
more nuanced read of this idea in stewardship ethics, see Anna Peterson, “In and Of the World? 
Christian Theological Anthropology and Environmental Ethics,” Journal of Agricultural and 
Environmental Ethics 12, no. 3 (2000): 237–61; Peterson, Being Human. 

712 At the same time, the power differential cannot be ignored in our interactions with other 
creatures. Holmes Rolston suggests the usefulness of the biblical category of ‘meekness’ as the 
‘controlled use of power, disciplined by respect and love’ for guiding human interventions in nature. 
Such power is for him a ‘divine gift to be used, reflecting the Creator God, in humility and in love’. 
Holmes Rolston III, “Wildlife and Wildlands: A Christian Perspective,” in After Nature’s Revolt, ed. 
Dieter Hessel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 141. Jacques Ellul, however, poses a challenge 
even to this tempered use of power. He points us to the example of Jesus who ‘always chose non-
power’ and this choice, he argues, ‘calls into question our manner of dealing with nature, animals, and 
other people’. Jacques Ellul, “Christian Responsibility for Nature and Freedom,” Cross Currents 35, 
no. 1 (1985): 53. 

713 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 25. 
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the agent’s means of purchase upon reality, and not in itself: the authority attributed to 

reason is more properly understood to belong to reality. We speak of “authority”. The real 

world authorises man’s agency in general by being the context of its exercise, and his 

particular acts by being the context in which they have a point’.714 Humankind, then, does 

not stand before the creation as supreme ruler. If this were so, then one would need to 

employ the language of 'domination' rather than 'dominion' to describe what would be a 

stance that has 'its eyes closed upon the universe'.715 Authority is always understood to be a 

corollary of the person's recognition of and respect for created reality; created order is the 

grounds for her action and gives her authority to act as part of that created order.716 

Despite the dominating connotations often associated with dominion, O’Donovan 

seems to be intentional about retaining the language as a way to maintain the 

human/nonhuman distinction. 717  Although he understands that human creatures stand 

alongside other creatures as fellow creatures, he does not want to see the distinction between 

humans and other creatures eroded. Indeed, he is uncomfortable with descriptions of other 

animals as our brothers and sisters because it chips away at the sense of responsibility 

humans ought to have toward other creaturely beings.718 Furthermore, assertions like that of 

deep ecology, which argue for the unity of the self with nature and suggest that humans are 

but one species among many, go too far in demoting the human person and fail to offer an 

adequate basis for an environmental ethic because it does not sufficiently account for the 

‘distinctness of the needs of things in nature from ours’, as well as the need to preserve and 

care for those others.719 For O’Donovan, humans are not just like all other creatures because 

their role is to know and interpret creation and to seek its flourishing; without an 

understanding of responsibility for other creatures, it becomes more difficult to argue for 

their protection.720 All creatures have 'a special dignity', and it is the role of the human 

                                                        
714 Ibid., 120. 
715 Ibid., 25. 
716 Ibid., 120, 127. 
717  Such distinctions need not, as Karen Warren has suggested, lead to a ‘logic of 

domination’. I believe she is correct in her assessment that ‘The problem is not simply that value-
hierarchical thinking and value dualisms are used, but the way in which each has been used in 
oppressive conceptual frameworks to establish inferiority and to justify subordination’. Warren, “The 
Power and the Promise of Ecological Feminism,” 128–29. 

718 Moreover, it does little to address the power differential between humans and other 
creatures. Rolston sees in the monotheistic religions helpful teachings on the controlled use of power, 
as well as discipline, respect, and love that are necessary for dealing with this differential. Rolston III, 
“Wildlife and Wildlands,” 141.  

719 Plumwood, “Nature, Self, and Gender,” 13. 
720 Callicott also argues that an emphasis on being ‘plain members and citizens of the biotic 

community” (Aldo Leopold) does not explain why humans have ethical obligations that other animals 
do not. We do not hold deer morally responsible for environmental degradation in the Scottish 
Highlands. Therefore, it is important for him that we retain an understanding of human beings as 
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person to protect and extend that dignity.721 One further reason why we might not want to 

relinquish some of the content in the language of 'dominion', however much we might rightly 

resist using it, is that his understanding of the human person is also seen through the person 

of Christ, whose authority in the world is displayed in his redeeming activity, though such 

images of dominion and authority need to be set alongside that of the humility of Christ in 

Philippians 2.6-11. The language of dominion is problematic mainly because human action 

in the natural world has fallen wide of the intended mark, but more will be said on this in the 

third section.  

5.2.2. Knowledge of Totality 

Knowledge proper to the human being is also to be aware that the things we do know stand 

in relation to other things and to the totality. In employing the language of ‘totality’, 

O’Donovan is not suggesting that human knowledge is knowledge of the whole, for only 

God knows in that way; instead, this is the recognition that the things we do know are part of 

a whole that we cannot know, and that the whole gives meaning to the particulars. On one 

level, for example, to know ‘soil’ is to know that it is the habitat for earthworms, moles, and 

microbes and that it is necessary for the existence of plant and animal life. To know soil in 

this way is to know that it is part of a ‘meaningful totality’ of things.722 As noted in Chapter 

4, there is not just one thing and another thing, existing in parallel universes; things are 

known by their relation to other things.723 Because of this, O’Donovan suggests, when the 

‘Western world has chosen to know the universe in parts rather than as a whole, and in 

economy rather than in diversity’, it has yielded mostly fragmentary knowledge and 

‘confusion’.724 But a focus on the whole that ignores empirical reality, which he sees as a 

tendency of religious abstraction, is not viable either. To know a part is to know that it is part 

of the whole. On another level, then, O’Donovan is addressing the way in which knowledge 

of the whole is also about metaphysical knowledge and discovering ‘the principle that 

governs the constitution of the world’, which for him is something that can only be known 

through faith.725 Such faith butts up against mystery and seeks to ‘reach behind appearances 

                                                        
‘uniquely privileged, and uniquely responsible’. J. Baird Callicott, Earth’s Insights: A Multicultural 
Survey of Ecological Ethics from the Mediterranean Basin to the Australian Outback (Berkeley: 
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721 O’Donovan, “How to Be a Human Being,” 136. 
722 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 77. 
723 Ibid., 78.  
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that are not self-interpreting and discern the origin of things in the realm of the unseen’.726 I 

will build more upon this feature in Chapter 5, particularly through a discussion of wisdom. 

5.2.3. Knowledge from Within 

The third aspect of human knowledge is that it is from within the created order. By this, 

O'Donovan is underscoring that humankind cannot know the world by transcending it and 

surveying it like God; instead, to be human is to look at the world from within the very thing 

we seek to know. Any time, therefore, we seek to know the world we also participate in the 

object of knowledge. This is not to say, of course, that we cannot gain a 'relative distance' 

from an object of knowledge, otherwise scientific knowledge would be impossible.727 

However, the ‘more encompassing the object of observation is, the more difficult it is to 

isolate and transcend’.728  This suggests to me an important point: that of the deeply 

embedded and embodied location of the human person in created order. Our knowledge is in 

a sense ‘situated knowledge’.729 Knowledge from within must also always be from a place of 

dependency on creaturely others, and our knowing and interpreting are dependent on the 

well being of the world we seek to know and interpret. Furthermore, because what we seek 

to know is the universe that includes us, our knowledge of it can never be complete; it is ‘not 

total or exhaustive knowledge’. 730  But there is a still further sense in which human 

knowledge from within is limited: it is always a 'temporal' activity within the confines of 

history.731 Human knowledge, therefore, never can gain ‘total purchase on the cosmos and its 

history’,732 and this has important implications for the moral life – the form of human 

participation in created order.  

Lacking a vantage point from which to review the relations between kinds across 

time and space, and making our moral decisions accordingly, our knowledge of the world is 

through the encounter with a 'historical sequence of particulars'.733 Knowledge of this kind 

does not claim to see 'every particular there is to see, nor even every relevant particular there 

is to see’.734 Rather, it only ever can be 'provisional' and ‘subject to continuing intellectual 
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refinement in the light of new particulars’.735  Through an attention to particulars and 

openness to refinement, ‘the elements of order, perceived at first in the roughest outline, 

come to be understood with increasing subtlety and discernment'.736  

The provisionality of human knowledge from within created order and history 

suggests to me the need for a kind of conservatism when it comes to restoring ecosystems. 

Today's ground-breaking scientific model of ecosystem functioning will in time give way to 

other models that will shape the form restoration takes. There is provisionality to our 

knowledge that requires alertness, attentiveness, and openness to new insights, while at the 

same time holding them loosely. For example, a dogmatic adherence to a flux model of 

ecosystem functioning could blind us to the ways in which such changes exhibit an 

underlying order. The provisionality of human knowledge underscores the need for our ideas 

and projects to be oriented by humility, admitting that the outcome of our grandest and most 

optimistic plans is by no means assured. For O’Donovan, knowledge of the whole is 

something that lies beyond our grasp and 'can be known only as a mystery which envelops 

us, into which our minds can reach only with an awareness that there are distances and 

dimensions which elude us’.737 The mysterious character of the whole is something to which 

the mind nevertheless reaches, however elusive it may be in reality; the quest to know the 

whole is never abandoned.  

The mysterious character of the world further reinforces the need for humility in 

approaching the restoration of ecosystems. Environmental examples of its opposite abound. 

Well-meaning conservationists introduce a plant or animal believed to solve a problem or fill 

a species niche only to find it has created much larger, and frequently rippling, problems. 

The possibility of these kinds of blunders when tinkering with ecosystems has led some to 

conclude that, because our knowledge is incomplete, we ought to be leery of restoration 

because it places us in positions of authority to which we are ill-suited. There is, Stanley 

Kane has argued, an insurmountable 'mismatch between [our] unlimited task [of restoring 

the biosphere] and [our] limited qualifications', as well as a correlation between knowledge 

and control.738 In place of a necessary humility is the notion that we ‘have a clear idea of 

what needs to be done’ and can ‘know what conditions are good’ and 'then work to bring 

them about'.739  Such an approach would be detrimental, and it suggests the need for 

temperance and circumspection in our actions in the natural world. However, for Kane, this 
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leads him to conclude that since 'our lives are governed by mystery more deeply than they 

are governed by knowledge’, our response should be to 'set aside the quest for knowledge' 

and 'open ourselves up to the wonder of the great community of being'.740 This suggests to 

me the importance of not only speaking of knowledge but of wisdom as well, of which 

wonder is a necessary component, but more on this in Chapter 6.741 At the same time, Kane’s 

argument implies that those things that inspire wonder and admiration are not to be known 

but only experienced as some kind of objective mystery, rather than as that which engenders 

curiosity and invites knowledge of it. Furthermore, his suggestion that there is a necessary 

correlation between knowledge and domination does not ring true; I find it more convincing 

that domination arises not from knowledge but misknowledge, and that knowledge of an 

object fosters admiration and love, but more will be said on this theologically in the 

connection between knowledge and love in the next chapter. 

5.2.4. Knowledge that is Ignorant of History’s End 

The final aspect of human knowledge is that it is 'ignorant of the end of history'.742 As 

creatures who reside within history, humans do not stand above history as though they were 

observing a 'closed system'.743 O'Donovan writes: 

Whatever apprehension of created order may belong to man by virtue of his 
place within that order, the shape of history belongs to the secret counsel of 
the Lord of history. The creature must walk blindfold along the road of time, 
and may see only when he turns to survey that portion of the road which has 
already been traversed.744 

Because humans live from this position of ignorance of how history will be resolved, 

humans can only make predictions about what might happen in the future based on certain 

patterns. These predictions can take shape in philosophies of history, such as those focusing 

on the cyclical nature of history, in which some regularity can be detected from the 

repetitions of natural processes, or those that trace evolutionary development over time.745 

For O’Donovan, knowledge of the end of history lies outside of the philosopher’s grasp, 
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though it is perfectly appropriate for one to attempt to discern regularities and to postulate 

about the future.  

History, he argues, if it is to be history, ‘must be shaped by the unique, by that which 

cannot be guessed from the scrutiny of natural repetitions’.746 But novelty, he recognises, is a 

profoundly frightening thing for human creatures, which is why they have needed to 

construct philosophies of history to help push away the fundamental insecurity that 

uncertainty brings to human life.747 O’Donovan suggests that the end of history is a ‘matter 

of anxiety’ because it is, at its core, about the problem of good and evil. It is a recognition 

that the reality of sin has ‘threatened the good order of creation itself’, and because of this  

‘we have no assurance that the good which we have been given to know’ will prevail.748 And 

so, humankind strives, ‘though they have no means of doing so’, to discern the trajectory of 

history; he writes:  

for without that knowledge they cannot tell whether such knowledge of the 
good as they possess is a real ground of hope or the last trace of a joy that is 
about to be engulfed in novelty. To face novelty with confidence, they must 
be sure that what they have truly known as good in the past cannot be 
invalidated by what they may yet have to know. As it is, their knowledge of 
the good is at risk, and any bend in the stream of history may reveal things 
which cannot be known together with what they have known hitherto.749 

Because of the nature of this creaturely reality, O’Donovan notes, the end of history cannot 

be the provenance of history but can only be a ‘disclosure of prophecy’, a matter of 

revelation. And this revelation of the end of history he sees occurring at the moment of 

Christ’s baptism when ‘the finger of God’ pointed to Jesus, saying: ‘This is my beloved Son, 

with whom I am well pleased’. Christ is ‘the place in history where the meaning and 

direction of the whole’ was made known.750 The solution to the problem of history is, 

therefore, a moment within history. Only here in Christ lies the reassurance that ‘the created 

good and man’s knowledge of it is not to be overthrown in history’.751 

Knowledge, as outlined in this section, is a moral knowledge proper to the human 

person, and it has been examined as providing both limitations to and possibilities for our 

mode of participation in the created order. Furthermore, if we do not know that the world we 
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experience is ‘creation’ contingent on the Creator, then we have only known it in part and 

not the whole. It is only in the revelation of God in Christ that we can have knowledge of the 

whole as the good creation of God who is faithful to carry creation through to its final 

fulfilment. But what is to be said about our evident failure of participating in this way, of the 

ways we have misguidedly sought to transcend this place within created order? What then 

becomes of this creature and the knowledge appropriate to it?  

5.3. Sin, Disorder, and Redemption 

Early on in this chapter I made use of the title of O’Donovan’s sermon ‘How to Be a Human 

Being’. I sought to flesh out what it might mean to be a human being in created order. But as 

O’Donovan suggests, being a human being is something that we can either succeed or fail at. 

Of course, by ‘fail’ he doesn’t mean that we would cease to be human, but rather that there is 

something integral to what we are that we can fail at being. One might refer to this as the 

human vocation: to know and interpret the world, valuing it as God’s good creation and 

planning our acts in conjunction with it. This human vocation, however, is not something 

humankind has succeeded at; we have fallen short of what is offered to us as our good 

creaturely life.752 Often this ‘fallenness’ is understood as the ‘loss, or defacement, of the 

image of God’ but for O’Donovan this needs to be clarified.753 Even when disobedient, the 

human person never ceases to be itself, namely a creature given to know the order of things. 

The failure to recognise and respond rightly to the order of things does not so disfigure the 

person that their ability to know is taken from them. He writes, ‘even in our confusion and 

error we remain, by the merciful providence of God, human beings. We are not so visited 

with the fruit of our moral disorder that we find ourselves converted, like Odysseus’ sailors, 

into swine’.754  

In the fallen condition, the human person still remains a knowing person but one that 

has ‘rejected, despised and flouted’ the created order.755 To be more precise, for O’Donovan, 

fallenness refers ‘not only to persistent rejection of the created order, but also to an 

inescapable confusion in perceptions of it’.756 Thus, fallenness describes both disobedience 

and obscured vision.757 It is a refusal to accept the reality of the created order as that which 

exercises authority in our lives and to fulfil our place within that order. It also reflects the 
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‘opacity and obscurity of that order to the human mind which has rejected the knowledge of 

its Creator’.758  What the two-sided nature of fallenness reveals is that obedience and 

acceptance of the human role given by the Creator is directly connected to the ability to 

know and interpret the world.759 O’Donovan writes, ‘There can be no true knowledge of that 

order without loving acceptance of it and conformity to it, for it is known by participation 

and not by transcendence’.760 Therefore, it is necessary to hold these two things together: a) 

that knowing is ‘to fill a quite specific place in the order of things, the place allotted to 

mankind’, and b) that ‘the exercise of knowledge is tied up with the faithful performance of 

man’s task in the world, and that his knowing will stand or fall with his worship of God and 

his obedience to the moral law’.761 In terms of knowledge, then, the error of judgment 

humankind falls into may be understood as ‘misknowledge’ rather than as a ‘lack of 

knowledge’; humans fail to know rightly rather than failing to know at all.762 And so, 

fallenness as a failure of knowledge aligns closer to a sense of defacement than to a loss of 

the image of God.  

But this knowledge of created order faces another challenge. For O’Donovan, the 

fall affects all creation, and thus disorder is not only visited on the human person but on the 

rest of creation as well.763 As noted earlier, while it is necessary to retain some understanding 

of fallenness affecting creation in order to retain the notion of cosmic redemption, speaking 

in this way of the fallen creation is problematic because it is also not clear how creation can 

be said to participate in fallenness. The way O’Donovan understands it is in terms of 

disorder. Like the human person, the universe does not cease to be the universe; it remains 

the created order of kinds and ends but it is a ‘fractured and broken’ universe, and not, it is 

important to note, ‘unordered chaos’.764 As creation is disordered and not unordered, it is still 

possible for the human person to observe order within the created order. However, it is not 

clear in O’Donovan’s work how the created order comes to be disordered and what this 
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764 O’Donovan, Resurrection, 88. 
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disorder entails. One is prompted to question if this disorder is intrinsic to created order, or if 

the creation is disordered because humans have refused to accept created order and have, 

instead, constructed an illusory universe that has enslaved creation to its purposes. Despite 

the underdevelopment of this theme in O’Donovan’s work, what remains central to this 

discussion is that of human misknowledge.  

Although humans never cease to be creatures whose mode of being is to know, their 

knowledge is ‘not that communion with the truth of things that it should be’.765 The creature 

‘continues to observe generic and teleological order in the things around him; but he 

misconstrues that order and constructs false and terrifying world-views’.766 Because the 

human creature’s mode of being in the world is moral knowledge, it is prone to the sin of 

idolatry, namely the construction of false realities as true reality. O’Donovan writes, ‘Only 

the creature whose task it is to live by the truth of the whole can suffer the fate of living in an 

illusory universe constructed by his own mind’.767 Therefore, it becomes possible to see that 

the fulfilment of the human vocation rests in their ability to see and know things as they truly 

are. But given that they have failed in this vocation and refused the role given to them, what 

hope is there that humankind will ever be able to access reality? For O’Donovan, the answer 

lies in the ‘sole place from which the vocation to human being is fulfilled’, that is, ‘in 

Christ’.768 Christ ‘is the obedient man. And he is the one whose faithfulness to the created 

moral order was answered by God’s deed of acceptance and vindication’.769 Christ is the 

‘narrow point’, the ‘sole point’ in the human race in which both the being and vocation of 

humankind was and can be fulfilled.770  

In speaking of the revelation of Christ and his fulfilment of the human vocation, 

O’Donovan is careful to qualify how this affects human knowledge. He does not want to 

suggest that revelation ‘in Christ’ in any way denies the validity or significance of human 

knowledge, however fragmentary and disordered it may be, nor does it ‘build’ on it.771 

Rather, Christ’s revelation has revealed humankind to be ‘in the guilty possession of a 

knowledge which [they] have always had, but from which [they] have never won a true 

understanding’.772 In other words, in Christ, the human person is shown to be always a 
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knowing creature who nevertheless has ‘suppressed the truth in unrighteousness’.773 In 

Christ, the human person sees that he has failed to perceive rightly and that it is in Christ that 

‘true knowledge of the moral order is given’.774 It is in this sense that, O’Donovan argues, 

one may venture to think of the image of God as not simply defaced but also lost. And so, it 

becomes necessary to speak of knowledge in a new way, as being ‘in Christ’. It is only ‘in 

Christ’ that humankind is assured that the created order, which includes them, matters to 

God and has been vindicated. Thus, there is a kind of knowledge, which O’Donovan labels 

‘exclusive’ because it is grounded ‘in Christ’s being’, that is ‘Christian knowledge’ whose 

object is ‘inclusive’ because it encompasses ‘the whole order of things created, restored and 

transformed.775 It is from this point – Christ – that we may look out upon and evaluate other 

moral traditions, determining what is ‘of interest or of value’.776 Christ is ‘the point from 

which the whole is to be discerned, “in whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and 

knowledge”’.777 

As discussed in Chapter 3, it is not enough, however, to speak of God’s work in 

Christ as simply giving us knowledge of redemption and access to the treasures of wisdom. 

To be ‘in Christ’ is also to ‘yield myself to God’s order and freely take my place within 

it’.778 It is to be invited to a life in the Spirit, the same Spirit that was the indwelling power of 

Christ. And it is through this Spirit that we can participate in the freedom and authority 

Christ achieved through the Spirit in the created order.779  

Jesus is not only a witness to the restored moral order, however 
indispensable; he is the one in whom that order has come to be. God has 
willed that the restored creation should take form in, and in relation to, one 
man. He exists not merely as an example of it, not even as a prototype of it, 
but as the one in whom it is summed up. To participate in the new creation 
is, not provisionally only but for ever, to participate in Christ – in an 
equality with him, certainly, since we have been adopted into his relation to 
the Father, yet never interchangeably.780 
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To be in Christ, then, is to be in the one who exercised authority in created order. But what 

might this mean for Christian ethics, and for Christian environmental ethics in particular? 

Given the disastrous results of human action in the natural world, endorsing human authority 

in the created order might seem rather foolhardy. Nevertheless, a Christian ethic cannot 

disregard this aspect of the gospel, the aspect that explicitly addresses, affirms, and redeems 

human creaturely life, especially because it provides the basis from which our agency in the 

world unfolds.  

To participate in Christ and his freedom and authority in the world means ‘not only 

that we can do now what we could not do before, but that we may do now what we were not 

permitted to do before’.781 The Mosaic law, however much a gift of God to guide ‘the human 

race through its infancy’, has been put to the side, and humankind has been invited into a 

new way of living, an adulthood ‘which puts him in a different relation to the natural world, 

no longer subservient but humbly and proudly in command (Gal. 3.23-4.7)’. No longer 

bound by the law, ‘in Christ’ and through the Spirit a human being may now  

designate the character of the reality which he encounters, not merely to 
adhere to certain designations that have already been made for him. As a 
moral agent he is involved in deciding what a situation is and demands in 
the light of the moral order. As a moral agent in history, he has to interpret 
new situations, plumbing their meanings and declaring them by his 
decision.782 

To speak thus is to make a radical statement about the freedom of the Christian and the new 

way that is open to her to live in the world. A way that is enabled by the ministry of the Holy 

Spirit, who works to restore her access to reality, to make the reality of redemption real and 

authoritative to her. And so, it becomes clear that the claim for the freedom and authority of 

the Christian is not a roundabout route to increased human domination of the natural world, 

but is in fact a freedom and authority that can only be exercised in relation to reality, the 

reality of the created order affirmed, vindicated, and transformed by God in Christ. There is 

no reduction of the created order’s claims upon us. Human authority or ‘dominion’ will 

‘degenerate’ into domination if it is not ‘accompanied by respect for the order in which he 

exists and over which he rules’.783 And thus, for O’Donovan, the human vocation does not 

consist in making the created order what we want it to be; rather, it lies in discernment, 

which is a particular kind of creativity. This is the work of creatively discerning the mind of 
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Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit who ‘forms and brings to expression the 

appropriate pattern of free response to objective reality’.784 

5.4. Conclusion 

What we have been given in O’Donovan’s work is a way to conceive of the human place in 

created order as that which is deeply attentive and response to the created order, which 

retains its own authority to call forth from us an appropriate response, and at the same time 

affirming that place and enabling its freedom. It points to the possibility of a Christian 

environmental ethic that moves beyond that which is merely preservationist and operates on 

a principle of non-intervention until we discover, as Katz suggests, an unambiguous way to 

harmlessly intervene in the natural world. At the same time, it stops well short of the 

hubristic tendencies of inventionism and its uncritical trust in human technological 

ingenuity, in its ability to make the world according to its own desires and ends. It rejects 

approaches that withdraw authority from the natural world by denying its natural meanings 

and purposes. But it also closes off certain ways of thinking about the human role in creation 

that often lie under the heading of stewardship.785 The good news of the gospel reveals that 

God has not left the human person to steward the earth on its own; rather, the coming of 

Christ has shown God’s radical and continuing commitment to creation.786 And it is only in 

Christ and through the Spirit that we can participate in God’s plans for creation, plans for its 

restoration and transformation. The final chapter sets out more pointedly to trace the 

elements of a Christian environmental ethic that is ‘in Christ’ and through the Spirit and 

bears the character of love. 
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Chapter 6 

Responsive Action 

6.0. Introduction 

If the starting point for Christian ethics is, as O’Donovan claims, the resurrection of Christ, 

then resurrection must also be the foundation for Christian environmental action through 

restoration. Working under this assumption, I have sought to construct a theological and 

ethical framework for restoration based on the dual movements of redemption – affirmation 

and transformation – and the work of the Holy Spirit in the moral agent, in order to begin to 

flesh out its significance for ecological restoration. It is in Christ’s resurrection that we know 

of God’s affirmation of creation and receive the promise of its eschatological transformation. 

The resurrection upholds God’s pronouncement of creation’s goodness and value ‘in the 

beginning’ and reveals God’s radical and faithful commitment to bring to fulfilment God’s 

purposes for creation. This is an inclusive affirmation and promise that draws the entire 

created order into its embrace, human and nonhuman, nature and culture. If this is the case, if 

all creation is affirmed as good and valuable and worthy of God’s redemptive attention, then 

such a view lends considerable weight to environmental approaches and actions that begin 

with a similarly unequivocal understanding of value in the natural world, a value that bears 

down heavily upon the kinds of activities we undertake in all realms, not just those acts 

relegated to the environmental. 

A theological account of environmental moral action, therefore, presents a challenge 

to certain environmental views of the value of the natural world. For instance, it calls into 

question Robert Elliot’s early argument, discussed in the Introduction, that restored 

ecosystems are forgeries and possess little of the value of pristine ecosystems because they 

lack historical continuity and independence from human intervention. His approach locates 

value in rather tenuous characteristics and contingencies, namely the degrees to which they 

have been affected by human activities. Although Elliot’s argument against restoration arises 

out of his belief in the objective value of the natural world, the objectivity of this value is 

easily undermined. It casts the vast majority of the world’s ecosystems, affected as they are 

by human activities, into a rather morally ambiguous grey zone: are they or are they not 

valuable? Do we, or do we not, have moral responsibilities to protect whatever of its value 

remains? Such gradations of value and moral significance, I assert, have little place in a 

Christian environmental ethic. In the resurrection, all creation is affirmed as the good and 

valuable creation that God remains committed to for all time, and this is a promise that is not 

overcome by historical contingencies such as degradation, damage, or even all-out 

destruction of an ecosystem and its species. To be in Christ, then, is to value and affirm what 
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God’s has valued and affirmed. It is to see a strip-mined landscape as a place that is under 

the watchful care of the redeeming God who is always about the business of transforming 

and renewing created order. 

Belief in the intrinsic value of nature undergirds the preservationist approach of 

Elliot, Katz, and others, and this belief has led them to the conclusion that the natural world 

should be preserved and protected from human harm. This, however, is merely one aspect of 

our moral obligation to the natural world, important as it may be. Respect for the value of the 

natural world is, I believe, profoundly expressed through acts of restoration. Restoration 

takes the intrinsic value of the natural world – all those species and interconnections between 

species – so seriously that it attempts the daunting task of reassembling ecosystems. This 

impulse more closely resembles the kind of action that I believe is warranted by God’s 

affirmation of the created world. It recognises the value of the natural world, seeing beyond 

environmental degradation and destruction, and works to bring that value to light through 

restorative action. And the resurrection lends further weight to such moral action because 

God’s radical standing-by of creation means that the world into which we live is a good and 

meaningful environment for our life and activity. The world into which we act as moral 

agents is not inert, meaningless, temporary, or soon to be overthrown; rather, it is revealed to 

be beloved of God and therefore also worthy of our attention, respect, and love. 

One point where I believe a theological account will want to challenge restoration is 

with respect to the idea that what is of value – that which was there before we got here – is a 

feature of the past to be recovered through restoration. Although knowledge of the historical 

ecosystem is, I believe, crucial to guiding restoration activities, I want to suggest an 

understanding of natural value as that which is always present and waiting to be discovered, 

appreciated, and responded to. It is not simply that which existed prior to environmental 

damage, but it is always there before us and calling us to attend to it and bring it to light, and 

one of the ways I believe this may occur is through restoration. Such an approach, then, is 

less about returning to the past but about using knowledge of the past to respond to present 

realities with care and attention. Its focus would also not be upon grading value based on 

certain characteristics, though they may factor into our moral decisions, but on learning to 

recognise value where we have been blind to it before.  

A theological account of Christian environmental action, therefore, will be oriented 

toward upholding and preserving the value of the natural world, which will include a protest 

against all that would destroy it, and attentively and creatively responding to the ways that 

value may be extended, especially in those places where there has been a denial of its 

meaningfulness and value. This approach speaks to the way human environmental actions 

may be grafted into the dual movements of God’s redemption of creation, that of affirmation 
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and transformation. The way I envision human acts of restoration as serving God’s 

transformative purposes through creative attentiveness and extension of natural value is, I 

believe, appropriately modest. The transformation of all creation, achieved as it was in the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, must be affirmed as an eschatological reality that 

we have no hand in bringing about, either for ourselves or for the natural world. But at the 

same time, God’s affirmation and transformation of creation does not stand apart from us but 

includes us and invites our response through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. 

In itself restoration is not transformation, theologically speaking, but it may very 

well be viewed as a response to the reality of redemption, a response that rejects the disorder 

and degradation of nature, affirms its goodness and value, and is open and attentive to how 

its value may be brought to light in skilful and creative ways. What has yet to be explored in 

any depth is how I envision this unfolding. What would be the character of human action 

that is in Christ and through the Spirit, and which affirms the natural world as it is but 

remains alert and responsive to God’s transformative work within it? Addressing this 

question has been reserved till the end because if moral action is a response to the reality of 

the world and exercised by the human creature, then it can only be spoken of after the 

boundaries of each have been laid out. It was suggested in Chapter 3 that the shape such 

Spirit-enabled responses take to the world in light of Christ is that of love. In this final 

chapter, I want to look more closely at what it means for love to be the form of our 

participation in the created order and to begin to describe the implications for the work of 

restoring ecosystems. Lying under the surface is a dialectic of responsive action that both 

affirms and respects created order and looks for ways to creatively extend its value. Holding 

these in tension is an extension of the task of holding together the movements of restoration 

and transformation, and a way of carving out space for restorative action that gives weight to 

the historical ecosystem in guiding restoration decisions but at the same time leaves room for 

moral discernment and free and creative responses to the situation at hand. This is the final 

piece in the theological framework I have sought to develop in this dissertation to guide 

Christian responses to environmental degradation through ecological restoration.  

6.1. Love 

The appropriate response to the redeemed created order, a response that is enabled by the 

Holy Spirit, is that of love. Love, O’Donovan writes, is the ‘overall shape of Christian ethics, 

the form of the human participation in created order’, and this love is ‘ordered and shaped in 

accordance with the order that it discovers in its object’.787 In suggesting that love is the form 

of participation in created order and that it is a 'response', it is clear that love is oriented in 
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some way toward action and that it is determined by the reality of an object. Indeed, as 

O’Donovan suggests, ‘Inactive or idle love is illusory’.788 However, although there is a 

necessary connection between love and action, O'Donovan argues that love neither is 

concerned merely with action, nor is it equivalent to action. This is an important point 

because if love was primarily focused on action, the task here would be either to describe 

how Christian love participates in restoration, whereas as I merely am suggesting that it is 

one possible way that such love may be expressed, or to describe in specific terms what 

loving restorative activities looks like, whereas I am focused on articulating an approach to 

restoration grounded theologically. Therefore, while O’Donovan recognises that love must 

give way to action, he is cautious about being too explicit about the forms that love takes in 

the world, though one could certainly trace general outlines. In being too specific we would 

run the risk of ‘emptying it of all that makes it love, turning it into a mere code-word for 

some other conception of the moral life, probably a legalistic one’.789  

This insight is particularly important for Christian environmental ethics in two ways. 

First, in contexts of ecological degradation, loving responses will vary depending on what 

the particular context requires, thus making it difficult to articulate which types of restorative 

actions correspond to love. It is entirely possible that loving action in one place might consist 

of returning an ecosystem to a historic condition, while in another place loving action may 

be seen in moving beyond what is known, or not known, in history to prepare an at-risk 

ecosystem for adaptation to climate change. Second, the problem with legalistic 

implementations of good environmental ideas has been all too apparent, particularly in the 

way preservation ideals, which may be appropriate in some North American contexts, have 

been exported to third-world contexts where they have led to conflict and injustice.790 

The fact that love cannot be reduced to a legalistic principle without ‘emptying’ love 

of its meaning reveals something important about love, namely, that love will also need to be 

a response to the world. And if that world is a ‘pluriformity’, meaning that the world is a 

place where new and different things occur but within a ‘total framework of 

intelligibility’,791 that is, a created order in which generic relations can be perceived, then 
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love will take on a variety of shapes in the world. This is not in the least to suggest that love 

is somehow relative, but rather it is to recognise that love is that which binds itself to the 

object of love, to its reality; thus, love in responding to the pluriformity of the world will 

take on various forms but will always be that which responds to ‘the order of things which is 

given in reality’, the order declared by the Creator as ‘good’.792  

With respect to restoration, a loving response to a degraded environment will be 

determined by a variety of factors, be they ecological, social, religious, political, etc. What 

does not seem to work is when these contextual factors are disregarded and environmental 

programs are forced on communities for their own good.793 The implication is that love is not 

only focused on the ecological at the expense of human communities but has its eye on the 

good of the whole. Moreover, individual and corporate vocations also give loving responses 

their varied texture; the loving response of a visual artist to degradation will differ from that 

of an ecologist, a priest, or a writer. The question remains, then, what can be said about this 

love that seems on the surface to be somewhat unhelpfully vague and varied. If love is not to 

become bound up in legalism, can we, as O’Donovan questions, do any more than simply 

point to what love, as the ‘form of the moral life’, entails?794 The answer is, of course, in the 

affirmative; in fact, he suggests that tracing the ordering of love is the ‘task of substantive 

Christian ethics’.795  

If love, then, is not equivalent to action but gives rise to action, what precisely is the 

nature of love and how does it inform and shape action? To answer this, O’Donovan takes 

his cues largely from Augustine and suggests that love takes in a wider scope and includes 

aspects of the moral life beyond the act itself. If love is to be the form of the moral life, then 

love must be accounted for in the moral thinking that precedes direct acts. He suggests that 

moral thought is a ‘journey’ or a ‘movement’ from ‘what is the case to what is not yet the 

case’.796 In his 2007 New College lectures, he describes this movement using the New 

Testament metaphor of ‘wakefulness’, which he believes best expresses the dynamics of 

moral thinking that is both attentive to present realities – ‘Wake!’, ‘Watch!’ – and alert to 

possible responses to these realities. In Common Objects of Love, he describes this in terms 

of two features of moral thought that precede moral decisions: moral reflection and moral 

deliberation. 
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Moral reflection, he suggests, lies at the core of moral thought and entails ‘an 

attention to the world which is both affective and evaluative’.797 It involves ‘reflection’, 

‘turning back’ to look on ‘something that is already there, an existing reality, “behind you,” 

as it were…’.798 Moral reflection entails a ‘necessary taking-stock of the world’ that is ‘prior 

to any decision we may subsequently make to influence the world’.799 Such reflection attends 

to the ‘task of existence itself’ and is concerned with questions about how one should live, 

rather than about particular kinds of action. It seeks to understand the human place in the 

created order and our relation to its other creatures. By contrast, moral deliberation800 is 

‘directed toward decision’ and is engaged in ‘“weighing up,” facing an alternative, looking 

at possible courses of action that have not yet occurred’.801 The call to reflect on or attend to 

‘reality as it is’ is also a call to deliberation, that is to be alert ‘to possibility as it has yet to 

be realised’, ‘to something we are to do’, and to be ‘open to the immediate future which 

forms the horizon of our present’.802 Together, this attentiveness to reality and the openness 

to respond provide a far fuller account of love as the form morality takes than one focused 

on particular acts. And so O’Donovan suggests that love is perhaps best understood as an 

‘attitudinal disposition’, as a ‘posture that is the source of all our action’.803 Love, on this 

account, is inextricably bound up with attentiveness to the world.804  

What might it mean for love to be the disposition that orients us to the natural world 

and shapes our responses to it?805 There is something slightly deceptive in the framing of this 

question in that it suggests a straight line of movement from love to ethical action in the 

world, as if the content of love could be filled in isolation from the world, or that love forms 

as ‘an objectless goodwill towards anything and nothing’.806 In opposition to these two 

options and following O’Donovan, I take a more circular route, seeing the reality of the 
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natural world as informing what loving action will look like in that world. On such an 

account, love is that which is ‘ordered and shaped in accordance with the order that it 

discovers in its object’.807 This suggests that the business of love is wrapped up in the 

discovery of the created order and in the perception of natural meanings and purposes. Love, 

therefore, begins in the appreciation of the object, human or non-human, and any actions 

that might arise are always predicated on this appreciation.808 But what then is the character 

of this appreciation that is so central to love? 

Appreciation, or ‘admiration’ as O’Donovan also terms it, may be seen as love in 

both its affective and cognitive senses – ‘the coherence of emotion and cognition’.809 To help 

orient us in this regard, he points to the more familiar theological language of ‘delight’ (or 

‘enjoyment’ in Augustinian terms) and ‘wisdom’.810 In what follows is an attempt to explore 

how ‘delight’ and ‘wisdom’ can give us a better handle on what love as a disposition might 

look like in the natural world, in general, and in restoration, in particular. The aim of this 

being to highlight the importance of the unity of love and knowledge in human relations with 

the natural world, that is, the dependence of one’s affection for a place on an understanding 

of its reality, the dependence of this cognition on an appreciation of its being: ‘[D]oes not the 

order and loveliness of the created world call us to know it and love it? Does it not call us to 

recognize it as the work of a Creator, the foundational work which was “in the beginning”… 

and was “daily his delight”’?811  

6.1.1. Delight 

‘God saw that everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good’ (Gen. 1.31). Even 

God, when witnessing the goodness of creaturely life, could not refrain from delighting in its 

goodness. Such delight in creation may be defined as ‘affective attention to something 

simply for what it is and for the fact that it is’.812 It is not an act in itself but a relationship 

between the one attending and the object attended to, a relationship in which there is a unity 

of love and knowledge.813 Love, O’Donovan writes, ‘is there, with knowledge, at the 

beginning’.814 God sees what God has made, knowing it for what it is, and God delights in it. 

We, too, are invited to see the world as it is, and to delight in its goodness. Our delight, then, 
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in God’s creation is in a sense to join in God’s delight, though with a ‘pale reflection’ of 

God’s enjoyment, especially given our limited understanding of what we are encountering.815 

In the following, I want to highlight a number of features of delight or affective attention and 

point to some of the ways it may shape environmental thinking and approaches to ecological 

restoration. 

First, taking its cue from the narrative of God’s response to creation, delight is 

revealed to be essentially contemplative and restful: the pronouncement of goodness comes 

at the close of the day’s work of creation. Delight, then, is a kind of revelling and ‘rejoicing 

in the fact that its object is there, not wanting to do anything “with” it’.816 This aspect of love 

has obvious implications for environmental action: to love is not primarily to turn toward 

something with purpose, however noble, but rather love gives priority to the object, getting 

to know what it is and enjoying the fact of its existence. It does not look about for what is 

useful or valuable for our purposes, nor does it, as H. Paul Santmire suggests, ‘manipulate or 

exploit, but always wills to receive this other as a divine creation with its own integrity and 

inviolability, as a sign of grace, even when [it] might be found to be repulsive’.817 The 

contemplative orientation to the natural world here explored through ‘delight’ is well 

represented in environmental writings; John Muir, for instance, has written eloquently and 

convincingly about the beauty and value of the natural world in a culture blind to the 

possibility of its non-instrumental value.818 Although very different in approach to that of the 

wilderness tradition, the practice of restoration also seems to me to express a version of this. 

The commitment of restorationists to returning every variety of grass to a prairie reflects in a 

very real sense a delight in and appreciation for the mere existence of each kind, an 

appreciation of its goodness and value that is not grounded in its usefulness, though it may 

not be blind to it. But it is also evident in the turning toward a degraded environment to 

restore it; prior appreciation for a landscape as it was, is, and may be, precedes action in it. 

A second feature of ‘delight’ that needs to be mentioned is that to delight in 

something is not merely to recognise its intrinsic value and goodness apart from us; it is also 

to acknowledge that its goodness is also good for us. What is good for human creaturely life 

– food, clean water, pure air, shelter, companionship, flourishing environment, etc. – is not 
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something I can determine for myself; rather it is ‘given to me in the order of the universe as 

a reality which I can only acknowledge and welcome’.819 Therefore, ‘if an object is good, I, 

the subject, am involved with that object; it is good also for me, by virtue of the fact that I 

am a part of the world in which and for which it exists as a good’.820 Having recognised this 

good, O’Donovan suggests, we cannot pretend to be indifferent but must respond in 

gratitude to the gift of the good. ‘In gratitude I admit that what is good as such is good for 

me, too’.821 Furthermore, it is in praise and thanksgiving that this gratitude for the good is 

expressed to the source of all goodness.822  

The objectivity of the goodness of created order and its goodness for us offers 

something important to conversations about intrinsic and instrumental value. 

Anthropocentrism seems to me to be oriented from a desire to determine and prioritise its 

own (typically short-term) good, instrumentalising the natural world in the procurement of 

historical or cultural ends. By contrast and in reaction, non-anthropocentrism, concerned as it 

is to assert and protect the intrinsic value of the natural world, allows for no mention of 

human beings and their interests and actively bars interaction with nature. However, if the 

good of the natural world is somehow wrapped up with human goods, then we should not be 

surprised when the goodness of lettuces, trees, wildness, and bees is also good for us. ‘Why 

should I be so troubled by the “for me”’, O’Donovan asks, ‘that I would rather turn away 

from the good altogether and hide my face from it’?823 Accepting its goodness for us is to 

acknowledge at a deep level the goodness and value of the created world. Framed in this way 

as a feature of creaturely flourishing, we need not be so worried about raising human 

concerns in environmental conversations, nor is it necessary for the focus to be on them in 

order for communities to benefit, though there may be competing goods. One of the aspects 

that has made ecological restoration controversial is that it reaches for a way to balance a 

commitment to upholding the value of the natural world and developing human individuals 

and communities. The understanding of the objectivity of the good articulated here could 

give weight to the restorationist intuition that the good of restored ecosystems is intricately 

bound up with the flourishing of human beings, physically, mentally, spiritually, socially, 

etc. It also offers a way of getting out from under the false dichotomy of anthropocentrism 
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vs. non-anthropocentrism and opens out a middle space that is more morally challenging to 

navigate but also puts more weight behind the work of restoration since a diverse and 

healthy environment is crucial to human wellbeing. It takes the realist position seriously that 

there is a natural world and that it is good and valuable, rejecting the impulse to manipulate 

and impose order on the world.  

Finally, ‘delight’ is not something that we merely express in the ‘Wow!’ of 

amazement and then leave it at that, moving on to experience other sources of delight. 

O’Donovan is right to suggest that ‘Simply to notice a good and to pass it by is not to 

recognize it as good at all’.824 To truly recognise the value and goodness of a local estuary or 

wetland is also to know it as good. Delight, then, is not a skimming over the surface, as it 

were; the recognition of goodness draws us in: ‘Does not wisdom call?’825 And so, delight 

can get us only so far with respect to moral action in the natural world; it tells us of one 

important aspect of what it means to act in the world in love, but it does not tell us 

everything. We must also speak of knowledge or the cognitive aspect of this loving 

disposition to the world. We cannot appreciate something as good unless it is known for 

what it is, and we can only love when we have discerned or ‘grasped’ its ‘inherent 

intelligibility’, that is, its good, and joyfully accepted it as good.826 But what might it mean 

for us that love is tightly connected to such knowledge of the world, a knowledge that 

always lies beyond our grasp? Next, I will explore the more cognitive side of love – wisdom 

– and begin to tease out some of the significances of human knowledge for moral action in 

the environment.  

6.1.2. Wisdom 

The call of wisdom is an invitation to ‘the intellectual apprehension of the order of things 

which discloses how each being stands in relation to each other’.827 To put it differently, 

wisdom involves ‘some comprehension of how the bricks are meant to be put together’.828 

On the natural level, if delight is more taken up in attending appreciatively to a ‘kind’ of 

prairie grass and recognising and articulating its goodness and value, wisdom might be more 

concerned with the interactions between this kind and other creatures, how it fits into the 

larger whole. It recognises that there is not just a type of prairie grass, a bumblebee, and an 

oak; rather, it seeks to understand what this created order is in which grasses, bumblebees, 

and oaks are meaningful and valuable entities. Only when viewed as part of the whole can 
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we really know what a thing is, and only then can we really delight in what it is. On another 

level, wisdom is what enables us to navigate the world as moral agents. Since the world is a 

created order, there is not just one thing and another wholly unrelated thing, but rather all 

things are part of a world in which such things hold together.829 If this were not the case, 

every new situation would be to us a wholly new and surprising thing, unconnected to 

anything that has gone before, and before which we would be too uncertain to act. Wisdom, 

however, enables us to see a new thing and ‘so measure its difference from other things and 

respond to it appropriately according to its kind’; it ‘greets new things with recognition’.830 

Wisdom is, therefore, a ‘relation not to a fragment of the world but to the world as a 

whole, a grasp of its interrelations and connexions, a comprehensive view’.831 Moreover, 

since it is a comprehensive view of the world of which humans are a part, wisdom also seeks 

to know and understand the human place ‘in that complex of relations and connexions’.832 

The question that such talk of ‘wholes’ and of ‘comprehensive’ views raises, however, is 

this: has it is not already been maintained that human knowledge of the created order is 

limited, suggesting the impossibility of love having any grounding in real knowledge of the 

world? Admittedly, there is a tension here between the call to know the world and the 

impossibility of realising that goal, and in what follows I want to draw out this tension to see 

how it may fill out an understanding of love as an attitudinal disposition that shapes 

restorative action.833 

Knowledge, it has been suggested previously, is the ‘characteristically human way 

of participating’ in the world; 834 it is in a sense the ‘project of life’, that desire to know the 

‘where-from and the where-to of existence’ that wells up within us.835 At the same time, our 

knowledge has been shown to be profoundly limited, existing as it does from within created 

order and as a temporal activity subject to the vicissitudes of time and change, lacking an 

understanding of the meaning of history. It is here, however, in these incomprehensibilities 

that we can begin to speak of wisdom: ‘it is with what does not meet the eye that wisdom has 
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its business’.836 To illustrate this, O’Donovan draws our attention to Proverbs 30.18f: ‘Three 

things are too wonderful for me, four I do not understand: the way of the eagle in the sky, the 

way of a serpent on a rock, the way of a ship on the high seas, and the way of a man with a 

maiden’.837 In each of these instances there is an incomprehensibility or ‘tracklessness’: 

‘Without map, road-mark or concrete guidance, the bird finds its way to the nest, the serpent 

to the hole, the helmsman to harbour, and the man to his sweetheart’.838 In each of these 

cases, there is a directionality or purposiveness to their movements, but what that is exactly 

is difficult to track. The pursuit of wisdom, therefore, involves struggle and the perseverance 

of the ‘enquiring, believing and patient observer’; it is not a natural human endowment but 

rather is something that is hard-won: ‘a painful process of making plain’, a ‘journey’, and a 

‘discovery’.839 That this pursuit of wisdom is encouraged as a worthy task in Scripture 

suggests that we are not to be content with incomprehension, the ‘oh, well’ that throws up its 

hands and moves on to something else. Rather, wisdom calls us to move deeper, to 

persevere, because this is what a loving disposition to the world demands. ‘We love as we 

know’, O’Donovan writes, following Augustine, ‘and we know as we love’.840 

Turning now to the subject of degraded landscapes and restoration projects, it seems 

to me that this discussion of love by way of wisdom may be significant. To love is more than 

witnessing and enjoying the beauty of the natural world; it is more than recognising even the 

latent value in a degraded landscape. It entails an entanglement with and commitment to 

understanding a particular place over the long haul.841 Wisdom of place requires sustained 

attention, study, and experimentation. In caring for a place, one may begin to develop a 

certain wisdom about it, and such wisdom might operate on a variety of levels. It might, for 

instance, come to understand what forms of land husbandry are best suited for a particular 

environment, what a certain weather pattern might mean for a particular species, when the 
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best time is to distribute seeds or set a controlled burn, and what are the boundaries for 

respectful experimentation. Wisdom also extends beyond ‘the natural’ realm, as it were; it 

takes in the interconnections between these environments and all its inhabitants – nonhuman 

and human.842 It will seek to understand, for instance, how communities interact with their 

natural environment, what they care about, where conflicts are likely to arise, which sectors 

of the community are most effected by environmental changes, and what cultural issues need 

to be addressed along with environmental issues. Attentiveness to the nonhuman and human 

in environmental moral action seems to me to be crucial for the pursuit of wisdom and 

learning what a loving disposition might look like for environmental moral action. 

At the same time as the pursuit of wisdom is held up as an important and worthy 

task, the impossibility of attaining such wisdom and knowledge rises up to meet it. As 

Ecclesiastes 8.17 states, ‘then I saw all the work of God, that no one can find out what is 

happening under the sun. However much they may toil in seeking, they will not find it out; 

even those who are wise claim to know, they cannot find it out’. The pursuit of wisdom does 

not exempt us from the contingencies of history nor does it give us an ‘Archimedean point 

from which we can comprehend it all’.843 The reality of the incomprehensibility of the world 

to us, however much we may endeavour to overcome this, builds a strong case for holding 

up humility as essential to the task of restoring landscapes. But such humility is of a 

particular variety, namely, instead of pulling back because the inadequacies of our 

knowledge cannot guarantee a satisfactory outcome, it moves forward patiently and 

modestly toward the incomprehensible so that the world may become known simply because 

it is worthy of being known. Such love does not hold back behind a veil of supposed 

humility, it ventures forward to understand and respond, for this is what it means to be a 

moral agent. 

From this exploration of delight and wisdom, it is now apparent that if love is to be 

the source of our action, then it is dependent upon perception, upon one’s discernment of 

what is true about something. Love, in other words, can only exist where there is an 

understanding of what something is and what it is for.844 I can only love a particular place by 

behaving toward it in ways that seem to me to correspond to what it is and how it fits into 

this world, and not behaving toward it as though it were another place. Such love, then, must 

be ‘structured to encounter the structured reality’ that is this place and the world in which 
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both I and this place exist.845 Of course the difficulty is that as much as I may know this place 

and delight in what I think it is, I will never really know it; I can only approach it with 

‘wonder and incomprehension’, which O’Donovan speaks of as the first steps toward 

wisdom.846 But also it is not that I have a few things that I know about it and the rest is 

mystery. It is likely the case that the things I think I know may be quite wrong. I may be 

failing to perceive and understand correctly. 

The reality of human failures of moral knowledge underscores the importance of the 

search for wisdom. Such a pursuit entails a process of moral learning in which, as 

O’Donovan writes, we ‘repent false perceptions of the moral order and turn to truer ones’.847 

It is in a real sense a process of conversion, of turning away from unreality toward what is 

real. But in this we are not alone. The good news of redemption meets us where we are 

moral agents. Not only has the world been affirmed as the meaningful environment for our 

life and action, but also Christ has performed what we were unable to do: ‘to call things by 

their proper names’.848 Christ’s love for the world does not impose a reality upon the world 

but is expressed by a perception of what the world is and what it requires;849 as O’Donovan 

argues, ‘His authority over nature and his salvific concern for the true being of nature go 

together inseparably’.850 This it seems to me can be a model for approaching degraded 

ecosystems. Although we cannot claim to bring redemption to such places, the authority we 

do have as moral agents may be modelled upon the unity of love and perception in Christ. 

But we cannot only speak of Christ as a model because to do so could add a burden to our 

shoulders, the taking on of something we can never hope to fulfil. Instead, we come back 

again to speak of the ministry of the Holy Spirit who works in us ‘applying and confirming 

God’s act in Christ for us’.851 It is the Spirit who works to bring about in us what was 

achieved ‘in Christ’ and restores our access, cut off as we are by sin, to reality. In Christ love 

and wisdom came together so that what was offered was a redemption that constituted the 

affirmation and fulfilment of creaturely goodness, which was pronounced in the beginning. 

‘And so it is’, O’Donovan writes, ‘that as man is given by the Spirit to share Christ’s 

authority, he cannot do so without love, both for the created order in general and for the 
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particular beings, human and other, which stand within it in various problematic 

relationships’.852 In Christ and through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, it becomes possible to 

speak of love as the form of Christian moral action and of this love as ordered by the reality 

of the world. It is from this centre that I argue for ecological restoration as a form Christian 

moral action may take in contexts of environmental degradation. 

The moral activity of perception that is a necessary component of delight and 

wisdom is also essential as we move toward action itself.853 But there is a danger here in 

interpreting perception as a means to discovering a formula for right action, an unambiguous 

response that reflects a grasp of some law of nature to be followed. It implies passivity and a 

conception of the moral life as being about obedience rather than Spirit-empowered freedom. 

Perception as I see it working here also looks out upon the world through the eyes of faith, 

meaning that it sees it in light of its redemption and transformation in Christ. It holds in 

tension the reality of the brokenness of the present with the reality of God’s promised 

fulfilment of all creation. As it holds these two in tension, it aims to see how and in what 

ways the Holy Spirit may be calling the world out of its brokenness and into a new way of 

being. In so doing, there is a further move of perception that aims to determine how we 

might be called to participate in that work and what kinds of activities may best bring forth 

the goodness and value of the world and heal its brokenness.  

What I have been moving toward is a way of envisioning moral action in the world 

that is both responsive and creative. Responsive in that it is firmly tethered to an affirmation 

of created order and creative in that it seeks new ways to bring forth its goodness and value, 

thereby testifying to God’s affirmation and redeeming purposes for creation. To develop this 

final piece on creativity, it is necessary to move beyond O’Donovan to find a conversation 

partner who works within a similar theological framework to the one I have adopted from 

O’Donovan but also begins to push it out to the realm of practice. As noted in the 

Introduction, O’Donovan’s work tends to remain largely theoretical and abstracted, making 

it frequently difficult to see the connection between his theological framework and the lives 

of moral agents. His resistance to being too specific about the application of his work to 

particular situations is both a hindrance and an invitation. It is a hindrance in that such a 

theoretical approach seems to require supplementation and much further work in order to 

bring it to the level of practical action in degraded contexts. At the same time, it is also an 

invitation to explore the range of possibilities of how this framework might assist us in 

thinking toward action, in other words, to see where such a vision for ethics truly takes us, 

and to test its validity in the crucible of actual contexts. By resisting specificity and 
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application, such a theoretical framework may be marshalled for a variety of purposes, such 

as articulating a vision for art and creativity, as well as for the environment and restorative 

action. Nevertheless, O’Donovan leaves us at the point we as moral agents actually begin to 

encounter the natural world; and so, some intermediary work is required and, with respect to 

developing the notion of creativity, I have chosen to draw on a Christian theologian of the 

arts, Jeremy Begbie, who brings us to that point of encounter between person and medium 

and who articulates a structure for creative action that I believe is useful for the approach to 

restoration I have been developing in this dissertation. 

6.1.3. Creative Response 

What, then, does a loving response look like that is both acting for something based on a 

perception of its being (as it is in itself and in relation to the whole) and is oriented toward its 

fulfilment? O’Donovan has suggested that the kind of perception this entails is what marks 

human creativity as love. Love, he writes, ‘achieves its creativity by being perceptive’.854 In 

basing creativity in perception, O’Donovan is closing off for human beings the possibility of 

absolute creativity, by which is meant a creativity that stands before the ‘absolutely 

orderless’ and confers order upon it.855 God the Creator expresses love in this way, but our 

situation as human beings is quite different. We do not ‘encounter reality as an 

undifferentiated raw material’ that awaits our ‘Let there be…’; therefore, it cannot be for 

human love to express itself in this form of creativity.856 Our creativity lies in a different 

quarter, which Jeremy Begbie describes through five aspects: discovering, respecting, 

developing, redeeming, together, which will guide us through this discussion.  

In addressing the question of human creativity, Begbie, like O’Donovan, articulates 

a position that orients itself theologically from the good news that God has redeemed the 

world in Christ and that we have been given to share in God’s purposes through the Holy 

Spirit. He writes, 

We can begin by recognizing that in the humanity of Christ, our humanity 
has been incorporated into the divine life by the Son of God, set free by the 
Spirit from its debilitating self-obsession, from its self-will and its evasions 
of the truth, liberated to respond to the Father’s love and his will, and free to 
respond appropriately to the created world. Therein lies the very foundation 
and source of authentic freedom and authentic creativity.857 
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What this means for human creativity, moreover, is that it is ‘supremely about sharing 

through the Spirit in the creative purpose of the Father as he draws all things to himself 

through his Son’.858 Creativity framed in this way as an appropriate response to the world is 

very different from the view of the artist as the ‘contributor or imposer of individuality and 

socially constructed meaning’, and that the ‘only meaning the world can have is that which 

we give it’.859 Begbie argues instead for a notion of artistic responsibility that, rather than 

imposing itself upon the world, is based on the ‘recognition that we live in a world of 

concrete otherness' which calls forth from art and artists an attitude of perceptive trust’.860 It 

assumes that the world in which we find ourselves is a world endowed with its own order, 

and that this order provides the structure for our action within it. Discovery, then, of this 

reality is essential if we are to also discover what a moral response to it will be.  

Along with discovery comes respect.861 Begbie writes, ‘Christian faith presents us 

with a vision of created existence possessing its own latent orderliness and meaning, and that 

a crucial part of human creativity is to be attentive to that inherent order, to discover it and to 

bring it to light’.862 Therefore, one of the ways this attitude of respect may be expressed is in 

a creativity that allows ‘the different levels of reality to define and express their rationality 

through our engagement with them’.863 He sees a particular role for the artist in discovering 

the order and meaning of creation that has always been there but needs to be brought into the 

light, ‘so that we notice things for the first time’.864 Like the artist, the restorationist could be 

seen as playing a role in bringing the value of the natural world to light. The orientation of 

the restorationist is that of a profound respect for the workings of ecosystems and their goal 

is not to impose order upon nature but to work in such a way that natural processes may be 

returned to their ecosystems. Indeed, a significant component of restoration activity requires 

a great deal of patient research on, and perceptive attention to, a particular ecosystem. In 

fact, ecological restoration offers an excellent model for what creative perception could look 

like.  
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Like for the artist, the work of restoration requires skill, artistry, and cooperation in 

order to bring this value to light in new and interesting ways. To do this, the restorationist 

relies upon a variety of tools: scientific knowledge of natural processes, historical knowledge 

of the changing ecosystem, local knowledge of the particular ways species interact in a 

place, and contextual knowledge that attends to the relations between humans and their 

environment. The restorationist’s sensitivity and attention to an ecosystem may enable us to 

not only have a better handle on the intricate workings of a threatened ecosystem, but more 

importantly on the concrete effects of human actions on the world and the effects of 

ecosystems on us. Negotiating these features requires skill, patience, perception, and 

cooperation on a variety of levels; these are the features, it seems to me that Higgs is 

pointing to when he suggests the language of ‘design’ to articulate restoration as ‘work[ing] 

something out in a skillful or artistic way’, as a profound attentiveness to the ecosystem, and 

as a reminder of the need to grow in wisdom and skill.865 Framed in this way, restoration 

becomes an important moral endeavour that, in refusing to rest in the safety of prohibitions 

(the natural world is valuable; humans keep out) or the blind optimism of license (humans 

are saviours of and manipulators of the natural world), offers a way of being in the world 

that affirms both the natural world and the human person within it. 

Implicit in the attitude of respect is the acceptance of certain boundaries for human 

activity and the recognition that human freedom and creativity is most potent when operating 

within limitations. While the importance of limitations needs to be maintained, a danger 

always lurks on the horizon, that of ‘committing ourselves to a total passivity and 

subservience to the given order of creation’.866 Indeed, we must be watchful of the dangers 

from both sides: of imposition, on the one hand, and of passivity, on the other. Begbie offers 

some useful parameters for creativity in this middle space.  

If the created order is truly the good creation which we have been given to know and 

love, then it cannot be a ‘cramping constraint, a strait-jacket to which we yield grudgingly’ 

but must rather be a gift of God.867 And if creation is a gift, then the order of creation must 

also be a gift and the grounds for our creative freedom. One of the practical ways this is 

evident is in the interaction between artist and medium: the sculptor can either see the 

properties of stone as a hindrance to her creativity or as a ‘stimulant’ to her artistry.868 In a 

similar way, restorationists may find the boundaries of the ecosystem or restoration project, 

known through historical and ecological research, to be a boon to their creativity and a 
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chance to respond to the varied challenges – ecological, social, cultural, political, etc. – of 

this place. Creative freedom is realised not in escaping this gift of created order but in 

‘acting in accordance to the way things are’,869 with ‘being rightly related to what is not of 

our own making’.870 So, Begbie, like O’Donovan, rejects the notion that artistic or human 

freedom is realised in the absence of limits or by increasing the possibilities available to us; 

instead, freedom is exercised only where there are real possibilities before us that we may 

step into.  

Respecting created order also merely does not relegate human action to that of 

copying or imitating that order; instead, if there is to be genuine creativity and interaction 

with created order and not simply a ‘bowing down’ before nature, then there has to be space 

for human decisions that constitute ‘development’. Through the idea of development Begbie 

aims to carve out space for the artist to make ‘new connections and novel meanings’ with 

what is given. For example, a composer ‘combines sound in novel ways, explores fresh 

melodic lines, juxtaposes rhythms and harmonies to create new musical meanings’.871 He 

speaks of this in terms of ‘a dialectic of welcoming reception and shaping, in which physical 

reality is neither ignored nor overridden, but enabled to take on another, hopefully richer, 

meaningful form’.872 This is a particularly interesting and contentious suggestion with 

respect to the natural world. Would we want to think of restoration as a development of the 

natural world?  

Given a little qualification, development may be a useable concept for restoration. 

Instead of suggesting that restorative action develops an ecosystem, it would be better to 

view development as the by-product of such action. What I have in mind may be seen 

through a research study in the Sonora Desert on either side of the Mexico-United States 

border.873 It was an area of particular species richness and diversity and because of this it 

became on the American side a conservation site, protected from human activities. On the 

Mexican side, however, the Papago farmers who lived there were allowed to continue their 

traditional land practices. What resulted was surprising for the researchers. Rather than 

preserving the ecosystems as hoped, there was a decline in species diversity on the American 

side, whereas the area south of the border continued to flourish. What this study seems to 

suggest is that human presence on the earth has the potential through good land husbandry to 

foster a species richness and diversity that may not be achieved when left on its own. And 
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this suggests something about the possibilities of ecological restoration. Although such work 

may not in itself develop an ecosystem, beyond that of the development of shaping it, by 

caring for the land and fostering species diversity, restorationists provide the conditions for 

ecosystem development. Because of this, restorative work will need to be open to new and 

different things that may arise in an ecosystem because of our presence, rather than fighting 

to maintain a historic condition.  

Instead of the language of development, it may be more appropriate to speak of 

creativity in terms of extension and elicitation of natural value when referring to restorative 

work in natural systems. It seems all too possible that ‘development’ might be construed as 

bringing or creating value, of determining new ends for the natural world, and of 

technological development; however, if value is inherent in the natural world as a gift of God 

and is upheld in the resurrection, then the creative act could be viewed as one that extends 

and elicits meaning and value in new and richer ways so that we may see more clearly the 

good and valuable thing that it is. In this way, creativity may begin to be seen as a redeeming 

or transforming activity that participates in God’s redeeming work in creation.  

One of the questions this dissertation has raised is how to understand the role of 

human moral action in the redeeming purposes of God in Christ, especially with respect to 

the natural world. The way this question is framed presumes an understanding that human 

beings do not in themselves redeem the natural world even through acts of restoration. 

Indeed, along with Begbie, I want to be cautious here and maintain the ‘supremacy of the 

redemption wrought in Christ’.874 At the same time, in Christ and through the Spirit human 

activity may in some way reflect, mirror, or take part in God’s redeeming work. Begbie 

offers some helpful pointers for navigating this.  

Begbie describes human redeeming activity through artistry as entailing a 

‘penetration of the disorder of the world’ ‘just as the Son of God penetrated our twisted and 

warped existence’.875 This language of penetration suggests a movement into the world in its 

brokenness and disorder to understand at a deep level the causes and effects of this 

brokenness in all areas of creaturely life. With respect to Christian responses to degradation, 

there will need to be an attentiveness to the anthropogenic causes of degradation as they are 

rooted in human greed, selfishness, disregard, misguided utopianism, or technological 

optimism, and how these attitudes manifest themselves in behaviours that affect human and 

nonhuman creatures, ecologically, politically, socially, etc. Restorationists, like artists, 

‘cannot pass lightly over the disorder of creation without being guilty of colossal self-
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deception and becoming utterly irrelevant to the needs of a broken and torn world’.876 In this 

regard, restoration as a response to degradation seems to me to be already aimed at taking in, 

in ever widening circles, the brokenness in the natural world and in human communities. 

In addition to penetrating the disorder of the world, Begbie envisions redemptive 

activity as engaged in acts of judgement that serve as a ‘protest against disorder’ and a 

‘denunciation of that which disfigures the world’.877 This element of judgement is already in 

robust operation within restoration. The move to restore is always predicated upon a belief in 

the prior flourishing of an ecosystem that has since been disrupted. As we saw in Chapter 2, 

the determination of degradation in itself is a judgement that the state of things is not as it 

should be. Rendered theologically, such judgement of disorder may echo God’s ‘No’ to all 

that would threaten the world that God loves.878 At the same time, the human ‘no’ is only 

provisional and awaits the final ‘No’ of God to all that destroys creation, which is in reality 

the ‘Yes’ of ‘unconditional love towards creation’ that will be God’s final judgment.879 As 

we saw in Chapter 3, the Holy Spirit enables such judgement by bringing the reality of 

redemption into opposition to destructive patterns, which then enables the world to be the 

‘rebellious world no longer’.880 

In the movement of judgment and repentance there is the possibility for new life to 

spring forth, of the ‘forging of a new order out of the ugliness of disorder’.881 In so doing, 

there is ‘an anticipation of the final goal of creation’, though it will be only of an incomplete 

kind.882 In speaking of art, Begbie argues that art that is Christian will have as its ‘final 

reference point the raising of the crucified Son of God from the dead’.883 What this looks like 

for him is art that ‘resound[s] with an inner joy’, that is ‘realistic’ in that it is ‘propelled by 

the irreversible reality of the raising of Jesus from the dead’.884 And in this way, art begins to 

anticipate the eschatological fulfilment of creation through the work of the Holy Spirit who 

gives a ‘foretaste here and now of the new age, the age anticipated in the resurrection of 

Christ’.885 It strikes me as a real possibility that restored landscapes can serve as a foretaste 
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of the final restoration of creation, landscapes in which the Spirit is present and working to 

bring healing. 

In this redeeming activity and newness, it also becomes possible to speak of 

transformation but only in a qualified sense. The work of restoration does not in itself 

constitute an act of transformation in the theological sense; there is no way in which such 

activities ‘add to’ or ‘complement’ Christ’s redeeming work, but it may be that we can 

‘share, by the Spirit, in its outworking’.886 At the same time, we are not made privy to the 

knowledge of what it will mean for all creation to be redeemed. And so, it would be folly to 

set out to transform the world, imposing on it our own vision of what such fulfilment might 

look like. We do not set out to transform through restoration, but we may find that, 

unbeknownst to us, through our attentiveness, judgment, repentance, and responsive action 

we are caught up in God’s transforming work in creation, a transformation that includes the 

healing of broken relationships.887 This it seems to me is the promise of the Spirit’s presence 

to us and the assurance of God’s judgment of ‘Yes’ on our life and work. 

Love, as it has been described here, is not in itself action, but it is nevertheless 

occupied in moving toward a response. Such love focuses in on the reality of the object and 

‘attempts to act for any being only on the basis of an appreciation of that being’,888 and this 

necessarily ‘implies a desire for the good to be actualized’.889 The call of love, then, is 

ultimately the call to respond to the world in ways that creatively bring forth the good so that 

the created order may be seen for what it is: the beloved world of God that was affirmed and 

redeemed in the resurrection and awaits its fulfilment. Love is also the response of one who 

has been vindicated in Christ and set free through the ministry of the Holy Spirit to act in the 

world in gratitude and hope. It is here around these statements on love that I see Christian 

responses to ecological degradation through restoration crystallising. 

6.2. Hope 

The theological framework for responding to environmental degradation through ecological 

restoration that I have presented in this dissertation is also one that is inherently hopeful. For 

one, it offers a path for responsive moral action to the environmental problems of our day 

that steers away from narratives of despair and the inevitability of exploitive human 

relationships with the natural world. Ecological restoration provides a space for negotiating 
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the human/nature relationship that is based on an assumption that the human being has good 

and valuable gifts to offer the natural world and with which to foster its flourishing. It 

obstinately asserts that the realities of environmental degradation need not be our reality, that 

other ways of living in the world are possible. Even while ecosystem degradation and 

destruction continues at an alarming rate, I have wanted to maintain these hopeful 

possibilities here. At the same time, I believe this hope finds an unsteady foundation when it 

is oriented toward the horizon of human salvific efforts to restore the natural world. Here 

again is where a theological framework comes to our aid and offers an object of hope that 

frees our moral action from the stranglehold of itself needing to be the object of hope.  

A theological approach to restoration that is grounded in faith in Christ and in the 

ministry of the Holy Spirit, who enables us to respond to the created order in love, is 

profoundly hopeful. 1 Peter 1.3 states, ‘By his great mercy we have been born anew to a 

living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead’. And this hope has in its 

line of sight the promises of God that all will be made well, and when this future reality is 

held out ‘before us’, we may ‘reach forward, engaging with the future that is available to us, 

the future aspect of the present’.890 O’Donovan writes, ‘When we hope, we begin from the 

problematic character of the present, from its ambiguity and unsatisfying incompleteness, 

and turn gratefully to the future judgment of God which perfects the imperfections of the 

present and promises completion’.891 It gives us a context for our labour, a future reference 

that adds significance to these acts, places them within the saving and justifying work of 

Christ, and helps us to endure in our labour because God has said ‘Yes!’ to creation.892 

Hope might express itself in a variety of ways in restoration. The move to restore an 

ecosystem may be in itself an act of hope that, through the act of judgment, draws its vision 

for a restored landscape from the ultimate reality of God’s restoration of all creation. In faith 

we accept that our meagre acts of love are not without point, and we are freed to set about 

the hopeful tasks of seed collecting, plucking weeds, digging up drainage tiles, and planting 

prairie grasses as a testimony to God’s judgment of ‘Yes!’ to the goodness of creation. Hope 

is also expressed in the acts of community restoration where divisions between people are 

broken down through shared labour and the confrontation of injustice and exploitation. The 

work of restoration is so difficult and time-consuming that it requires a wellspring of hope to 

keep it going, a hope that is continuously renewed by the sight of a rare wildflower taking 

hold in a prairie and the return of a bird species to its traditional nesting grounds.  
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At the same time, such hope operates on a razor’s edge between two possibilities: an 

inactive hopefulness that it will all pan out in the end regardless of whether or not we 

respond to degradation, and an overactive hopefulness that leans too hard on the anticipation 

of God’s redemption. The first is irresponsibility and the rejection of our vocation as moral 

agents. The second sets the moral agent into hyperdrive, filling in the content of redemption 

with human imaginings of what a restored and transformed nature might be and setting to 

work to bring it about. This is not to suggest that imagination does not have its place within a 

concept of hope. Hope cannot operate apart from some conceptual image of God’s 

restoration. Nevertheless, our imaginings can become ‘too inventive, by “thinking over the 

top”’ so that what becomes most real to us are our imaginings or constructed worlds.893 It 

can become ‘empty yearning for what is not to hand’.894 Although there are great dangers in 

such imaginings, the solution is not to silence the imagination, for the imagination is a 

necessary element of moral action, but such imaginings are useful by remaining tethered to 

reality; O’Donovan writes: ‘if we are wise actors, we shall learn to conceive possibility as an 

aspect of reality; or to put it theologically, we shall learn to frame our hope in response to the 

promise’.895 

6.3. Conclusion 

Drawing a work of research such as this to a close is more of an interruption than a 

conclusion as such. This seems to be particularly true for this work in which the ascending 

arch of chapter building upon chapter to form a framework for moral action through 

restoration is stopped short before pushing the implications of this work out to acts of 

restoration themselves. In one sense, ending here is important because of the weight I give to 

the task of moral discernment, the task of Christian communities discerning how the Holy 

Spirit may be calling them to respond to the problems of environmental degradation unique 

to their context. In another sense, such an ending leaves important questions hanging about 

restoration practices that require further theological engagement. And so, in this concluding 

section I have three main objectives: a) to name some of the contributions this work makes 

to both Christian communities and restoration theorists; b) to note some of the strengths and 

weakness I have perceived in using O’Donovan’s theological framework in an 

environmental and restoration context; and c) to name possible avenues for further 

theological engagement with restoration.   
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In this dissertation, I have wanted to help Christian communities respond to pressing 

environmental problems in ways that resonate with their deeply held religious beliefs. While 

I have offered a theological framework for a restorative response to degradation, grounded in 

the saving work of God in Christ, not all Christian communities will be convinced by this 

approach, but that need not render this thesis unusable in such contexts. One of the aims of 

this piece has been pedagogical in that it seeks to provide an example of how one might 

work theologically through an environmental problem and response, thereby also inviting 

application of the theological framework into other contexts and inviting other theological 

frameworks that may resonate with a different faith community as they respond to 

environmental degradation. Again, the work of discernment is key: communities will need to 

test frameworks like the one I offer here via O’Donovan, testing them in the crucible of 

restoration contexts, where aspects of his framework may be found insufficient while others 

may be intensified and developed.  

In addition, I have wanted to take seriously the helplessness many people feel in the 

face of overwhelming environmental problems and to help them move toward practical and 

satisfying responses. Flawed as it may be, ecological restoration is, I believe, a worthy 

practice for Christians to take up as an aspect of a wider environmental agenda. What is so 

helpful about restoration is its holism and the way it looks out upon a wide variety of 

avenues for action that Christians care about, thereby offering an entry point for 

communities taking first steps. To name a few, it offers a way for people to get to know their 

local environment (environmental education); it brings people face to face with the 

environmental consequences of their lifestyles and offers the space to make amends 

(personal and environmental transformation); it brings people into contact with other 

members of their community as they work toward shared goals (communal transformation); 

and it takes up the issues of injustice and exploitation, corporate irresponsibility, and 

inadequate policies (political transformation). At the same time, the Christian restorationist 

will need to evaluate restoration activities at every turn, questioning methods of eradication, 

for instance, or how to weigh the claims of people alongside those of other creatures. 

Restoration is not without its moral ambiguities and Christian communities will need to 

remain alert to the task of discernment, evaluating each and every situation in the light of 

faith.  

With regard to restoration theorists, this dissertation offers a way to navigate certain 

entrenched debates, accepting the terms of neither side but steering a course oriented instead 

by theological starting points. Although restoration theorists have not been my intended 

audience, I believe that faithfulness to my theological aims can have certain spillover effects 

for non-religious conversations. For one, there is here an implicit challenge to the way the 
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concept of redemption is deployed by some restorationists to denote a reversal of harm and 

recovery of a prior state. Such redemption, however, is paltry if it can offer nothing more 

than a continuous return to a better past rather than offering hope of true transformation and 

fulfilment. Rendered theologically, the concept of redemption is given back its defining 

tension, that of the now redeemed and the not yet fully so revealed. Therefore, the 

theological concept of redemption offers a way to manoeuvre the arguments over whether it 

is the past or the future that should exert the most influence over restoration practices: it 

holds the past and future in an essential tension. The resurrection, with its dual movement of 

restoration and transformation, points to the possibility of an approach that affirms historical 

ecosystems and remains open to their, and our, transformation. 

As I have argued throughout this dissertation, I believe O’Donovan’s approach has 

much to offer Christians seeking to navigate the debates in restoration and the environmental 

field more broadly, but I also recognise that there are drawbacks to deploying him in this 

arena. For instance, I have noted the particular usefulness of the resurrection for freeing the 

moral agent to work for the flourishing of the natural world however imperfect such attempts 

may prove, and I have drawn attention to its usefulness for navigating the key tensions of 

past and future in restoration in a way that does not subsume one to the other. In the 

resurrection, the value of past ecosystems is not swept aside in the grasping for other future 

worlds or possibilities, but is instead affirmed as the good world that God will be faithful to 

fulfil. At the same time, the resurrection gives us hope that at some point in the future all will 

be made well, and that even now, through the work of the Spirit, glimpses of this reality may 

be seen. The resurrection gives us a way of thinking towards restorative work that respects 

the natural order and is receptive to the possibility of transformation as a feature of God’s 

fulfilment of creation.  

The resurrection motif, however, does not offer us everything we need for 

restorative action, though it is a crucial starting point that frees action even as it extends 

grace to cover the failures of that action. The difficulty with O’Donovan’s emphasis on the 

resurrection starting point is that it primarily offers just that: only a starting point. Indeed, we 

are given very little to go on from there and so its usefulness for restoration contexts comes 

into question. Although this gestures to the importance of the work of moral discernment, it 

also drops us at the point where guidance for particular action is most required. Faced, for 

instance, with the need to eradicate a particular invasive species in order to promote the 

flourishing of other species, the Christian moral agent may be freed to action but to which 

action: killing the individual species for the good of the whole, saving the individual species 

to the detriment of the whole, or some alternative that reflects God’s care for both 

individuals and communities? Guidance for practical actions such as these must be sought 
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elsewhere, such as in the example of Christ’s life, his teachings, Scripture, church tradition, 

and community discernment. For example, Christ’s teaching about God’s watchful care of a 

single sparrow and of the importance of peaceable action point to the need to resist what has 

become a cost-benefit calculation of the whole vs. the individual in restoration. The 

limitation imposed by such teachings opens up space for new approaches to the invasive 

species question that are no longer bound by the standard either/or debate. Thus, while I 

would maintain that O’Donovan’s framework offers a fruitful new way of framing 

theological discussions of restoration and of environmental moral action in general, I am 

keenly aware that his approach also limits what can be accomplished here. Indeed, my 

commitment to an in-depth interaction with O’Donovan’s understanding of created order and 

ethics has meant that crucial theological conversations about actual practices of ecological 

restoration must remain undeveloped here. Of course, the foundation laid by sustained 

attention to theological starting points will likely not be wasted when it is time to address 

particular problems.  

Another aspect of O’Donovan’s framework that is both useful and problematic for 

this project is his view of created order and of the human person within it. His insistence on 

a horizontal ordering of all creatures and a vertical ordering to God allows us to emphasize 

shared creatureliness, such that the natural world is not created to serve human purposes, and 

the need to maintain and restore ecosystems that enable the flourishing of other creatures. In 

this, his approach also maintains a space for human distinctiveness and of our possible role 

in discerning how natural value may be brought to light and extended through restoration. 

However, we begin to run into difficulties when this distinction between humans and other 

creatures becomes too sharp. For O’Donovan this appears, for instance, in his suggestion that 

the human being finds herself in a created order, a world of givenness and natural purposes 

that must be respected, an objective created order that we did not have a hand in bringing 

about. While I believe we must be quick to affirm the value of the goings-on of other 

creatures, my concern is that his approach does not take sufficient account of the ways in 

which this objective created order has been shaped by human and nonhuman activities, such 

that it is difficult to parse out, for instance, which purposes are ‘natural’ and to be respected 

and which are human-imposed. (This is not precisely a return to the question of whether or 

not ‘nature’ is socially constructed or is a ‘real thing’, though it is certainly related.) What 

are we to do, for instance, with the way human and nonhuman activities have created 

feedback loops – either through ‘making’ or ‘doing’ in O’Donovan’s language – that have 

altered environments, entangling humans and nonhumans to such an extent that it is difficult 

to speak of the ends of one or the other in isolation?  
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While O’Donovan is aware that the moral agent is surrounded by and is a part of the 

created order she seeks to know and understand, this recognition seems to penetrate his 

thinking only in a limited way. For instance, in his metaphor of ‘waking’, while offering a 

helpful way to envision what it is like to become aware of oneself as a moral agent and of 

the world as a field of action, he fails to give an account of that waking, thus conveying a 

view of the moral agent as an isolated creature – without an evolutionary history – who looks 

out upon the world to appreciate or reject it. Anthropological research, for example, on 

human moral development as a feature of our lived proximity to, and engagement with, other 

creatures could provide resources to deepen such an understanding of ‘waking’ – including a 

move away from his tendency to isolate the moral agent and instead decisively connecting 

human distinctiveness to the lives of other creatures – and offer a way to intensify the moral 

claims of other creatures upon us. The difficulties I point to here concerning O’Donovan’s 

guiding moral metaphor are not exclusive to O’Donovan but are part of a wider lack of 

engagement among theologians who tend to develop their theological anthropologies with 

their eyes closed to the long-standing entanglements between humans and their 

environments. To widen the circle even further to restoration and the environmental field, 

such insights suggest that what may be being restored is not a previous landscape before 

harmful human interventions but a landscape in which humans have already been actively 

constructing niches alongside other creatures, forming and being formed by the 

environments they inhabit, however cautiously this claim may need to be articulated. If this 

is the case, then, the nature/culture dualism becomes ever increasingly more difficult to 

maintain for environmentalists, as do arguments concerning the artifactuality of restored 

ecosystems.   

One of the problems some of these issues point to is the difficulty of drawing 

O’Donovan’s work into a field where scientific questions must be raised; while O’Donovan 

may recognize them, he deliberately sets such constraining questions aside, prioritizing 

certain theological claims over against scientific challenges, however significant they may 

be. For example, how might his theological commitment to a creation-fall-redemption 

framework offer guidance in an ecological context in which the concept of ‘fallenness’ 

seems both appropriate, in light of degradation, and alien, in light of evolutionary history? 

Although many ecotheologians have dispensed with the concept of the fall altogether, there 

then looms the danger of losing the means to name and protest against brokenness and to 

imagine an alternate reality. Nevertheless, although O’Donovan’s reluctance to dispense 

with a theological concept in light of our knowledge of evolution may be warranted, it is not 

enough to leave it to the side. Theological visions of created order and ethical action must be 

tethered to some understanding of natural processes. Indeed, one quickly reaches the limits 
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of an ability to articulate a vision for a Christian approach to restoration without a better 

understanding of ecological processes and functions that make such activity intelligible.  

Finally, I want to end by noting some of the possibilities for further research opened 

up by this work. Development in these directions seems to me to be another way hope may 

be expressed. The first I have already alluded to: the task of moral discernment. How do 

Christian communities set about discerning how to respond to environmental degradation in 

ways that have integrity for their context? To my knowledge, no such resources exist for 

guiding this task. Such discernment would need to operate on a variety of levels: for 

instance, on the ecological/scientific so that there is knowledge of local ecosystems and 

natural processes; on the spiritual so that there is naming of sin, repentance, and conversion; 

on the communal so that there is an awareness of the strengths, needs, and points of conflict 

in the community; on the cultural so that there is a challenge to those values that foster 

degradation, injustice, and oppression; on the political so that there is an evaluation of laws 

and the structures of justice; on the theological so that there is an assessment, adaptation, or 

revision of theological frameworks. Of course, further work in this area of discernment could 

not take the place of the task of discernment itself but rather offer a guide for the kinds of 

features that communities will need to attend to when they set about responding to 

environmental problems.  

A second avenue for development, which I have also pointed to above, is with 

respect to the controversial subject of native/non-native species within restoration projects. It 

is a fraught issue that lies at the intersection of several opposing ideologies: for instance, 

those who claim ethical priority for the individual (animal rights activists) vs. those who 

prioritise wholes (ecologists); those who oppose violence in all its forms vs. those who view 

the often violent eradication of invasive species as a necessary evil; those who view 

eradication as an extension of cultural xenophobia vs. those who argue for eradication on a 

purely ecological basis; and those who have a vision of nature as having an original or right 

balance vs. those who view nature as constantly in flux so that today’s invasive species are 

tomorrow’s natives. Again, this is a topic that I believe would benefit from a theological 

framework, such as the one developed in this thesis that recognises the claims of both 

individuals and wholes, to help Christians respond to the issues. If eradication is discerned to 

be a necessary and important part of responsive action, how might Christian commitments 

illumine how this is carried out? 

A third possibility for further work relates to issues of justice and racism. One of the 

most promising aspects of ecological restoration lies in its attentiveness to human 

communities as well as the natural world. It is frequently suggested that restoration work can 

restore human beings to the earth by ameliorating their distance from the natural world, by 
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offering an alternative to an exploitive relationship with the natural world, and by providing 

a way to healing, both ecological and cultural. Calls to return to the land through restoration, 

however, may be hollow if they do not include a confrontation with injustice, such as 

indicated by Michael Northcott,896 and the ways people are exploited both in the process of 

environmental exploitation and in conservation. Development in this area is already 

occurring with respect to Native Americans, as discussed in Chapter 2, mainly because their 

claims to the American landscape precede all others. What might restoration look like with 

respect to other people groups? The descendants of white Europeans tend to be lumped 

together problematically in the exploitation category, as those who need to be restored 

through the forging of a more healthy relationship to the natural world. But what would 

restoration mean for the African American, whose ancestors were forced onto this land to 

work it, to be restored to the landscapes of South Carolina, for instance? What about for the 

Hispanic agricultural worker whose labour and health is exploited for economic gain vis-à-

vis the land? Such questions, and there are many more, suggest to me the important 

connection between restoration and environmental justice, a connection that needs to be 

strengthened. It may be that attention to environmental justice in African American 

communities, for example, will be tied to restoring urban river systems, fighting for tighter 

environmental controls, exposing the racism behind environmental policies (or the lack 

thereof), and providing healthy outdoor spaces for children to play and encounter other 

creaturely kinds.  

The possibilities suggested here are just some of the many directions that could be 

taken, and this is just as it should be. The task of a work such as this is to open up the field of 

moral action and to enable Christians to begin to envision restoration for their communities, 

a vision that begins to fill out the often nebulous call to care for the earth. The theological 

framework developed here offers an explicit invitation to responsive action in the world. The 

debilitating fear behind environmental prohibitions and calls for human separation from the 

natural world are quelled by the promise of resurrection life, a life justified, set free, and 

enabled to respond to the world through God’s Spirit. The need for caution remains, 

however, for it is possible to do great harm in the natural world, especially when our visions 

of it become idolatrous, but the resurrection provides the assurance that this world remains 

the good world of God’s creation, a world that God will restore and faithfully transform. 

Armed with this assurance, the human being is liberated from the stricture of needing to be 

the saviour of the world and instead can respond to environmental problems with patient 

attention, love, and in hope. 

                                                        
896 Northcott, “Wilderness.” 
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