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ON THE THEOLOGICAL ACHIEVEMENT OF JAMES NASH

H. Paul Santmire

It is a privilege for me to reflect about the theological achievement of James Nash. I will focus 

on the theology that comes to expression in his still unsurpassed volume, Loving Nature: 

Ecological Integrity and Christian Responsibility (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991). In response to 

what may well be the defining challenge of our era in human history, the global ecojustice crisis, 

Jim Nash did the theologically improbable and allegedly the theologically impossible in a 

theologically accessible way. I want to elaborate now on each of these points, the improbable 

the impossible, and the accessible.

First, the improbable. In these times of widespread human impoverishment and advanced 

ecological turmoil, when the Christian churches and their leaders - Catholic, Orthodox, Mainline 

Protestant, Evangelical, and Ecumenical - have become highly visible advocates of ecojustice and 

the integrity of the earth, it may be difficult even to imagine the theological situation faced by Jim 

Nash and others of us, who first addressed the challenge of an “ecological reformation” of 

Christianity in the sixties, seventies, and eighties of the last century. We knew that something 

momentous was unfolding in the world around us and we felt called upon to address the then 

emerging crisis, but we also felt very much alone - and without viable theological resources with 

which to work.

The theology we had inherited was self-consciously anthropocentric or, in Karl Barth’s 

memorable terminology, “the-anthropocentric.” Its chief concern was God and humanity, often to 

the disinterest in or even to the total abandonment of the wider world of nature. With the 

exception of only a few theological projects, such as Paul Tillich’s or Joseph Sittier’s or the then 

emerging thought of Juergen Moltmann, dogmatic or systematic theology, was the- 

anthropocentric. Biblical studies, championed by the self-consciously existential New Testament 
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interpretation of Rudolf Bultmann and his followers, and the over-against-nature Old Testament 

theology of G. Ernest Wright, were also generally the-anthropocentric. Ethics, whether 

domesticated in the form of personal, so-called contextual ethics or more public in the 

form of the ethics of technology or the ethics of politics, was likewise mainly the-anthropocentric. 

The larger world of nature was not considered in its own right. It was viewed mainly as the stage 

for human history and the world of resources given to humans by God for the sake of human well­

being.

That Jim Nash should have published such a substantive and holistic theological ethics that 

reclaimed the wider world of nature in that theological environment, was indeed improbable. It 

was also impossible, in this ironic sense. The word out on the secular streets in those decades 

was that classical Christian theology was ecologically bankrupt. This was the infamous 

ecological complaint against Christianity” that Jim Nash wrote about with such insight in Loving 

Nature.

Christianity, it was argued, was thoroughly anthropocentric and androcentric, patriarchal and 

hierarchical; it was essentially a faith of men over against women and nature. It was also a faith, 

said the critics, that all too easily found ways to support the powerful old-boys’ networks and 

their domination of the earth and the poor of the earth. So, according to the critics, invoking 

Christian theology to respond to the global crisis would be like trying to extinguish a fire by 

throwing kerosine on it.

A number of theologians, strikingly, adopted this kind of critique as their own. Gordon 

Kaufinan did this explicitly, arguing that classical Christian theology was irreformably 

personalistic and therefore anthropocentric and therefore useless and even dangerous in this, our 

ecological and nuclear era. Others, such as John Cobb and process thinkers of a like mind, tended 

to accept the ecological complaint against classical Christianity implicitly, insofar as they sought 

to provide totally new foundations for their theological arguments and to build reconstructed 

doctrines of God and Christ and the Spirit on those new foundations. Ecofeminist theologians, 

such as Rosemary Ruether and SaUie McFague, did much the same. The only viable future for
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Christian theology in our ecological era, they all seemed to be saying, was the way of 

thoroughgoing reconstruction. Which was to suggest that any other way, surely any theology 

which took the classical Christian tradition as a framework in which to work, was - impossible.

Nor did it help m those decades that many voices of the Church’s own theological 

establishment - seminary professors, parish pastors, and writers of popular theology manuals - 

responded to the ecological complaint against Christianity with sometimes simplistic 

repnstenations of traditional church teachings, above all that beloved construct of bourgeois 

Christianity in North America, stewardship. While such spokespersons in defense of classical 

Christian thought were undoubtedly well-intended, their stewardship message was, indeed, 

preaching to the choir or rather whistling in the dark.

The theology of stewardship all too easily seemed to reenforce capitalist ideas that nature is 

essentially a world of resources at the disposal of humans, for the sake of economic development. 

That stewardship themes were so easily co-opted by the “wise use” doctrines of corporate 

extraction-industries proved how unstable and, finally, how theologically unreliable those 

theological themes were in practice. Which trends, when viewed by those who had eyes to see, 

seemed to put the finishing nail in the coffin of classical Christian theology. If such an often-times 

dysfunctional doctrine, stewardship, was all that Christian theology had to offer, then could there 

be any doubt that it was and is ecologically bankrupt? Many thoughtful observers, some within, 

many outside, the walls of our churches would therefore conclude that the very notion of a 

Christian ecological theology was indeed a contradiction in terms.

In 1991, in the wake of all these trends, Jim Nash demonstrated that a Christian ecological 

theology, developed within the context of classical Christian thought, although seemingly 

improbable and allegedly impossible, was in fact possible, and indeed doable with intellectual zest 

and insight and integrity. He did not trumpet his loyalty to classical Christian traditions 

defensively. He simply let those traditions speak for themselves, in his own, well-tuned and rich 

theological voice. So he stated, boldly and uncompromisingly, in Loving Nature : “The Christian 

faith, despite its historical ambiguities in its ecological credentials, has the impressive potential to 
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become an indestructibly firm foundation for ecological integrity. The faith contains all things 

necessary, all the values and virtues, for ecological integrity.” (92)

Nash then proceeded impressively to reframe classical Christian thought ecologically. He 

drew out ecological meanings from the whole range of Christian teachings, not just from creation­

theology, but also from teachings about sin, Christ, the church, the Spirit, and eschatology. His 

subsequent discussions of ecological ethics are as forceful as they are in significant measure 

because of those comprehensive and therefore firm theological foundations.

A good example of those firm theological foundations is Nash’s reflections about a classical 

theological theme that sounds esoteric to some and that is sometimes treated as obsolete by others 

- eschatology. Although Nash believes, with St. Paul, that we “see through a glass darkly” in 

these matters, Nash nevertheless grounds significant ethical affirmations on the theological vision 

of the consummation of the creation: “Ecologically, this vision gives ultimate meaning and worth 

to the cosmic ecosphere.... Nothing is any longer valueless or meaningless or irrelevant. Every 

living creature counts for itself and for God ultimately. This perspective stands in judgment on 

anthropocentrism... Again, the divine purposes are cosmocentric and biocentric, not simply 

anthropocentric. Christian ethics must take that fact into account in a process of ecologically- 

conscious reformation.” (132f.)

On this basis, Nash then identifies the Christian ethical mandate: “Our moral responsibility, 

then, is to approximate the harmony of the New Creation to the fullest extent possible under the 

constricted conditions of the creation.” (133) Of interest in this connection, is the fact that he 

only mentions “stewardship” once in Loving Nature, and then only in order to distance himself 

from use of that construct. The idea of stewardship does not do justice to the New Creation 

ethics that Nash is seeking to develop.

This brings me to my last observation about Nash’s theological achievement. It is not only 

true that he did the improbable and indeed the allegedly impossible. It is also true that he 

achieved all this in a way that is accessible. By this I do not mean to suggest that Nash wrote as a 
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popularizer, although his argumentation is clear and his style is consistently energetic. Rather, I 

mean to suggest that Nash developed his argument in a way that can be readily grasped by those 

many churches which themselves continue to honor classical Christian theology as their own.

Contrast this to a range of other theologians who also eagerly have sought to convert the 

churches to an ecological vision, but who have done so, sometimes, with theological 

constructions in hand that have appeared to deviate dramatically from classical Christian 

teachings, for example, denying the Resurrection of Jesus or reducing its import to the merely 

metaphorical or identifying the created world with the body of God or announcing that 

eschatology no longer makes any sense. This is not to suggest that such thoughts are not worthy 

of our attention and serious discussion. It is rather to observe that theologies that embody such 

thoughts ipso facto make themselves less accessible, and sometimes inaccessible, to a broad range 

of church leaders around the world today. Not so Jim Nash. His was a powerful voice for the 

ecological reformation of Christianity from within the pale of the classical Christian tradition. So, 

in this sense, Christians in our ecumenical churches today have no excuse not to listen to him and 

not to take his thought with thoroughgoing seriousness.

Will they listen? Will Jim Nash’s improbable and allegedly impossible theological project, 

accessible as it is to the ecumenical churches, be taken with the seriousness that it deserves in 

these times of crisis? I would like to think that the impressive commitments to ecojustice and to 

the integrity of creation on the part of our ecumenical churches that I referred to at the outset are 

being nurtured, perhaps unconsciously, by the kind of theology that Jim Nash developed in 1991 

and thereafter, along with a few other theological forerunners who labored, often in isolation, in 

those decades. Of this we can be sure, however. Our ecumenical churches will be well-served 

today, if their theologians and other leaders find a way to revisit and consciously to reclaim the 

ecologically reframed classical Christian theology that so richly informs Jim Nash’s Loving 

Nature.


