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ABSTRACT 
 

This work is a study of the “stewardship” program promoted by modern Evangelical 

Protestants, and its historical context and predecessors. Critical to the modern 

movement’s fundamentals is the notion that this concept is itself ethereal and apart from 

human origins. This work seeks to demystify this notion through an examination of the 

historical roots of this movement, and the greater communal narrative it draws from. Part 

I explores the historical theological standards of stewardship. Part II explores the 

expansion of these standards to the two issues of natural science and religion and 

American nationalism. The final part explores the modern representatives and 

continuances of these historical fundamentals. The modern stewardship movement has 

not sporadically awakened with the modern Evangelical political movement, nor has it 

been a constant fundamental of Christianity. It is a uniquely American experience, driven 

by the relationship between the American Protestant community’s relationship with the 

land and expansion, its religious culture, and its changing political situation over several 

centuries.
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INTRODUCTION: DEMYSTIFYING A MEMORY 

 As environmental concerns have grown in prominence in the mainstream political 

discourse, numerous religious leaders within the American Protestant and evangelical 

communities have responded in kind and developed their own environmentally related 

doctrines. The most prominent is a strain of “stewardship” as defined by the two 

organizations the Cornwall Alliance (established 2005), and Answers in Genesis 

(established in 1994), in which environmental responses are grounded in both 

anthropocentric and theocentric doctrines. These two organizations have popularized an 

understanding of stewardship as a biblically justified response to the rise of the new 

spiritual enemy, the “Green Dragon,” which is the modern mainstream environmental 

movement. Both the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis argue that the modern 

environmental movement threatens to undermine the very foundation and the survival of 

evangelical beliefs and practices. Stewardship is meant to replace more “liberal” 

interpretations of environmentalism and to provide Protestants with a properly biblical 

approach to understanding environmental issues and practicing healthy “creation care.”  

 Those religious leaders who support stewardship often teach this theological 

stance as though it is a universal aspect of the Christian faith and community, and that it 

is spiritually ethereal and beyond human influence and creation. This work will examine 

this claim, and explore the historical development of the stewardship model. Stewardship 

in the Protestant community is a definitive example of Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of 

misrecognition, in which a social element is misrepresented as having some ethereal, 

logical, or permanent origin apart from its actual historical context with the actions and 

practices of the individuals interacting with it (Bourdieu, 1972, 97). This modern 
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interpretation of stewardship has not sporadically appeared in our modern society, but 

rather has a definitive origin that can be traced to the American Protestant community in 

the 17th century. The Protestant theological issues I focus on have influenced both 

historical and modern attitudes towards the environment and include questions of biblical 

inerrancy and authority, the state of human nature, the state of the natural environment, 

and God’s expected role in nature. These standards have led to unique relationships 

between the Protestant community and their study of the natural sciences and their 

approach to American nationalism.  

SUMMARY  
 

Part I of this work will explore the early colonial religious leaders who played 

critical roles in popularizing these ideologies within the American Protestant community. 

I divide this section into two categories. The first will be an exploration of justification 

literature of the late 16th and 17th centuries, in which colonial efforts were defended. The 

second category will be the moral settlement literature of that same time period, in which 

the religious standards of colonial settlement were defined. It is in these two literatures 

that the earliest forms of stewardship are introduced to the Protestant community. Part II 

will explore the solidification and spread of this form of stewardship beyond Protestant 

theological studies to their broader social and political routines. The first case study in 

this section is the rise and influence of the Cotton-Mather family, during which we see 

the first serious push to unify religious and natural science literature into one field of 

study. The second case study is the literature that led to the union of the “Manifest 

Destiny” ideology under the guidance of religious leaders such as Lyman Abbott during 

latter half of the 19th century, in which American nationalism and the Protestant faith 
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coalesced into a unique strain of American Exceptionalism. The final part of this work 

will tie these historical examinations to the modern stewardship practices under the 

leadership of the Cornwall Alliance and the Answers in Genesis organization. This 

theological lineage has given rise to theories and doctrine that go beyond stewardship. 

However, stewardship has become the most dominant descendant of this historical 

memory, and if one is to properly understand or debate it, its historical predecessors must 

be examined. 

METHODOLOGY  
 

A prominent concern in this form of historical studies is the proper method for 

analyzing the actions and beliefs of those historical figures that are distant in time from 

our modern society. Scholars of history and religious studies must take care to police pre-

established biases in order to arrive at logical, fair conclusions. We must study these 

historical figures and corresponding practices in their proper context. Borrowing again 

from Bourdieu’s work Outline of a Theory of Practice, for proper historical studies of 

human actions to occur, anthropological and social studies must not be removed from the 

subject’s time and context (Bourdieu, 8-9). As he explains, “to restore to practice its 

practical truth, we must therefore reintroduce time into the theoretical representation of a 

practice which, being temporally structured, is intrinsically defined by its tempo” (8). In 

his work, Beyond 1492, James Axtell presents a similar conclusion regarding the 

historical studies of early America, and warns against forcing modern “universal laws” 

on the past. He argues that we must “take our itchy fingers off the trigger of moral 

outrage,” so that we might be able to examine the circumstances, experiences, 

opportunities, and limitations, which are “never the same as ours,” of those past societies 
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and cultures (Axtell, 1992, 224). In the study of the colonial and early American 

experience, it is not the place of the historian to make moral or universal accusations or 

indictments against these Euro-American figures. Axtell argues that scholars of history 

must be careful to not use overtly simplistic stereotypes or abstract labels, and instead 

embrace the vast complexity of past events, societies, and human motivations (Axtell, 

257). History is studied, according to Axtell, in order to “judge the past to advance our 

own moral education, to learn from and, in effect to be judged by the past,” and not to 

pass condemnation on those actors in the past with whom we might disagree (Axtell, 

257).  

 In historical scholarship, one method of studying the past and its possible 

influences on modernity involves the establishment or acknowledgement of historical 

“bridges.” These bridges are a means in which the past is tied to a future time for 

comparative objectives. The bridge can consist of cultural entities, religious movements, 

and certain class systems.1 In order to avoid historical and academic dilemmas, the 

scholar employing a historical bridge must first understand how a society or culture 

interacts with its physical space and time (past, present, and future); second, involve 

interdisciplinary studies; and third, the bridge must be naturally “found” in studies, and 

not forced by the academic’s prior biases or expectations. If these three fundamentals are 

observed, historical bridges can be a powerful method of historical studies. This paper 

will seek to create a historical bridge based on the sermons and other written records of 

prominent Protestant leaders and the subsequent historical memory created within the 

Protestant community that led to the modern movement of Evangelical stewardship. 

                                                
1 This process is not without its criticisms. Are these bridges awkward constructs forced 
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This useful method of constructing historical bridges is demonstrated in works 

such as James Axtell’s Beyond 1492 (1992), J. Coleman’s Vicious (2004), and Caroline 

Merchant’s Reinventing Eden (2003). This work will rely heavily on the methodological 

practices presented by these three historical studies. In Beyond 1492, Axtell provides the 

following three purposes for why historians and other scholars might judge the past and 

connect it to our present: to “appraise” an action and make it intelligible to the present; to 

provide justice by seeking to develop an accurate record; to advance moral education 

(Axtell, 264). Axtell contends that when historians attempt to practice an “unbiased” 

study of historical events without judgment, these “tidy presentations” prevent the 

historian from properly understanding the “humanistic, the moral, meanings and 

implications” which all “real” events of the past provide for the present times (Axtell, 

243). The past must be judged not to condemn the past actors. Rather we judge the past in 

order to be judged, so that our moral education might be furthered. From Axtell’s works, 

one can summarize three key fundamentals critical for the successful construction of 

historical bridges, which align with my fundamentals for historical bridges: a concrete 

understanding of how cultures and societies relate to time and memory; the use of 

interdisciplinary studies; and seeking a bridge that is not forced onto a time but instead is 

found “naturally.”2  

                                                
2 Returning to his focus on the Columbian legacy, Axtell provides a number of 
“prescriptions” that ought to be applied to this field of study in order to maintain a proper 
historical bridge, including the expansion of focuses to include Pre-contact American, 
“Hispanic American” studies, and Caribbean history, the ability to curb the “temptation” 
to make premature or “predetermined” moral judgments about the past, and acceptance of 
expanded interdisciplinary practices that are based on “comparative perspectives” and a 
“global village” (Axtell, 314). 



 ix 

In J. Coleman’s work, Vicious, Coleman introduces and promotes historical 

studies based on historical bridges through a study of the American wolf. Coleman bases 

his historical bridge in an interdisciplinary study grounded in biology, folklore, and 

history (Coleman, 2004, xi).3 Coleman argues that his historical bridge, the wolf, is also a 

natural bridge that connects the present American culture to the past.4 The historic mass 

killing of wolves was representative of the Euro-Americans’ attempts to conquer both 

space and time, and achieve transcendence across this history (5, 9, 11). As Coleman 

further explains, “while visions of God, country, and treasure motivated the invaders’ 

actions, the bones of aboriginal creatures serve as reminders of the physicality of the 

colonial experience” (196). Coleman asserts that the wolf, as a “natural” historical bridge, 

is a far more suitable bridge than those that are created apart from the studied past case 

study and inappropriately forced onto the past (234-5). A natural bridge of this sort, 

according to Coleman, allows for historical studies to escape the anthropocentric 

obstacles and include the “creatures and biological processes” that encompasses the past 

(234-5).  

In Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western Culture, Carolyn Merchant 

delivers an eco-feminist analysis of Protestant Christian responses to environmental 

issues. Merchant’s historical bridge in her study of the American Christian community is 

what she defines as the “Recovery Narrative.” The Recovery Narrative is the social 

                                                
3 Coleman contends that historians are often limited in their studies due to their ill-
informed understandings of time and place, and that interdisciplinary studies (in his case, 
the influences of folk studies) allow for historical studies to understand how some 
cultural entities and form “transcend these limitations” (Coleman, 39).  
4 As Coleman further explains, the history of American colonization was an “animal 
history,” one especially realized in the rise and fall of the wolf. Coleman argues that 
wolves “seemed both embedded in time and free to roam through it,” and roamed 
between folklore and history (Coleman, ix-x). 
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practice prevalent in the Christian religious community that seeks to “reinvent” the 

environment in the image of the garden paradise of “Eden” lost after the biblical “Fall” 

(Merchant, 2003, 20). For Merchant, the historical bridge that unites the memory of the 

Protestant community is a narrative. This narrative would consist of a dichotic gender 

language as well, thus leading to a demonization of women in the salvation and 

environmental stories. Merchant argues that, historically, the Genesis account of the 

“Fall” has been used by a majority of Christian communities to demonize women and 

advance the view that men are the sole source of proper ecological transformation and 

redemption through labor (Merchant, 12-13). As Merchant explains, “fallen Adam 

becomes the inventor of the tools and technologies that will restore the garden, fallen 

Eden becomes the nature that must be tamed into submission” (Merchant, 22). Merchant 

outlines how the Recovery Narrative, coupled with its gendered language, has appeared 

throughout American Protestant Christianity history and the promotion of the conquest of 

the American landscape. Merchant explores how the land, represented as a woman, was 

described by many religiously oriented leaders as “virginal,” and in need of the “labor” of 

men. Merchant argues that the “idea of an Edenic fruitful, female land – waiting to be 

seduced, plowed, planted, and watered by male ingenuity – gripped the imaginations of 

settlers and promoters of the American West” (145). Narratives and stories are at the core 

of any communal entity. The modern Protestant community is not only defined by its 

present social status or tenements, but also on its relationship with its own internal 

traditions and accumulated memory. 

The works of Axtell, Coleman, and Merchant all demonstrate how historical 

bridges ought to be pursued successfully and provide insightful information for those 
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studies that incorporate a large span of time. It is imperative to make such historical 

connections in order to avoid improperly removing elements of our modern culture from 

their time and historical contexts. Instead, one must understand the rise and development 

of our modern principles by examining their historical predecessors. This work will not 

try to force any expected or anticipated ties and progressions within the Protestant 

community, but instead trace the evolution of the Protestant literature and sermons on the 

American landscape as it appears. In addition, this work will endeavor to appropriately 

utilize an interdisciplinary approach through the incorporation of religious and historical 

studies, and the use of varied media and literature.   

In this work, the historical bridge will not only focus on these basic fundamentals 

that are represented by these three works, but also on the corresponding formation of 

historical memory. Historical memory acts a crucial role in both social and cultural 

formations and behaviors. In R. Miller’s Friends and Other Strangers: Studies in 

Religion, Ethics, and Culture (2016), Miller promotes an ethic of memory, in which 

one’s character and the capacity to analyze virtues are based on the proper formation of 

historical memory within one’s society (Miller, 2016, 228). Miller criticizes what he 

contends is the lack of the study of memory in the field of religious studies and other 

academic disciplines. He argues that despite 

memory’s clear link to these concepts, it has received little sustained attention in 
moral philosophy or religious ethics . . . Memory is one of our most intimate 
cognitive and affective activities and provides occasion for deep and intense 
experiences of our own intrasubjective alterities. (229) 
 

Memory provides a historical bridge with which a society or culture might not only 

develop certain internal traditions and other practices, but also connect back to and 

examine its own past. Societies and cultures should not be understood as being secluded 
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in a particular time or singular physical space, and, in their own way, they are grounded 

in historical longevity that extends beyond the present. 

Here I will focus primarily on the English Protestants and their descendants, as 

they are the nearest cultural and social ancestors of the modern movement in question. 

The works that will be studied will be the literature and sermons of both religious leaders, 

primarily ministers, of the Protestant community. This literature will act as the historical 

bridge and communal memory that drives and unifies the Protestant environmental 

doctrine. While this study could focus on the general populace’s relationship with the 

environment, it is this body of literature that has continued been handed down and 

continued to develop within the communal narrative and heritage of the American 

Protestant community. Those religious leaders that today spearhead the stewardship 

movement are the spiritual successors of these early leaders, and it is their work that has 

garnered the greatest power within the community and notoriety by those who are not 

apart of this community. It is the work and beliefs of these past religious leaders that have 

been preserved, and, today, the religious leadership that continues this historical narrative 

has obtained a great deal of political and social authority in declaring the Protestant 

position on environmental relations and care. If the modern Protestant approach to 

environmental issues is to be understood, one must first understand the communal 

narrative that has its origins in the early contact period, and has continued to be passed 

down and preserved by certain modern religious leaders. 
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PART I: HISTORICAL THEOLOGICAL STANDARDS OF STEWARDSHIP  
 

The modern stewardship movement is a conglomeration of theological standards 

that have been ingrained into the American Evangelicalism since the early-contact and 

colonial period. The standards that will be examined in this work include: the natural 

environment as both infinitely abundant and under the total care and ownership of the 

Christian community; understanding God as performing in a omnipotent role over nature 

and controlling it in a manner that benefits the Christian community; the necessity for the 

Christian community to expand the growing evangelical mission to both the human and 

non-human elements of the perceived American wilderness; and the scripture as 

absolutely inerrant and consisting of revealed, continuing truths for modern communities. 

These theological presuppositions have been at the heart of the American Protestant 

community since early English colonization efforts, and have informed the manner in 

which the Protestant colonists sought to treat the “new” land they encountered. During 

the early contact period, these theological standards began a tradition of land domination 

informed by a belief that the English colonization efforts were a pursuit of a perfect 

Christendom. In this section, I will explore the relationship between these theological 

standards and the blossoming American Protestant stance on the environment in the 

justification literature and moral settlement literature of the early colonization efforts. 

The environmental doctrine produced during this time would become fundamental in the 

communal narrative of the Protestant community. The English Protestants believed that 

they were preordained by God to be the sole inheritors of social and cultural perfection, 

and subsequently saw the New World as the “New Eden” in which they could thrive.  
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  Though the ultimate goal of land control was, for the most part, undisputed, the 

motivations and justifications for such seizures were subject to debate and analysis. The 

primary justifications found in this literature includes adherence to religious duty and the 

performance of proper Christian dominion over the land, to further economic advantages, 

and to develop appropriate relations with the American Indians. This part explores six 

examples of this literature: Arthur Barlowe’s The First Voyage to Roanoke (1584), 

Thomas Harriot’s A brief and true report of the new found land of Virginia (1588), 

Robert Gray’s A Good Speed to Virginia (1609), Robert Johnson’s Nova Britannia 

(1609), Robert Cushman’s Reasons and Considerations Touch the Lawfulness of 

Removing out of England into parts of America (1622), and John Cotton’s God’s Promise 

to His Plantation (1630). I analyze how each of these authors justified their ethical and 

moral assertions regarding the treatment of the American landscape. These authors came 

from various backgrounds. Arthur Barlow was a captain and partner of Sir Walter 

Raleigh. Thomas Harriot was a scientific advisor to various early exploration efforts. 

Robert Cushman was a famous colonial promoter and helped negotiate the charter for the 

Puritans who eventually settled at Plymouth. Robert Gray, Robert Johnson, and John 

Cotton were all popular ministers. Though from different backgrounds, most of these 

early settlement promoters arrived at similar defenses for the justification of land seizure. 

The words of these authors have become ingrained into the Protestant communal 

memory, and are the beginning of the stewardship movement in American Protestantism. 

In this literature, religious theology was the most prominent category of defense 

for the pursuit of colonization. Before delving into this motivation, certain clarifications 

must be made regarding the religiosity of this time. It is imperative to understand that 
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religion was not isolated from other aspects of earlier colonial society. During this 

historical period, religion was intimately bound up with socio-political movements, 

economics, and other aspects of what might be today considered secular society. It is 

important to study these authors in their time and contexts, which involves a world in 

which religious life and identity were inseparable from public spaces. Although many of 

these authors used religion as a tool to further promote economic and other political 

goals, religious language (fueled by whatever motivation) still held a powerful sway in 

public discourse during this time period, and was inseparable from public discourse.  

JUSTIFICATION LITERATURE 
 
 This work defines justification literature as those works written during the earliest 

days of the English colonial efforts in which political and religious leaders sought to 

defend the English Christian community’s right to establish settlements in the Americas. 

We see in this literature a conviction that asserting control over nature spiritually fulfilled 

human nature. In addition, as suggested by the common description of the English as the 

“New Israelites,” this community supported the theological principle that biblical 

authority of the Old Testament was simultaneously immutable and also applicable to their 

modern dilemmas. As the English colonists were the New Israel, God would bestow upon 

them divine aid through the control over and “preparation” of the land. In his work on 

Increase Mather and the early Puritan community, historian Mason Lowance argued that 

the early English Protestants, after defining themselves as the new Israelites, saw 

themselves as central to a great cosmic plan and in need of a carefully formulated moral 

society. As he explains, these English colonists sought to trace their heritage back to the 

Christian Bible, whose contents they believed were “manifesting” in their contemporary 
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history through a “repetition of analogous patterns” drawn from the Old Testament 

(Lowance, 1974, 42). Historian Andrew Preston (2012) argued these early Puritan 

religious leaders sought out their own “promised land” in the Americas, from which an 

abundance of wealth and resources might be enjoyed in the paradisical makeup of this 

land, which might become a new “Eden” and new Israel under the toil and domination of 

the English. According to Preston, the English colonists believed their situation was a 

“sequel” to Exodus (Preston, 2012, 26). New England was, for the English, both “vacant” 

and “untainted,” and was in need of “pious” and “hardworking” people to realize the 

lands ultimate potential (Preston, 26). 

  John Cotton was one of the most influential Puritan clergymen of the early 

colonial period. Few religious leaders rose to the power that Cotton and his family (the 

Mathers, by marriage) achieved among the English colonists, and their religious 

influences are still observable today in the Protestant and Evangelical communities. In 

1630, Cotton published the sermon Gods Promise to His Planation in which he asserted 

that God had ordained the English colonists as the New Israel. Cotton maintained that 

God had cleared the American land for English habitation, just as God had done in the 

biblical book of Exodus for the Israelites. Cotton’s “moral settlement” relied on his 

staunch belief that the English were a reincarnate Israel. The English were under a new 

covenant, and were subsequently required to form a society in which their pious society 

would reveal the New England colonies as the physical Kingdom of God. Cotton was 

quick to apply the language of the Old Testament to his contemporary situation:  

When God espies or discovers a land for a people, as in Ezek. 20. 6. He brought 
them into a land that he had espied for them . . . they plainly see a providence of 
God leading them from one Country to another . . . when he makes roome for a 
people to dwell there. (Cotton, 1630, 3)   
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Those American Indians, the contemporary “Canaanites,” who sought to hinder this 

settlement were equated with the dangers of the wilderness, and the English sought to 

either convert them (both spiritually and culturally) or remove them. Religious concerns 

in this justification literature also extended to English attempts to dominate the religious 

landscape over Spanish Catholicism. Robert Johnson was adamant that Spain’s role in the 

Caribbean and Central America displayed a hostile and sacrilegious colonization effort, a 

method Johnson argued was far from the English manner of “proper” colonization:  

Honorable, I grant, is just conquest by sword, and Hercules is fained to have had 
all his felicity in subduing and rooting out the tyrants of the world ; but 
unfeignedly it is most honorable indeed to subdue the tyrany of the roaring lion 
that devours those poor souls in their ignorance and leads them to hell for want of 
light when our dominions shall be enlarged and the subjects multiplied of a 
people so bought and ransomed, not by storms of raging cruelties (as West India 
was converted) with rapier's point and musket shot, murdering so many millions 
of naked Indians, as their stories do relate, but by fair and loving means suiting to 
our English natures, like the soft and gentle voice wherein the Lord appeared to 
Elias (Johnson, 13-4) 

 
Johnson further called for the ejection of the Spanish, through land acquisition, 

population growth, and active violence against the Spanish in order to protect the purity 

of English Protestantism:  

How like you these Catholics and this divinity? If they grow so bold and 
desperate in a mighty settled state, how much more dangerous in the birth and 
infancy of yours? Therefore, if you will live and prosper, harbor not this viperous 
brood in your bosom, which will eat out and consume the womb of their mother. 
(Johnson, 20) 
 

The English were certain that they held the moral and religious higher ground in the 

European colonization of the Americas. They were God’s chosen people to settle and 

control the American land, and would usher in a new Christian utopia through their 

growth and missionization. 
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THE UNLIMITED ABUNDANCE OF NATURE 
 
 The first prominent theme in these works is the focus on the American landscape 

as a paradise of abundant resources that was promised to the English by God. Their 

perception was that the American continent held an untapped and unending reserve of 

commodities that the English, as the pinnacle of Christendom, were divinely mandated to 

seek out and dominate. In his work The First Voyage to Roanoke, Captain Arthur 

Barlowe’s work outlined his trip with Sir Walter Raleigh to Roanoke in 1584. Barlowe 

employed religiously inspired garden language to depict the Virginian coast as an Edenic 

garden. Barlowe claimed that the waters of the coast, which “smelt so sweet,” were filled 

with bountiful gardens with “all kinde of odoriferous flowers” (Barlowe, 1584, 2). 

Barlowe insisted that this garden was a paradise unmatched by any European landscape. 

He continued by praising the game he encountered, including “Deere, Conies, Hares, and 

Fowle,” as well as the harvestable timber, such as “Cedars,” “Pynes,” and “Sassaphras” 

(Barlowe, 2-3). For Barlowe and his fellow early explorers, the American landscape was 

a miraculous opportunity for the English. The abundance was a sign of God’s divine 

approval of the English mission. 

 Robert Gray was a popular minister in both England and the colonies. Gray’s 

primary concern with the colonial effort was the belief that the American colonization 

was the stage on which a modern crusade would usher in the Kingdom of God and realize 

the return of a physical “Garden of Eden.” Gray argued in his 1609 sermon A Good 

Speed to Virginia that the discovered abundance and all other features of this potential 

“garden” were at the disposal of the English, as they were the inheritors of God’s earthly 

mission: 
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Nature hath emptied her selfe in bestowing her richest treasure upon that countrie; 
so that if art and industrie be used as helps to Nature, it is likely to prove the 
happiest attempt that ever was undertaken by the English. (Gray, 1609, 29) 

 
The state of nature was seen as simultaneously a place of wilderness and danger, while 

also a place of untapped potential. The abundance observed by the English was at the 

disposal of Christians, and, under the constant rule of God, would never run out. The 

“untamed” American landscape was, simultaneously, the realized and potential new 

garden.  

AMERICAN INDIAN RELIGIOSITY 
 

Central to this justification literature was the debate concerning the best method 

of dealing with the American Indian peoples they were encountering during their 

colonization efforts. It is interesting to observe that these early writings, as they were 

written prior to the wars that would begin in earnest during the mid-1630s, indicate that 

these settlers hoped to incorporate the American Indians into their society, though not 

equally. These authors portrayed the American Indian societies as primitive and childlike, 

and ready for the civilizing guidance of the English. The American Indians were seen as 

indistinguishable with the land, and the treatment of one would parallel the other. The 

English contended that the American Indians, along with the land, could be led to civility 

and, ultimately, proper Christianity.  

Robert Johnson adamantly asserted that it was not the intention of the English to 

remove the American Indians from their land, an ideal, again, unique to this early 

legitimization literature. His words reveal a somewhat “civil” attitude towards the 

American Indians, but, even in what might be considered inclusive language for his time, 

he seemed to reserve the right to take the American Indian land if they behaved in a 
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“beastly” manner that endangered the English’s goals (Johnson, 12). Johnson declared 

that it was their intentions to better the “base condition” of the American Indians, and 

offer them aid and protection if they allowed the English to make use of those “earthly 

blessings” they neglected and accepted Jesus as their “redeemer” (Johnson, 12). Johnson 

expressed a desire to teach the American Indians proper civility, using language 

reminiscent of religious conversion. This unity between secular and religious language 

and motivations again reveals the interwoven nature of the secular and religious sectors 

of the early English Protestant community. He argued that the English, at the cost of 

personal “great expense and charge,” must 

Make adventures to impart our divine riches, to their inestimable gain, and to 
cover their naked misery with civil use of food and clothing, and to train them by 
gentle means to those manual arts and skill which they so much affect and do 
admire to see in us. (Johnson, 12) 

 
 Paramount to Robert Gray’s focus on a justified religious crusade was a rightly 

ordered relationship with the American Indians as well. Gray rejected the notion that the 

English ought to remove the American Indians from their land, and instead the English 

should pursue an integration process. He maintained that the English sought to “goe to 

live peaceablie among them, and not to supplant them” (Gray, 24). Gray argued that it 

was the moral duty of the English to bring “civilization” and Christianity to the 

Americas. However, similar to Johnson’s proposed “loophole,” Gray did allow for the 

possibility of the English to adopt more violent practices against the American Indians if 

it was deemed necessary, and more “peaceful” religious efforts had failed:  

It is everie man’s dutie to travel both by sea and land, and to venture, either with 
his person or with his purse, to bring the barbarous and savage people to a civill 
and Christian kinde of government, under which they may learne how to live 
holily, justly, and soberly in this world, and to apprehend the meanes to save their 
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soules in the world to come, rather than to destroy them, or utterly to roote them 
out. (Gray, 19)  

 
Gray maintained that violence would be not only ethical, but also imperative against the 

American Indians if they did not submit first to the “peaceful” English civilizing or 

missionary efforts, as these efforts were in fact the efforts of God:  

And therefore, although the children of Joseph have an expresse commaundement 
here in this place to destroy those Idolators and possesse their land, yet forasmuch 
as wee have no precept but by example, wee must first trie all meanes before 
weapons, and when we take them into our hands, necessitie of preserving our 
owne lives must rather move us to destroy the enemyes of God, then either 
ambition or greedinesse of gaine, or crueltie, or anie private respect whatsoever. 
(Gray, 21)  
 

Gray drew on St. Augustine’s just war theory to conclude that a war with the ultimate 

goal of drawing the American Indian into Christianity and furthering the mission of the 

English would be justified despite its resorting to violence. A justified end would right 

any violent means: 

Moreover, all Politicians doe with one consent holde and maintaine, that a 
Christian King may lawfullie make warre upon barbarous and savage people, and 
such as live under no lawfull or warrantable government, and may make a 
conquest of them, so that the warre be undertaken to this ende, to reclaime and 
reduce those savages from their barbarous kind of life, and from their brutish and 
ferine manners to humanitie, pietie, and honestie. (Gray, 24) 
 

He argued that peaceful relations was the primary goal, but this would only occur if the 

American Indians would bow to English expectations of civility and society. The English 

did not have to reciprocate such internal changes. Gray compared the relationship 

between the American Indians and the land to that of the manner in which “wild beasts” 

interacted with the land. Gray argued that as they did not better the land, and therefore 

did not hold rights the land, the American Indians had no right to halt the English from 

taking possession:  
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Some affirme, and it is likely to be true, that these savages have no particular 
proprietie in any part or parcel of that country, but onely a general residencie 
there, as wild beasts have in the forrest, for they range and wander up and downe 
the country without any law or government: being led only by their own lusts and 
sensualitie, there is not meum et tuum amongeft them; fo that, if the whole lande 
should be taken from them, there is not a man that can complaine of any particular 
wrong done unto him. (24) 
 

Gray’s critique of the American Indians escalated as he moved towards further discussion 

of the religious state of the American Indians. He displayed a desire to seek out peaceful 

relations with the American Indians, but this would only occur if the American Indians 

would bow to the English expectations. Gray’s argument adopts a crusade mentality as he 

outlines the English mission ambitions among the American Indians. The propagation of 

God’s kingdom would be achieved by any means necessary, but the English must follow 

a plan that sought the most peaceful possibility first before escalation would be 

permissible: 

The report goeth, that in Virginia the people are savage and incredibly rude: they 
worship the divell, offer their young children in sacrfice unto him, wander up and 
downe like beasts, and in manners and conditions differ very little from beasts; 
having no art nor science, nor trade to imploy themselves, or give themselves 
unto; yet by nature loving and gentle and desirous to imbrace a better condition. 
But farre be it from the nature of the English to exercise any bloudie crueltie 
amongst these people: farre be it from the hearts of the English to give them 
occasion, that the holy name of God should be dishonoured among the Infidels, or 
that in the plantation of that continent they should give any cause to the world to 
fay, that they fought the wealth of that countrie above or before the glorie of God, 
and the propagation of his kingdome. (Gray, 19-20) 

 
Arthur Barlowe similarly concluded that the American Indians he came across 

were “mannerly” in their own right and were reminiscent of an ancient, “innocent” age, 

and were ready for training in English civility, regardless of their other more “savage” 

practices:  

The next day there came unto us divers boates, and in one of them the Kings 
brother, accompanied with fortie or fiftie men, very handsome and goodly people, 
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and in their behaviour as mannerly and civill as any of Europe . . . We were 
entertained with all love and kindnesse, and with much bountie, after their maner, 
as they could possibly devise. We found the people most gentle, loving and 
faithfull, voide of all guile and treason, and such as live after the manner of the 
golden age. (Barlowe, 5, 8) 
 

Barlowe contended that, like “children,” the American Indians embedded certain 

“untamed sins,” including violent tendencies and idol worship. During his trading with 

the American Indians, Barlowe refused to gift weapons, revealing his awareness of the 

power the English gained through superior weaponry and his assumption of the constant 

state of violent predispositions among the American Indians: 

The Kings brother had great liking of our armour, a sword, and divers other things 
which we had: and offered to lay a great boxe of pearle in gage for them: but we 
refused it for this time, because we would not make them knowe, that we 
esteemed thereof, until we had understoode in what places of the country the 
pearle grew: which now your Worshippe doeth very well understand. (Barlowe, 
6) 

 
Barlowe, despite his praise of the American Indian hospitality, harshly condemns what he 

perceives as “devil worship:” 

And when they were altogether merry, & praying before their Idoll, which is 
nothing els but a meer illusion of the devill. (Barlowe, 8, 10) 
 
As was common with most of these early explorers, Harriot considered the 

American Indians he encountered to be poor due to their relation with the land to be so 

contrary to the English-Christian practice of dominion. Harriot asserted that the English 

society was far superior to the American Indians due to their “backwards” spirituality. 

Harriot contented that the superior the Christian foundation of the English justified their 

domination of the American Indians and their lands. However, Harriot reassured his 

audience that the time was right for mission work (both spiritually and socially focused) 

to succeed: 
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Wherein they were not so sure grounded, not gaue sush credite to their traditions 
and stories but through conuersing with vs. they were brought into great doubts of 
their owne, and no small admiration of ours, with earnest desire in many, to learne 
more than we had meanes for want of perfect vtterance in their language to 
expresse. (Harriot, 27) 

 
Harriot further defended the American Indian’s “readiness” for their adoption of the 

English moral culture by presenting similarities between the American Indian’s religious 

stories and the Christian tradition. In one passage, Harriot examined two resurrection 

stories he came across in the Virginian American Indian culture. The first involved a 

wicked man who, within the past few years, had died but came back to life the next day. 

The man claimed he had been given life so that he might teach and help his friends to 

avoid the place of torment he had experienced: 

[The man] made declaration where his soule had beene, that is to saie very neere 
entering into Popoguffo, had not one of the gods saued him & gaue him leaue to 
returne againe, and teach his friends what they should doe to auoid that terrible 
place of torment. (Harriot, 26) 

 
In the second story, which Harriot was told had occurred in another nearby town, a man 

had risen literally from his grave, and claimed that his dead father had sent him back to 

the world of the living so that he might teach of the “good” place he had been: 

[The man] met his father, that had beene dead before, who gaue him great charge 
to goe backe againe and shew his friendes what good they were to doe to enjoy 
the pleasures of that place, which when he had done he should after come againe. 
(Harriot, 26) 
 

Harriot used these stories to further prove that Christian mission work would be 

successful in the Americas, and that these similarities could provide a crucial foothold for 

the missionaries to use. While he condemned the local religious practices, he 

simultaneously praised them for having “hints” of Christianity, though at a more 

“primitive level” and in need of English guidance.  
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 Robert Cushman, the influential colonial promoter, agreed with Harriot’s 

argument regarding the necessity for mission work in his 1622 pamphlet Reasons and 

Considerations Touching the Lawfulness of Removing out of England into parts of 

America. Cushman presented conversion efforts as the first defense for English 

inhabitance of the Americas. Cushman argued that since the American Indians could not 

come to the English for religious guidance, the English must instead go to them: 

[F]irst, seeing we daily pray for the conversion of the heathens, we must consider 
whether there be not some ordinary means and course for us to take to convert 
them, or whether prayer for them be only referred to God’s extraordinary work 
from heaven. Now it seems to me that we ought also to endeavor and use the 
means to convert them, or they come to us. To us they cannot come, our land is 
full; to them we may go, their land is empty. (Cushman, 1622, n.p.)  
  

Cushman argued that the American Indian’s “lack” of use of the land gave the English 

lawful justification to take control of what he labeled the “earthen tabernacle” of the 

Americas. He compares the English’s acquisition of the land to various stories in the 

biblical book of Genesis in which land was seized as heavenly ordained event: 

Their land is spacious and void, and they are few and do but run over the grass, as 
do also the foxes and wild beasts. They are not industrious, neither have art, 
science, skill or faculty to use either the land or the commodities of it. . . . As the 
ancient patriarchs therefore removed from straiter places into more roomy, where 
the land lay idle and wasted and none used it, though there dwelt inhabitants by 
them (as in Gen. 14.6, 11, 12, and 34.21, and 41.20), so is it lawful now to take a 
land which none use and make use of it. (Cushman, n.p.)  

 
What is interesting to note is that the biblical references Cushman makes reference to 

involve a great variety of ways in which land was controlled. Genesis 34:21, for instance, 

involves the biblical characters Hamor and his son Shechem as they seek to live in peace 

Jacob and his family by adopting circumcision. They are later slain by the sons of Jacob 

(who claim that Shechem defiled their sister) who took all of the Schemites’ possessions. 

Jacob later condemns his sons for their actions. Cushman seems to use this story to 
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defend his plan to first seek out peaceful settlement, and asserts that the Schechemites 

were honorable in their attempts to integrate with Jacob’s family. The Schememites are 

those American Indians who abide by the social, religious, and cultural expectations, and 

do not deserve to be slain by the English.   

John Cotton similarly connected the secular success of the English in their 

relationship to the American Indians to the religious success of the English’s dutiful 

mission work through biblical analysis. God had granted the English an exclusive 

“special Commission” to resort to “lawfull war” against the American Indians if they did 

not relinquish control of the land peacefully (Cotton, 5-6). Cotton offered “hope” for the 

American Indians were they to partake in and submit to the expectations demanded of 

Christian civility. Cotton warned the English to be mindful of the possibility of 

redemption for the American Indians, and equated this missionizing success with the 

greater English colonial experience:  

Offend not the poore Natives, but as you partake in their land, so make them 
partakers of your precious faith: as you reape their temporalls, so feede them with 
your spirituals: winne them to the love of Christ, for whom Christ died. (Cotton, 
19) 
 
For Cotton, the English were the new Israelites, and the American Indians were 

their Canaanites. Cotton’s reference to Ezekiel 20:6 is vitally important to his argument. 

In this biblical passage, the prophet Ezekiel maintains that God claimed the Canaan land 

for the Israelites after the Exodus only after they had adhered to their heavenly ordained 

covenant to follow a “moral settlement.” God required that the Israelite reject all their 

idols from Egypt and follow the statutes God provided them in the wilderness. Cotton 

maintained that the English’s situation was parallel to this story found in Ezekiel. The 

English must reject their own idols and seek a life of piety in the Americas.  
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Cotton argued that God “made room” through three different methods: “casting 

out” the native “enemies,” encouraging favor for the English among other friendly 

“native people” in order that they might purchase land, “as Abraham did obtaine the field 

of Machpelah, ” and by thinning the population of the American Indians to a degree that 

the English could cohabit the land (Cotton, 4). Cotton’s use of the story of Machpelah is 

key to understanding his opinion regarding the relationship between the English and 

American Indians. This biblical passage, found in Genesis 23, tells the story of the 

patriarch Abraham seeking out a place to bury his wife Sarah. The people of Heth offer 

land to Abraham, whom they see as a “mighty prince.” One Heth man, Ephron, offers a 

portion of his land to Abraham for free. Cotton uses this story to portray the American 

Indians as being more than willing to give up their land to the “superior” English. The 

American Indians are the people of Heth, who “know” that they are subservient to their 

own “mighty princes,” and are resolved to allow the English to move into and use their 

land. For Cotton, the rapid decline of the American Indian population, whether it was 

from disease or violence, was evidence that God was preparing the land for the English. 

Cotton deemed the American land to be justifiably “empty,” due to this depletion in 

population and due to the lack of “improvement” to the land by the American Indians. 

The English, therefore, had the biblical mandate to “multiply” and correct this “infertile” 

vacancy: 

But admitteth it as a Principle in Nature, That in a vacant soyle, hee that taketh 
possession of it, and bestoweth culture and husbandry upon it, his Right it is. And 
the ground of this is from the grand Charter givent to Adam and his posterity in 
Paradise, Gen. 1.28. Multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it. If therefore 
any sonne of Adam come and finde a place empty, he hath liberty to come, and 
fill, and subdue the earth there. This Charter was renewed to Noah, Gen. 9.1. 
Fulfill the earth and multiply. So that it is free from that common Grant, for any 
to take possession of vacant. (Cotton, 5) 
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The English, if they were to uphold their own role in this covenant, must first organize 

their settlements in accordance to the example of the Israelites. Cotton offered “hope” for 

the American Indians were they to partake in and submit to the expectations demanded of 

Christian civility. Cotton warned the English to be mindful of the possibility of 

redemption for the American Indians, and equated this missionizing success with the 

greater English colonial experience. 

One crucial issue that appears often in this justification literature is the question of 

proper land usage regarding the American Indian practices of land care and utilization. 

Most of the English assumed that the American Indians had no concept of property, and 

since they did not “better” the land in any manner and did not construct “static” 

settlement, they were incapable of “owning” the land. William Cronon (1983) argued that 

in the midst of the colonists’ praise of the natural abundance they encountered, they also 

concluded that the American Indians lived in “poverty” (Cronon, 1983, 34). The English 

were incapable of understanding any land ethic or agriculture that was foreign to their 

own practices (Cronon, 53). Cronon explains that due to the English’s focus on 

permanence and “improvement,” the English determined that the American Indian 

lifestyle was not a “chosen way of life” but instead the result of “laziness” (Cronon, 55). 

This lack of understanding of American Indian society and hierarchy and its relation to 

the land is displayed numerous times in this justification literature. Robert Cushman 

defends settlement on the basis that the English had obtain permission from an “emperor” 

of all the Native Americans, who oversaw all land transactions: 

The emperor [of the Native Americans] by a joint consent has promised and 
appointed us to live at peace where we will in all his dominions, taking what place 
we will and as much land as we will, and bringing as many people as we will, and 
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that for these two causes. First, because we are the servants of James, King of 
England, whose the land . . . is; second, because he has found us just, honest, 
kind, and peaceable, and so loves our company. (Cushman, n.p.) 
 

Both Harriot and Barlowe refer to those American Indian sachems and other leaders they 

came across using the language of “kings,” “princes,” and other Western terms of 

nobility, and assumed their land purchases and other trading agreements with these 

individuals was applicable to all or a great portion of the American territory.  

MORAL SETTLEMENT LITERATURE 
 
 In response to the increase and the prominence of this justification literature, 

many of these same authors and others sought to write on the ethics of the practical 

colonization efforts. While the justification literature focused on the issues that led up to 

colonization, this moral settlement literature focused on the settlement practices. These 

authors focused on the justification argument that the English were validated in their 

colonial efforts as their society was the pinnacle of civility and would usher in a new era 

of Christendom. Concurrently, these authors argued that he English would only succeed 

if they adopted and observed “moral settlement” procedures. This American Eden 

required the colonists to formulate a method of settlement in which they would enter into 

a new “covenant” with God that would parallel God’s covenant with the Israelites of the 

ancient world.  

Thomas Harriot was the scientific advisor for a number of early exploration 

efforts along the coast of New England. He attended the 1585-6 Roanoke expeditions, 

and detailed his findings in 1588 in his work A briefe and true report of the new found 

land of Virginia. Harriot’s audience was primarily those who plan to either directly 

participate in the colonization effort, or consider financing the various New England 
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settlements. In this work Harriot displayed an acute awareness of the precarious financial 

stability of these early exploration efforts. He introduced this work by asserting that those 

earlier settlements that had failed had done so due to their lack of religious convictions 

and a refusal to adopt a moral settlement code. He contended that the failed settlements 

were defeated by their own misguided, selfish goals: 

The cause of their ignorance was, in that they were of that many that were neuer 
ouc of the lland where wee were seated, or not farre, or at the least wise in few 
places els, during the time of our aboade in the countrey; or of that many that after 
golde and siluer was not so soone found, as it was by them looked for, had little or 
no care of any other thing but to pamper their bellies; or of that many which had 
little vnderslanding, lesse discretion, and more tongue then was needfull or 
requisste. (Harriot, 1588, 6) 
 

Harriot contended that moral settlement was the foundation for prudent economic success 

and a stable establishment of a long-term colony. 

 In his 1609 published sermon Nova Britannia, Robert Johnson further explored 

the necessity of a moral settlement strategy, and asserted that God was using the colonists 

to advance the “heavenly kingdom,” even through the actions of the colonists that might 

have been motivated by their own selfish “bad intents” (Johnson, 1896, 11). The colonists 

became the physical manifestation of God’s new garden as they took “root” in the 

Americas: 

Where is our force and ancient vigor? Does our late reputation sleep in the dust? 
No, no, let not the world deceive itself! We still remain the same, and upon just 
occasion given, we shall quickly show it, too, having now by God's blessing more 
means than ever heretofore, being strongly fenced where we wonted to lie open. 
Our plant, we trust, is firmly rooted, our arms and limbs are strong, our branches 
fair and much desire to spread themselves abroad. (6) 
 
According to Robert Gray, the English held a special place in history, as God 

would use their society and work to fulfill “his” earthly plans through their expansion and 

control of the land: 
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We sow, we set, we plant, we build not so much for our selves as for posteritie: 
we pratise the works of Godlines in this life, yet shall we not fee the end of our 
hopes before we injoy it in the world to come: it is a blessed thing to be blessed of 
posteritie. (Gray, 27) 
 

It was therefore the colonists’ moral and religious duties to prepare themselves in order 

that they might participate in this heavenly plan. Gray asserted that plans for moral 

settlement must be formulated before success in the “New World” could realized: 

The Prince of Peace hath joined the wood of Israel and Judah in one tree. And, 
therefore, we may justly fay, as the children of Israel fay here to Joshua, we are a 
great people, and the lande is too narrow for us . . . If we will yet fit with our 
armes foulded in our bosomes, and not rather seeke after such adventures 
whereby the glory of God may be advanced, the territories of our kingdome 
inlarged, our people both preferred and employed abroad, our wants supplyed at 
home, his Majestie’s customes wonderfully augmented, and the honour and 
renown of our nation spred and propagated to the ends of the world. (9)  

 

MORAL SETTLEMENT AND ECONOMICS 
 
 As any colonial endeavor, the English sought after dependable economic success 

through their settlement strategies.5 The English, however, equated proper Christian 

lifestyles and observation with potential, heavenly ordained economic gain. Robert Gray 

equated economic gain and spiritual success that could only be realized through the 

adherence to a moral settlement plan. Gray mandated that economic motivations ought 

never to be prioritized over religious duties, but they should not be dismissed if they are 

coupled by proper motivations fueled by religious fervor:  

                                                
5 In the 1983 work Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 
England, William Cronon explains that many of the European explorers formulated their 
reports and other literature by analyzing the resources found in the Americas which 
would provide monetary rewards. As a result, this literature focused on those resources 
that could be shipped back to Europe and provide an income for the settlements. 
Subsequently, the colonists treated the landscape as a list of marketable resources. 
(Cronon, 1983, 20, 77) 
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The name, memorie and actions of those men doe only live in the records of 
eternitie, which have employed their best endevours in such virtuous and 
honourable enterprises, as have advanced the glorie of God, and inlarge the glorie 
and wealth of their countrie . . . A right sure foundation therefore have you (my 
Lords and the rest of the most worthie Adventurers for Virginia) laid for the 
immortalitie of your names and memory, which, for the advancement of Gods 
glorie, the renowne of his Majestie, and the good of your Countrie, have 
undertaken so honorable a project as all posterities shal blesse you, and uphold 
your names and memories so long as the Sunne and Moone endureth. (Gray, iii-
iv) 

 
Economic gain was thus a visible sign of the internal grace of the Christian faith and 

moral settlement. If the English adhered to their covenant with God and its consequent 

expectations, their spiritual award would be manifested as glory and wealth for both 

themselves and England. Thomas Harriot also argued that if the English were to assume a 

religious priority in their colonization, they would achieve not only stability but also 

economic success. Religious piety would produce financial success and allow for the 

dominion over the “abundant” resources found in the American landscape. Harriot’s 

report reflects this economic focus, as the sections are organized based on the types of 

“commodities” Harriot witnessed in Roanoke: those commodities that could be sold for 

profit; food commodities; and the European commodities that could be introduced to 

America for future profit. Those who settled in America would not only benefit, but also 

those who supported these settlers in England would benefit tremendously: 

Which will not onely serue the ordinary turnes of you which are and shall bee the 
platers and inhabitants, but sush an ouerplus sufficiently to bee yelded, or by men 
of skill to bee prouided, as by way of trafficke and exchaunge with our wone 
nation of England, which will enrich your felues the prouiders; those that shal 
deal with you; the enterprisers in general; and greatly profit our owne country 
men, to supply them with most things which heretofore they haue bene saine to 
prouide, either of strangers or of our enemies: which comoddities for distinction 
fake, I call Merchantable. (Harriot, 1588, 6) 
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Robert Johnson similarly focused in his sermon on the abundance of resources both 

found and possible under the care of the colonists, and asserted it precluded unlimited 

potential for the society to flourish. He maintained that many rich produce and luxuries 

that could be enjoyed in various parts of Europe and Asia that were not usually accessible 

to the English could be planted or found in the America landscape (Johnson, 20). 

However, these authors were quick to warn against the dangers of relying solely on 

economic gains for colonization efforts. Johnson warns against greed and its potential to 

pollute the colonial society: 

But we must beware that under this pretence that bitter root of greedy gain be not 
so settled in our hearts, that being in a golden dream, if it fall not out presently to 
our expectation, we slink away with discontent and draw our purses from the 
charge. (Johnson, 11) 
 

In this justification literature, economic acquisition was of great importance, but was 

highly controlled by the English attitudes toward the relationship between religiosity and 

wealth. Economic success was highly praised and encouraged, but only if done through 

God’s mandate of moral settlement. 

CONCLUSION 
 
 As the English Protestants formulated their settlement process in the Americas, a 

communal narrative of stewardship was simultaneously becoming normalized. In this 

justification and moral settlement literature, these Protestants integrated the Christian 

pursuit of the pursuit of Christendom and the “New Eden” and the care of the land in a 

manner that observes the “dominion” narrative, as inspired by these theological standards 

in which the land was an integral part of the humanity’s salvation and success.  
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PART II: HISTORICAL EXPANSION OF THEOLOGICAL STANDARDS 

THE UNITY OF NATURAL SCIENCES AND RELIGION 
 

 One of the key components of modern Protestant environmental doctrine is its 

close alliance with religious interpretations of the natural sciences. This practice is not a 

modern invention, and can be traced back to some of the earliest American religious 

leaders. As the interpretation of environmental interaction grew further in importance 

within the burgeoning Protestant community during the 17th century, certain prominent 

ministers began to integrate this focus on the nature in their responses to scientific 

literature. With the beginning of the development of Euro-American Protestantism during 

the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, one family emerges most prominent in 

the cultivation of the foundation of the American religious experience: the Cotton-Mather 

family. Few families in American history have obtained their level of influence, in both 

longevity and in breadth of theology, as did the members of the first three generations of 

the Cotton-Mather family in New England. John Cotton, Richard Mather, Increase 

Mather, and Cotton Mather have all become synonymous with the archetypical early 

American Protestant religious leader and theological forerunner. However, despite the 

extensive research done into this family’s history and influences, one area of theological 

importance that has been neglected in modern religious historical studies of the Cotton-

Mathers is the family’s influence on the environmental attitudes of Protestant and 

Evangelical religious communities. Here I focus primarily on the works of Increase and 

Cotton Mather, and will explore how these two men not only encouraged a particular 

environmental attitude amongst their contemporaries peers and communities, but also 

shaped the manner in which modern Protestant and Evangelical groups treat the 

environment and relate to the natural world. Both would begin the long tradition of the 
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American Evangelicals of approaching scientific questions and issues through religious 

lenses and vocabulary.  

The environmental doctrine developed by Increase and Cotton Mather is a 

complex system steeped in a world order in which the religious and secular are 

intertwined. Too easily do modern historical studies choose to dismiss these early 

Protestant ministers as being totally apathetic and aggressive in their view toward land 

usage. It is imperative to develop a more complex and appropriate analysis of the 

Mathers’ “land ethic.” We must study the Mathers in their particular time in history. 

Once we have properly studied the Mathers in their context, we can then begin to 

examine how their influences have spanned across time within the Protestant and 

Evangelical Christian communities. The attitude towards the American landscape that the 

Mathers lauded was based on theological principles and a social worldview they believed 

to be ordained by God (and thereby morally and ethically sound). Both Mathers 

maintained that nature was simultaneously an entity to be feared and dominated, in which 

both spiritual and physical battles would occur, while also acting as an outlet through 

which God’s revelations might be observed and revered. The study of nature can only be 

properly accomplished with an accompanying theological lens.  

INCREASE MATHER 
 
 Increase Mather was born on June 21, 1639, in Dorchester, Massachusetts. He 

was educated at both Harvard University and then Trinity College in Dublin. In 1662, he 

married Maria Cotton, his stepsister and the daughter of John Cotton.6 Increase lead his 

father’s church in Dorchester for more than a decade (after receiving his masters diploma 
                                                
6 John Cotton’s daughter, Maria, married Increase Mather in 1662. Cotton’s widow and 
second wife, Sarah, married Richard Mather, the father of Increase, in 1656.  
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from Trinity College), after which Mather was the president of Harvard University from 

1685 to 1701 (Lowance, 1974, n.p.). Following in his father’s and stepfather’s footsteps, 

Mather dedicated his life to strengthening the Puritan stronghold in New England.  

 Mather helped to formulate and popularize the preaching style of the American 

jeremiad. In early American jeremiads, the focus would be on the lamentation of and 

condemnation of New England’s rejection of its divinely ordained “Errand into the 

Wilderness” (Smolinski, 1697, n.p.). In his introduction to Mather’s An Earnest 

Exhortation, R. Smolinski explains that through jeremiads, Mather assumed the persona 

of the prophet Jeremiah, who would inevitably lead his New Israel, the English colonists, 

to proper adherence to the moral settlement that was expected of them by God 

(Smolinski, n.p.). Critical to any analysis of early American Puritan theological and 

social structuring is the acknowledgement of the Puritan understanding of themselves as 

the “New Israel,” set in a divine “New Covenant” with God, a tradition he continued 

following those earlier religious leaders explored in the previous part. The Puritans 

believed that their English and pious society was the reincarnated “New Israel” that 

would usher in the Kingdom of God through their settlement of New England after their 

“Exodus” from England. It is in this new covenant that the Puritans first began to develop 

the American socio-religious doctrine of “Manifest Destiny,” wherein the American 

“wilderness” and its inhabitants, the American Indians, acted as the obstacles to the 

divine mission of the New Englanders (Lowance, 1974, 42). In The Day of Trouble is 

Near, one of Mather’s most famous jeremiads delivered in Boston on Dec. 11th, 1673, 

Mather explored the responsibilities of New England as the “New Israel” if they were to 

realize both the physical and spiritual arrival of the Kingdom of God in the American 
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landscape. Mather argued that the colonization efforts in New England had, from the 

beginning, been grounded in religious motivations. However, with New England’s 

departure from a focus on their covenant with God, just as the Israelites had in the Old 

Testament, God would punish New England for their religious and moral crimes. For 

Mather, the New England Christian settlements were in a covenant with God unique to 

only them, as they sought to reject any “Worldly design” and “Worldly Interest” (Mather, 

1674, 23-4). Mather explained that he could not but admire the “Providence of God” that 

brought about punishment against any worldly or secular practices that periodically crept 

into their moral settlements. (Mather, 23).  

This divine judgment, according to Mather, was imperative for the purification of 

New England. Mather outlined four mandates for his congregation and New England: as 

the New Israel they must accept that they are subject to the “troubles” of the world; that 

they must properly explore these troubles; that they must seek out the “signs” of the days 

of trouble; and that they must understand that it is from God that these troubles originate 

(Mather, 1674, 3). Mather argued that only through suffering and hardship could the 

Kingdom of God arrive, and the troubles and “evils” of the world are innate to the “un-

cultured” American landscape and “wilderness” (Mather, 3-4). Mather asserted that it 

was the duty of the Christian to suffer as Christ had suffered in this troubled world. To be 

grafted into the body of Christ required godly suffering: 

Christ himself was exposed to sufferings when in this world. He was a man of 
sorrows, and acquainted with grief . . . Should not the Members be like the Head? 
Shall we be [Monsters] in the Mystical Body of Christ? Truly, if we should meet 
with no troubles in the world, we should rather be [Monsters] then Members in 
the Mystical Body of Christ (Mather, 1674, 4)  
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For Mather, the New Englanders, through their adherence to their covenant and through 

suffering, were the realization of the peak of not only Christian civility, but also all of 

human civility. This also included a “transcendence” of the English over their more 

brutish natural surroundings. Mather (1674) used numerous natural metaphors to denote 

the duty of the New Englanders to prove themselves beyond the control of the American 

wilderness. Mather asserted that the greatest danger for the New Englanders was to grow 

lazy, and find “sinfull Security” in their environment, and no longer seek to promote 

Christian “dominion” over and “improvement” of the American landscape: 

That sinfull Security is the great Disease of the last Times, whereunto those 
[Churches] are especially obnoxious, that have escaped the grosser Pollutions of 
the World and Antichrist, and do enjoy Rest, and Peace, and Freedome from hard 
Bondage. Who sees not (that sees any thing) that the Security of this Age is very 
great? And may we not rationally [see] that many of the Wise, as well as the 
Foolish Virgins in this Land of Rest, and Quietness, and Fulness of Spiritual 
Enjoyments, are slumbering and sleeping? Consult we the Sacred Oracle, and we 
shall readily be informed, that one great Reason of the prevailing of this 
Distemper, is, because we put far from us the evil day (Mather, 1674, n.p.)  
 

For Mather, the American landscape would become both a spiritual as well as a physical 

battleground through which the Euro-Americans would further Christendom through 

their growth. Central to Mather’s concern for land control and domination was the control 

and domination of the American Indians. Mather became a powerful apologist and 

promoter of the numerous wars and violence against the American Indians during the late 

16th and early 17th centuries. In his 1677 work A Relation of the Troubles which have 

hapned in New England by Reason of the Indians There, Mather also argued that it was 

the result of one man’s sins (a Ship-master turned slaver) that ignited the first violence 

between the American Indians and English colonists, and not the result of the great 

colonial intrusion or other societal disputes (Mather, 1677, 2). Mather suggested that if 
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not for this one man’s felony, the English’s moral settlement plan would have not 

incurred violence and would have remained peaceful. The English’s settlement, as it was 

based in a new covenant with God, was thus morally justifiable. 

 In his work, A Brief History of the Warr with the Indians in New-England (1676), 

Mather compared the colonial campaign against the American Indians with Israel’s 

campaign against their own enemies. Just as the Israelites had done over a millennia 

prior, the English would bring godly blessings to the world in which they inhabited:  

Now, as the Lord, who doth redeem Israel out of all his troubles, hath graciously 
and gloriously begun our Salvation, so let him perfect it, in such a way, as that no 
honour at all may come unto us, but that great glory may be to his own blessed 
Name for ever. Let him bring health and cure unto this Jerusalem, and reveal the 
abundance of peace and truth: And it shall be unto him a Name of joy, a Praise 
and an honour before all the Nations of the earth, which shall hear all the good 
that he will doe unto us, and they shall fear and tremble for all the goodness, and 
for all the prosperity that he will procure (Mather, 1676, 78) 

Similar to what his father-in-law John Cotton had concluded several decades earlier, 

Mather contended that God was clearing the American landscape for this English Israel. 

In A Relation of the Troubles (1677), Mather claimed that a godly fear had encompassed 

their native enemies, and that the American Indians now revered their religious authority. 

While discussing the capture and execution of an unnamed American Indian captain, 

Mather cited that this man declared to the English soldiers that his defeat had been a 

result of God’s providence, and that the “Englishmans God maketh [the American Indian 

soldiers] afraid” (Mather, 1677). Mather contended that it was the design of God for the 

English to take possession of the American Landscape away from the American Indians, 

and introduce Christian order and control over the wilderness. Mather contended that the 

“wonderfull Providence of God, who did (as with Jacob of old, and after that with the 

Children of Israel) lay the fear of the English, and the dread of them upon all the Indians” 
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(Mather, 1676, 9). Mather compared the destruction brought about by the wars to the 

purification process of the Israelites wandering in the wilderness. Simultaneously, the 

American Indians, through their violence, were cleansing New England of the lazy, sinful 

generation that threatened the covenant of the English Israel. Mather argued that the 

English colonists’ sins were “ripe” for judgment, “untill the Body of the first Generation 

was removed, and another Generation risen up which hath not so pursued, as ought to 

have been, the blessed design of their Fathers, in following the Lord into this Wilderness, 

whilst it was a land not sown” (Mather, 1676, 9-10). As the New Englanders sought to 

control the land and conquer the American Indians, Mather contended that God would 

both subdue the American land itself and use its abundant resources to aid the English in 

their war efforts. In this work, Mather argued that not only was God dominating nature in 

a manner that benefitted the English, but God was also forcing the American Indians to 

fight with one another:  

Its wonderful to consider, how that the Lord hath visited his People in giving 
them Bread, when a Famine was expected. And this Summer, God hath caused 
the showre to come down in its season, there have been showres of Blessing when 
some beginnings of a Drought were upon the Land. And sore Diseases hath the 
Lord rebuked; whereas the small Pox and other Malignant and Contagious 
Distempers have been amongst us since this War began, God hath been entreated 
to have compassion on us, and to restore health unto his people. Moreover, we are 
still under the enjoyment of our Liberties, both Civil and Spiritual: for such causes 
as these, the day mentioned was observed (by order of the Council) as a day of 
publick Thanksgiving throughout this Colony: And behold, when we began to 
sing and to praise the Lord whose mercy endureth for ever, he hath as it were set 
Ambushments against the Enemy, and they were smitten, yea they have since that 
been smiting and betraying one another. (Mather, 1676, 58-9) 
 

Mather further alluded to the diseases that had ravaged the American Indian population 

as an avenging “angel” that God had sent ahead of the English, again displaying God’s 

use of environmental warfare to further promote the English cause (Mather, 77). 
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 For Mather, the American landscape was a stage on which the English Israel 

would bring about the Kingdom of God. It was a place of peril and savagery, and in 

desperate need of control. However, Mather did not limit his analysis of nature to this 

disparaging conclusion. Mather, as his son would later mimic, was highly fascinated with 

scientific literature and studies. Mather was particularly interested in the union between 

religious ideologies and scientific discoveries, and sought to create a bridge between the 

two that relied on using natural discoveries and other scientific facts to defend religious 

doctrine. In his 1684 work, An Essay for the Recording of Illustrious Providences, 

Mather produced a work featuring a union between scientific discourse and supernatural 

analyses, as he attempted to unite the “Book of Nature” with the “Book of Scripture” 

(Smolinski, 1676, n.p.). Mather provided the following reasons for the publication of 

such a book: to provide glory to God; to understand the divine judgments that God enacts 

through nature and the other “Illustrious Providence” found in the American landscape; 

to encourage the intellectual and religious advantages that will be provided to the 

academic and religious communities through such a study (Mather, 1684, n.p.).  

 In the third chapter of this work, Mather explored the science behind lightning, 

and numerous “miraculous” and dramatic accounts of lightning strikes in America. 

Mather argued that lightning in America was simultaneously both representative of the 

unpredictable American wilderness and a weapon of judgment by God. Mather contended 

that during early colonial endeavors, when religiosity was more focal in settlement plans, 

lighting strikes harmed no humans or animals (Mather, 72-3). However, in later years as 

religiosity began to decline, numerous lighting-related deaths were occurring. The deaths 

and damage caused by lightning, according to Mather, were reminiscent of when God 
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destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah (Mather, 72-3). In the following chapter, Mather 

explored the theological implications of these instances of lightning strikes. Mather 

argued it was imperative for any natural study to include such a religious meditation:  

Having thus far Related many Remarkable Providences, which have hapned in 
these goings down of the Sun; and some of the particulars, (especially in the last 
Chapter) being Tragical Stories: The Reader must give me leave upon this 
occasion a little to divert and recreate my mind, with some Philosophical 
Meditations; and to conclude with a Theological Improvement thereof. There are 
Wonders in the Works of Creation as well as Providence, the reason whereof the 
most knowing amongst Mortals, are not able to comprehend. (Mather, 99-100) 

 
Though Mather provided a great amount praise to the scientific discoveries of his time, 

he argued that there were certain natural occurrences that were beyond the human mind’s 

capacity to comprehend, and were restricted to the transcendent mysteries of God’s 

power. Every act of nature had to be understood as indicative of a greater spiritual 

situation. Mather had no qualms with relying on religious language to explain scientific 

dilemmas and other unknowns. He also sought to use his scientific understanding to 

defend those religious stories in the bible that appeared to be impossible in the natural 

world. He argued that the seemingly supernatural biblical events of the destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19) and the destruction of the camp of Assyrians (Isaiah 

33) could both be explained by lightning strikes (Mather, 128-129). Mather was adamant 

that scientific advances would only further defend the Christian faith. Natural studies 

were an additional tool for Christian studies to make use of to further evangelizing and 

religious education efforts. However, Mather concluded (in his argument that the work of 

angels might be explained through lightning and thunder) that the ultimate instigator 

behind such natural occurrences, God, must not be ignored, and spiritual concerns ought 

to always be prioritized over scientific exploration: 
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But though it be true, that both natural Causes and Angels do many times 
concurre when Thunder and Lightning, with the awful effects thereof, happen; 
nevertheless, the supream cause must not be disacknowledged. The Eternal 
himself has a miglity hand of providence in such works. He thundreth with the 
voice of His Excellency. (Mather, 130) 

 
Mather concluded An Essay for the Recording of Illustrious Providences by telling a 

story of a man who was converted by his encounter with thunder. The man was enjoying 

a ride with his Puritan wife when they were caught by a storm. After becoming terrified 

by the thunder, he asked his wife, who had remained stoic through the storm, why she 

was not afraid. She responded, “[Why] should a Child be afraid to hear his Fathers 

voice?” (Mather, 134). The man, inspired by her peace and serenity, begged for pardon 

with those in his community he had wronged, and became a “very godly man” (Mather, 

134). Mather concluded that this was “an happy Thunder-Storm” (Mather, 134).  

COTTON MATHER 
 
 Cotton Mather was the eldest son of Increase Mather, born in Boston in 1662 in 

the house of his maternal grandfather, John Cotton. Following in the footsteps of his 

father, Mather earned both his bachelor’s and master’s degree at Harvard University, and 

later received an honorary doctorate degree from Glasgow University’s Divinity school 

in 1710 (Smolinski, 1693, i). He is often considered to be the first American Evangelical 

(Kennedy, 2015, x). While Increase Mather was known for his powerful jeremiads, 

Cotton developed a milder style of preaching, and turned the Puritan focus from the 

threat of God’s judgment to God’s mercy and promises (Kennedy, x). According to 

religious historian Rick Kennedy, Mather saw it as his mission to not only encourage 

individual responsibility and growth, but also inspire the new evangelical movement to 

focus on public education, American Indian relations and outreach, prison reform and 
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ministry, widow and orphan support, African American “uplift,” care of sailors, and “the 

love that held households together” (Kennedy, xi).  

 Mather from an early age was fascinated by the study of science and nature, as 

inspired by his father. He too promoted the importance of the study of the “Book of 

Nature.” In his 1693 Winter Meditations, Mather wrote that “the Great God requires our 

Contemplation to observe ALL HIS WORKS . . . We should now Know the Work of God, 

and Study as far as we can, every one of His Works” (Stoll, 2015, 22, emphasis 

Mather’s). Mather would eventually become a prominent member of the Colonial 

American scientific community, and published one of the first books on medicine, Angel 

of Bethesda, in the colony (Stoll, 47). However, just as his father before, Mather held a 

dichotic view of nature. Nature was, simultaneously, both the incarnate revelations of 

God, while also a dangerous wilderness to be feared and tamed. 

 Mather is perhaps most (infamously) recognized in the American conscience for 

his role in the Salem Witch Trials. Mather’s work, Wonders of the Invisible World 

(1693), in which he detailed the workings of witches and other demonic presences, 

includes an analysis of how the wilderness plays a role in the aid of the devil’s work on 

earth. Mather warned his audience to refrain from too great of an attachment to the “Book 

of Nature,” as the ultimate goal of nature had yet to be realized through the full 

transformative power of the English settlers. The goal of the colonial Christian was 

twofold. First, it must aid in the production of an earthly “Eden” through defeat of the 

wilderness. Second, after the completion of this transformation, the earthly Christian 

community would ascend to an ethereal heaven apart from this earth. Mather warned that 

dangerous obstacles originating from the wilderness hindered their Christian pursuits, 
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including “fierly flying serpents,” “dens of lions,” and “mounts of leopards” (Mather, 

1693, 22-3). It is only through the aid of God that the English, the “poor travelers” of the 

world, find success in navigating through a world in which “every nook” conceals the 

devil (Mather, 22-3).7 Mather concluded, as his father had before him, that the English 

were under a new covenant akin to that of the Israelites with God. Mather provided a 

detailed definition of this covenant in his 1702 work Magnalia Christi Americana, or, the 

Ecclesiastical History of New England. He argued that God had established a covenant 

with the English and their descendants, who represented the “visible Church,” in which 

God promised to perpetually provide for and watch over the settlements were they to 

remain penitent (Mather, 1702, 8-9). If the English turned away from their religious 

duties, they, and their descendants, would suffer from divine punishment (Mather, 8-9).   

Mather combined his study of the English covenant with his analysis of the 

English-American Indian relations as well. In his 1967 work Wilderness and the 

American Mind, Roderick Nash explored how Mather explained why the “sun of 

righteousness never shone” in the Americas to bring “proper” religion to the American 

Indians (Nash, 1967, 36). Mather believed that “Satan” had “seduced” the first American 

Indians to “his” ways in order to create “himself” a stronghold in America. Consequently, 

the American Indians were “active disciples for the devil,” whose “chief Sagamores 

[were] well known . . . to have been horrid Sorcerers, and hellish Conjurers and such as 

Conversed with Daemons” (Nash, 36). Mather would include stories of English victories 

over the American Indians in his sermons and writings as further proof of the English’s 

godly covenant and their right to inherit the American land. As Increase and a majority of 

                                                
7 See also Nash, 1967, 26.  
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the English colonists had before him, Cotton Mather conflated the American Indian 

identity with that of the wilderness and American landscape. The fate of the American 

Indians would be tied with the fate of the land, and vice versa. Mather used the story of 

Hannah Dustin, a woman who had been captured by a raiding party of Catholic Abenakis 

in 1697 in Haverhill, Massachusetts, as evidence of God’s approval of the English, as 

well as the English’s ability to conquer the American Indians and their land. After her 

capture and witnessing the murder of her newborn infant, Dustin procured a hatchet and 

killed and scalped ten members of her host Abenaki family (Preston, 2012, 51). As 

suggested in this story, Mather was also highly critical of the Catholic presence in the 

Americas, and was quick to promote the English enterprise over what he deemed to be 

the sacrilegious and immoral society and culture of the Catholics, especially those facets 

that allied with the American Indians. One figure which received a great deal of 

condemnation from Mather was the French priest Father Rale, who became infamous 

among the English for his adoption of the Abenaki lifestyles and customs. Mather argued 

that this was not only an act of cultural treason, but also blasphemous against proper 

Christian civility and relations to the land. To be equated with the American Indians 

meant one was equal with the land, and not superior, as the dominion theological 

principle demanded. After the death and scalping of the French priest Father Rale in his 

own church in Maine by English militiamen in 1723, Mather blamed Rale’s death on the 

Catholic and French colonization methods and religious doctrine (Preston, 2012, 55). For 

Mather, only the English held the divine blessings of God to take control of the American 

land and lead both the American wilderness and the American Indians to civility. 
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 Thirty-six years after his father, Mather published his own scientific-religious 

work, The Christian Philosopher (1815). This work reveals his dual opinion of nature, in 

which nature behaved both as a spiritual and social battleground as well as a source of 

insight into God’s mystery and ought to inspire awe. Mather defined nature as the 

“decoration” of heaven, which acted like a mirror that reflected the “workmanship of the 

great Architect” (Mather, 1815, 22). After discussing the scientific reasoning behind the 

occurrence of a rainbow, Mather argued that the rainbow ought to serve as a constant 

reminder of God’s covenant with the Christians. The rainbow was, simultaneously, a 

natural, scientifically explainable phenomena, a disply of God’s love and approval for the 

Christian community, and a threat against sin: 

To us Christians, our Lord says, what do you more than they? ‘As the sight of the 
rainbow should bring to remembrance, what a woeful, what a fearful desolation, 
once came upon a wicked world, whose foundation was overflown with a flood! 
So the sacramental importance, now instamped by the will of God upon the 
rainbow, should be acknowledged with us. It should be considered as a sign and a 
seal of covenant, which the great God has made, that He will not have this world, 
though a sinful one, drowned any more, nor his church in the world. (Mather, 64) 

 
Mather next concluded that, similar to the appearance of the rainbow, snow ought to be 

considered as representative of the hope and promise offered by God through “his” 

control of nature. Mather argued that snow was representative of the word of God, as 

both come from heaven and nourish the earth (Mather, 66).  

In the Christian Philosopher, Mather argued that both the Book of Nature and 

Book of Scripture are necessary for proper Christian studies. Mather argued that God first 

taught humanity through the “book of the creatures” prior to providing the scriptures 

(Mather, 10). Both books complement and further enhance once another. In addition, the 

Book of Nature would allow for those Christians who were perhaps not educated to have 
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access to crucial Christian doctrine that they may not be able to comprehend in the Book 

of Scripture. As Mather explained, the Book of Nature “may be read by all, although they 

may never have learned to read; it is accessible to all; it is exposed to the eyes of all” 

(Mather, 10). Mather argued that any proper Christian “philosopher” should “fetch 

lessons of piety from the whole creation of God, and hear what maxims of piety all the 

creatures would, in the way of reflection and similitude, mind us of” (Mather, 17). 

Despite this confidence in the Book of Nature, Mather provided a warning against the 

improper balance between the two books, as the Book of Nature must always 

acknowledge the role of God behind all aspects of nature: 

I would by no means look up to the stars with the foolish astrology of the star 
gazers, who try to read, what the great God that made them has not written there. 
But there is very plainly to be read there, the power and the grandeur of the 
glorious God. This I will observe, prostrate in the dust before Him. The heavens 
declare the glory of God; and shall not I observe it? (Mather, 29-30) 

 
The Book of Nature, according to Mather, could only be read through the “glasses” of the 

Book of Scripture. The Book of Scripture will always take precedent over the Book of 

Nature, although both were still necessary in Christian theology. In a printed prayer, 

Mather requested that God provide him with the glasses of scripture so that he might 

properly interpret the natural world he encountered:  

Glorious God, I give thanks to thee, for the benefits and improvements of the 
sciences, granted by thee unto these our latter ages. The glasses which our God 
has given us the discretion to invent, and apply for the most noble purposes, are 
favours of Heaven most thankfully to be acknowledged. The world has much 
longer enjoyed the Scriptures, which are glasses, that bring the best of Heavens 
much nearer to us. But though the object glasses are here, the eye glasses are 
wanting. My God, bestow thou that faith upon me, which, using the prospective 
of thy word, may discover the heavenly world, and acquaint me with what is in 
the world, to which I hope, I am going. (Mather, 23)  
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For Mather, God’s used nature for power demonstrations and the ushering in of 

righteous punishments, both of which demanded awed praise from the English Christians. 

Mather maintained that no natural process could occur without the allowance of God, 

whether it was penance against the wicked or a blessing for the virtuous. Mather argued 

that the “convenient showers” provided by the winds would only come if it “pleased” 

God (Mather, 60). God could and did withhold the rain in order to punish sin, and would 

only provide rain to those people who gave God “due acknowledgements” (Mather, 60). 

After Mather provided a detailed examination into the science he had read on hailstorms 

in this work, he concluded again that, ultimately, hail was still a tool of God, usually used 

for punishments. Mather maintained that divine judgments came down “with that voice, 

tremble to be in ill terms with a God, who with a tempest of hail, and a destroying storm, 

can immediately crush all that is opposed to him” (Mather, 67-8).  

Mather inherited his father’s fascination of lightning and thunder as well. He concluded 

similarly that thunder was in fact the voice of God. Mather asserted that God’s use of 

lighting and thunder was the ultimate indication of God’s omnipotence, and his total 

control of the entire natural world. “Castles fall,” earthly leaders are humbled, and 

mountains are destroyed under the power of God’s lightning (Mather, 70). For Mather, 

God ultimately had two voices in the world: the first, and most crucial, was through 

Scripture, and the second, while subservient but still powerful, was through God’s active 

role in and control over nature.   

CONCLUSION 
 
Both Increase and Cotton Mather maintained a seemingly dichotic theological 

doctrine regarding the Christian relationship to the natural world. Simultaneously, nature 



 38 

was both a battleground to test the English’s dedication to their covenant with God as the 

New Israel, with the wilderness acting as a stronghold for evil, while simultaneously 

occupying a special place in Christian doctrine as the Book of Nature and God’s tool for 

distributing blessings and punishments. The American landscape was the physical 

manifestation of the story of God’s role in the Christian colonizing efforts and the 

Puritan’s efforts to realize the Kingdom of God and the reincarnate Eden in the Americas. 

As Lowance explains in his biography of Increase Mather, the Puritans maintained the 

practice of “recalling events of the past” in the “context of [their] desire to record and 

illustrate God’s Divine activity in human time” (Lowance, 1974, 43). Increase and Cotton 

both promoted reading the “characters,” the “pages,” and the “manuscripts” of the Book 

of Nature at every point of the settlement process (Stoll, 2015, 42). In his analysis of the 

Mathers’ theological writings, historian Mark Stoll concluded that, to Cotton Mather, 

“every creature was a preacher, and even the smallest blade of grass proof of the 

existence, power, and glory of God. Science would evangelize for Reformed 

Protestantism” (Stoll, 48). Be it one of violent punishment, or the blessings found from 

the abundance of resources, nature was the reflection, or “decoration,” of heaven and 

God’s character. This awed appreciation of nature, and the desire to promote the 

domination and taming of the American wilderness, would inspire the Protestant and 

Evangelical community for years to come. The natural sciences, for the Protestant 

community, must be encapsulated in theological doctrine.  

THE UNITY OF NATIONALISM AND RELIGION 
 

 After reviewing a representative history of early developments of evangelical 

questions regarding right relationship with the land, I focus here on the developing 
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theological outlook on American relations with expansion and control over the landscape. 

The English religious leadership determined during the early contact period that the land 

was in need of Christian transformation and domination. Through the labor of the 

English, the American landscape would become the New Israel and New Eden, and act as 

the physical manifestation for the bedrock of Christian power. As the English colonial 

endeavor continued to progress, the environmental doctrine established by these early 

religious figures permeated throughout the Protestant societal experience. This doctrine 

would eventually become a core component of the emerging American nationalism. 

Spurred by the Protestant environmental doctrine, this nationalism contended that the 

American way of life was the pinnacle of Christian community (and, therefore, the best 

way of life for the entirety of the world) and ought to be spread through the expansion 

across the physical landscape. This theme of American Exceptionalism is key in modern 

Protestant approaches to environmental questions. Imperative for a great portion of the 

Protestant community is the belief that American social standards, such as capitalism and 

democracy, are needed in a society if the citizens and their surrounding environment are 

to realize their potential spiritual duties and successes.   

 To best understand this union of nationalism and religion, we turn to one moment 

in time when these facets merged together, and paved the way for the modern American 

Protestant affiliation with American Exceptionalism. At the end of the nineteenth 

century, land, religion, and nationalism all coalesced under the American ideological 

doctrine of Manifest Destiny. The close interaction of American Protestantism with the 

doctrine of Manifest Destiny since the mid-nineteenth century has not only made it 

possible for religious ideology to inform political and public policies, but also for 
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political desires to influence the development of certain Protestant sects. To understand 

this union, I will examine the works of ministers Lyman Abbott, Beverly Carradine, 

Daniel Shepardson, Jr., and A.M. Bullock, all of whom sought to promote ideals related 

to Manifest Destiny within mainstream Protestantism around the turn of the twentieth 

century. This occurred especially during the Spanish-American War, which was fought 

from April to August of 1898. The work of these ministers lead to the establishment of a 

Protestant land ethic which encouraged the Protestant community to expand American 

culture and religion through both a physical domination of the land, and cultural 

domination through war and foreign policy.  

THE BASICS OF MANIFEST DESTINY 
 
 Even outside of the Protestant community, an identifying feature of American 

culture during early colonial and early Republic era was the belief that the natural 

elements held a great sway over both the communal and individual’s development. As 

William F. May explained in his work Beleaguered Rulers, “America was a land of great 

distances, harsh extremes in climate, and a relatively small population, but a land that 

also promised extraordinary riches to those who conquered it” (May, 2001, 102-3). As a 

result, many of earliest heroes to these settlers and early Republic citizens were those 

pioneers who sought to explore and dominate the American landscape and wilderness 

(May, 103). Although the seemingly unending landscape of the continent promised those 

early settlers privacy and economic potential, May explained that the “extremes of its 

climate provoked an adversarial response to the natural environment in America” (May, 

104). This perspective of the land would eventually develop within the colonial, and later 

American, society a mentality that it was not only their duty, but also their sacred 
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blessing, to conquer the entire American continent. The land’s very salvation relied on 

the American community’s ability to dominate it and subvert its natural state of 

wilderness. This belief crystallized into the theory of Manifest Destiny. 

While the basics of the doctrine have been a fundamental component of American 

ideology since colonial period, Manifest Destiny was formalized and officially defined by 

John Louis O’Sullivan (1813-1895). O’Sullivan was a journalist and diplomat, and 

coined the term in an editorial promoting the annexation of Texas in 1845 in the United 

States Magazine and Democratic Review (O’Sullivan, 1845, 2). O’Sullivan defined 

Manifest Destiny as the divine mandate for America to settle the continent in order to 

accommodate America’s “yearly multiplying millions” and to obtain all of the natural 

resources that had been gifted to them by God (O’Sullivan, 2). In its early years of 

development, Manifest Destiny tended to focus primarily on physical land acquisition. 

This would change, however, at the end of the nineteenth century. Most of the continental 

land had been settled, and this led to a panic that supposed Manifest Destiny would die 

with the loss of the availability of new land. In 1893, Frederick Jackson Turner, a popular 

historian, wrote in the Annual Report of the American Historical Association that 

American morale and ethics were tied to the continued existence of an American frontier. 

Turner maintained that “the existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, 

and the advance of American settlement westward, explain[ed] American development” 

(Turner, 1893, 199). America’s most fundamental institutions had evolved due to their 

adaptation to this expansion and the conquering of the wilderness (Turner, 199). This fear 

of the closing of the frontier and its implications for the American lifestyle was not 

limited to the political and academic realms. Many religious figures agreed with Turner’s 
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promotion of the importance of Manifest Destiny and its expansion. In 1835, Dr. Lyman 

Beecher, an admired Presbyterian preacher, spoke on Western expansion, and helped to 

place this issue at the forefront for many Protestant religious leaders: 

It is equally plain that the religious and political destiny of our nation is to be 
decided in the West is assembled from all the States of the Union and from all the 
nations of Europe, and is rushing in like the waters of the flood, demanding for its 
moral preservation the immediate and universal action of those institutions which 
discipline the mind and arm the conscience and the heart. (Beecher, 1835, 121) 

 
As the West began to shrink in the minds of the American public, supporters of Manifest 

Destiny began to look elsewhere for opportunities for America to continue its divinely 

ordained and morally integral expansion.  

LYMAN ABBOTT 
 
 The minister Lyman Abbott was one of the most prominent ministers during the 

latter half of the 19th century that promoted the union of Manifest Destiny, American 

Exceptionalism, and Protestantism. Abbott was born on December 18, 1835, in Roxbury, 

Massachusetts. He began his career as a lawyer, but left the practice in order to pursue 

studies in theology. In 1860, he was ordained as a Congregationalist minister. Beginning 

in 1870, Abbott began work with a number of different religious publications, including 

“Harper’s Magazine,” “Illustrated Christian Weekly,” and “Christian Union.” In working 

with these magazines, Abbott developed a rhetoric in which he expressed robust, 

religious dialogue in his analysis of political issues.8 His style reflects closely the style of 

discourse Kaveny has identified as the American jeremiad (Kaveny, 2016, 1).9 She 

                                                
8 All basic biographical information on Lyman Abbott was take from his autobiography 
(1915).  
9 It should be noted here that Kaveny’s jeremiad was presented by a “prophet” who was 
in opposition to a popular public opinion or a common social practice that they perceived 
as a sin. Abbott here is acting as a prophet as he attempted to bring reformation to his 
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argues that “a full grasp of the nature, function, and limits of religious discourse in the 

American public square requires coming to terms with the rhetoric of prophetic 

indictment” (Kaveny, 1). The American jeremiad has been used to describe a certain type 

of preaching in which condemnations of certain acts and subsequent redemption are the 

focus (Kaveny, 1). Abbott, in his promotion of the Spanish-American War, used religious 

rhetoric to indict his American audience for what he perceived to be a moral failure on 

their part for their lack of drive to expand their political and social ideals and their 

hesitance in giving “aid” to those people in Cuba and the Philippines who suffered under 

Catholic Spain’s rule.  

 Before analyzing his rhetoric during the Spanish-American War, it is critical to 

first understand Abbott’s interpretations of the relationship between religion, ethics, and 

politics. Abbott believed humans approached ethical dilemmas with the religious 

conviction that the soul is divided into two categories of powers – the “motive powers” 

portion of the soul, and the “acquisitive powers” portion of the soul: (Abbot, 1886, 35)  

By the Motive Powers, I mean those which supply motive, force, impulse, power; 
by the Acquisitive Powers, those which furnish information, knowledge, truth. 
The Motive Powers again are divided into the Animal Impulses, which are 
necessary to the support and protection of life; the Social and Industrial Impulses, 
which make man a social being and underlie his social existence; and the Spiritual 
Impulses, which are peculiar to him, and distinguish him from the mere animal 
creation. The Acquisitive Powers again are divided into the Sensuous, the 
Supersensuous, and the Reflective. (Abbott, A Study in Human Nature, 35)  

 
Each of these divisions of the soul work in both unity and also, at times, in antithesis 

during daily decision-making and long-term virtue character development. Abbott 

                                                                                                                                            
own religious and greater public community through the promotion of the intermingling 
of the religion and public in both realms. He is also condemning not only the possible 
hesitancy to combine these to dialogues, but also those who might oppose the Spanish-
American War. 
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asserted that the soul is constructed of three spiritual qualities: conscience, the “factor 

which recognizes the inherent and essential distinction between right and wrong, and 

which impels to the right and dissuades from the wrong;” reverence, the “instinct inclined 

to look up, to admire, to reverence;” and benevolence, the “impulse which leads its 

possessor to wish well to all other beings” (Abbott, 50, 54-55). Abbott contended that 

these three elements of the spiritual realm of the soul influenced a person’s moral 

decision-making and long-term ethical development. This, Abbott argued, differentiated 

humanity from the rest of nature:  

Man is distinguished from the rest of the animal creation by his moral and 
spiritual nature . . . Man sometimes acts from instinct; he does so whensoever he 
follows blindly one of the impulses which we have described above, without 
stopping to submit the proposed action to the questions and directions of his 
reasoning powers. On the other hand, there are abundant evidences of the 
possession and use of reasoning power by the brute creation, though it is very 
crude forms and within very narrow limitations . . . It is the moral and spiritual 
powers of which we are now about to speak which distinguish man from the 
brute. Brutes reason as truly as men; but every man is a law unto himself, while 
the brutes are subject to law only as they are brought under it by a superior force. 
They do not rule themselves by recognized laws of right and wrong. (Abbott, 42) 

 
Note the significance of this creation of a hierarchy of life. He further defined “brutes” as 

those who display “no indication of any thing analogous to worship among the brutes; 

they have houses, but no temple; social organization, but no revealed law; domestic 

instincts, but no spirit of universal benevolence” (Abbott, 50). Abbott also contended that 

the unifying characteristic of human’s innate social instinct also distinguishes humanity 

from nature, and argued that “men are impelled to associate together in political, 

industrial, and social enterprises . . . Sociality is a primary fact of human nature. 

Humanity instinctively coalesces as drops of water in a stream” (Abbott, 42). 
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 Contrary to what his support of the Spanish-American War may suggest, Abbott 

was, for most of his life, an opponent of war as an answer to political and social conflicts 

in most cases. In his 1897 work, Christianity and Social Problems, Abbott argued that the 

state of war was a denial of humanity’s ethical development and a return to its original 

cruel nature. Abbott stipulated that “war is the tiger in man let loose. It is the reversion to 

the brute nature, the employment of brutal methods” (Abbott, 1887, 248). Abbott argued 

that war should be pursued only as last resort. He contended that war is only legitimate in 

two cases: when there exists no law that can be appealed to for peace or resolution, and 

when the law that ought to be appealed to is defied (Abbott, 251-2). International war 

was, therefore, a drastic means for establishing a law between two disagreeing 

international parties, where there was no preexisting law that resolved their conflict. 

Abbott was also hesitant to interpret war as an outcome pleasant to God. He argued that 

the mainstream religious leadership “no longer [believed] that God is preeminently the 

God of battles . . . In fact the superstition is no longer entertained, and the appeal in war 

is not to the God of battles but to the force of arms (Abbott, 251). 

 The supporters for the Spanish-American War were initially faced with a strong 

opposition within the national government. Along with President McKinley, many 

members of Congress stipulated that the war would in fact “lessen” American national 

morality, and that Spain had a “greater right to subdue rebellion in that island [Cuba] than 

the United States had to force the Confederate states back in the Union” (Gleijeses , 2003, 

683). Many in the media warned the public of the tremendous financial and trade cost 
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that would result from war (Gleijeses, 686).10 What convinced Abbott, in light of his 

strict view on war and this opposition, to support the Spanish-American War? Two years 

prior to this war, in a sermon entitled “A Plea for Peace,” Abbott had denounced any calls 

for a war against England that involved either South America or Latin America (Abbott, 

1896, 59-63). Abbott’s support for the Spanish-American War originated primarily from 

two beliefs: first, his view of the relationship between American citizens and the land, 

and his opinion that the war would provide America with the opportunity to take to Cuba 

both humanitarian aid and missionary endeavors, and right the corrupted and amoral 

government imposed on Cuba by Catholic Spain. We will find in this examination of 

Abbott’s opinions on the land and the Spanish-American War his introduction of the 

intertwining of political and religious discourse.  

Abbott was persistent in his belief that America held a unique claim over the land 

(and its resources) that formed the American continent. He contended that the “secret” to 

America’s “marvelous growth in wealth” was due to American control over the 

miraculously bountiful land and resources God had gifted to them (Abbott, 1887, 84-5).11 

                                                
10 Note that many of those who opposed the war at the beginning of conflict, including 
President McKinley, eventually switched sides with the destruction of the naval ship the 
USS Maine by (supposedly) the Spanish in the Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898. The 
sinking of the Maine is commonly considered the instigator for fervent public support for 
the war.  
11Abbott explored in his 1887 work Christianity and Social Problems what he considered 
examples of natural wealth in various parts of America: “We have found in this land 
unmeasured wealth, which God has in ages long past stored here, - forests in Northern 
and Northwestern States, waiting to do obeisance to the woodman’s axe; water-power in 
North-eastern streams, waiting to be lassoed and harnessed by Yankee enterprise, harbors 
and great river-ways, built long before river and harbor bills were dreamed of; coal in 
Pennsylvania mines and oil in subterranean reservoirs, waiting for pick and blast to call 
them forth; wheat and corn, sleeping in Western prairies until Prince Labor should 
awaken them with his want to fruitful life; gold and silver in Colorado and California 
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Abbott asserted that this land (although it had at various times been controlled by other 

groups of peoples) was solely meant for the American citizens. Only the Americans, with 

their strength and theocentric worldview, had the ability to properly use and control the 

American landscape (Abbott, 85-86). Abbott argued that since Americans had allowed 

the intermingling of religious ideologies in the political and social realms of life, not only 

nature had become subservient to their wishes, but also God had become their divine 

servant in their quest for control of the land and wealth acquisition:  

Next to discovery of wealth hidden in the earth is what we call invention, which 
is, in truth, simply the discovery and application of a like wealth hidden in the 
forces of nature. We are rich beyond all previous ages because we have found a 
way to make Nature do our work and accumulate our wealth for us. God puts his 
power at our disposal. He is the Genius of the lamp who has come to do our 
bidding, - to be, as it were, our Servant. His watercourses grind our grist for us; 
his fire summons from the water its secret energy, and puts at our service 
unestimated horse-power to drive our 88 machinery for us; his lightning comes 
from the clouds to carry our messages, and light our streets and public halls and 
private houses. The ancient Hebrew literature contains the story of blind Samson 
grinding in the prison of his enemies. In America it is God who is grinding for his 
children; we are blind, not He. (Abbott, 87-8) 

 
In accordance with his support of American Exceptionalism and its relationship with 

nature, Abbott also believed that America had the unique role in the world of propagating 

its political and cultural systems to those peoples that he deemed to be in need of aid. His 

interpretation of the “social gospel” movement supported the concept that religion should 

be applied to all aspects of life. As a result, Abbott sought to minimize any division of 

sacred and political spaces. He believed that it was false to assume that “there [were] two 

departments of man, one religious and the other secular” (Wetzel, 2011, 410, 413). 

During this time, social gospel advocates, including Abbott, encouraged their 

                                                                                                                                            
mines, imprisoned until civilization should unbolt their prison doors and summon them 
forth.” (Abbott, 1887, 84-5) 
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congregations to support various political developments that they believed would help 

promote Christian morality in the public realm. These included labor rights, city and 

racial reform, and a focus on the socially oppressed (Wetzel, 417-8). Abbott argued that 

properly practiced Christianity would extend its influences beyond the church building 

and the family home (Wetzel, 409). 

 Abbott maintained that the Spanish-American War would provide an outlet for 

America to act as a divinely authorized tool in providing humanitarian aid and Christian 

leadership to Cuba (Wetzel, 409). As both an ambassador and beacon of freedom, Abbott 

asserted that America “[was] permitted to fight God’s battles for [God]” (Wetzel, 410). 

Abbott argued that Western liberalism had inherited its fundamental concepts from 

Christianity, and therefore the acceptance of religion (specifically Protestantism) as the 

foundation for political ideologies among citizens was a necessary prerequisite for both 

proper freedom and democracy (Wetzel, 413). Abbott’s opinion of the relationship 

between American society and his interpretation of Christianity is defined as “Christian 

Republicanism.” This ideology contends that the concepts of “liberty, tyranny, and civic 

humanism” originated from and were bolstered by Christian origins (Wetzel, 413). A 

critical aspect of Christian Republicanism, as promoted by Abbott, is the ideal that the 

virtues and character of a nation’s citizens are critical to the nation’s success, and must 

continually be fostered in both the private and public sectors (Wetzel, 414).  

 It should also be noted that Abbott’s refusal to support violence against England 

as seen in his sermon “A Plea for Peace” was based in part upon his notion of a unified 

“Anglo-Saxon” race. He compared a war with England to a civil war, and argued 

England and America were the “same blood,” the “same kin,” and the “same essential 
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constitution” (Abbott, 1896, 62). The “Anglo-Saxon” was united not only by blood for 

Abbott, but also by a common faith. Abbott denied Spain’s right to join this united 

faction. In an article titled “An Irrepressible Conflict” that was published in his periodical 

Outlook, Abbott glorified the achievements of the “Anglo-Saxon” in both Europe and 

later in America, which contrasted with Spain’s “barbaric” culture, which “had stood for 

merciless and arbitrary suppression of freedom of faith, worship, action, and thought” 

(Wetzel, 414).  

Abbott contended that, for the moral consciousness of American society to be 

upheld, condemnation of the corrupted Catholic Spain needed to occur. Abbott argued 

that the Spanish-American War was a sign that God had chosen the United States to 

“shine as a beacon of freedom to the world,” and perform its duty as a “divine 

ambassador of freedom” (Wetzel, 410). When then President William McKinley called 

for a day of thanksgiving in June of 1898, in order to promote support for the war, Abbott 

proclaimed that “America [was] permitted to fight God’s battles for him” (Wetzel, 410). 

In his autobiography, written seventeen years after the conclusion of the war, Abbott 

concluded that, in all of the world’s history, that there had never been a “nobler war” than 

the Spanish-American War (Abbott, 1915, 438). Abbott asserted that  

We fought the American Revolution to free ourselves, the Civil War to free a 
people whom we had helped to enslave, the Spanish-American War to free a 
people to whom we owed no other duty than that of a big nation to an oppressed 
neighbor. (Abbott, 438) 

OTHER RELIGIOUS DEFENSES OF THE WAR 
 
 Abbott’s work both supported and encouraged the rapid rise of religious defense 

and rhetoric for the Spanish-American War. The political and religious realms would 

become indistinguishable by the conclusion of the war. Numerous religious leaders 
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joined Abbott in his support for the war. Reverend Beverly Carradine, an American 

Methodist minister, published the sermon “The Certainty of Victory,” in which he 

encouraged his congregation and other audiences to not fear their enemies, on both the 

spiritual and physical battlefields. For Carradine, wars waged by America were in reality 

participating in a greater, spiritual battle apart from the “flesh” (Carradine, 1898, 313). 

Carridine argued that the physical landscape inhabited by humanity was under the 

dominion of both God and those who supported godly causes: 

The earth is simply a platform erected by the Lord for the achievement of His 
plan in the salvation of men . . . it is His and as a matter of course and of fact 
Nature is in sympathy with Him . . . The sun, moon, stars, clouds, winds and all 
seem to be against the soul that is doing wrong. (Carridine, 1898, 320-1) 

 
Reverend Daniel Shepardson, Jr., a popular traveling Evangelist, in his sermon series The 

Suffering Savior and Other Sermons, encouraged support for the war through his own 

analysis of the American right to dominate over nature. In his sermon “Dignity and 

Destiny of Man,” Shepardson contended that since Jesus was himself “king” over nature, 

we too could triumph over nature and his created order:  

Winds and waves obeyed him, ‘trees withered at his touch. Fish in shoals came at 
his call. Droves of cattle fled before his scourging whip . . . Yes, Christ has 
triumphed, and is crowned but only as a first fruits, as the captain of our salvation, 
as the leader ‘of many sons to glory,’ as the ‘first among many brethren.’ He, the 
victorious man, offers to help us win a similar victory. (Shepardson, 1898, 124-5) 

 
Reverend A. M. Bullock, in his widely circulated sermon “The Wolf and the Lamb,” 

agreed with Abbott’s call for America to view the war as a chance to offer humanitarian 

aid. Bullock concluded, as had Abbott, that the reason for America’s success, both 

morally and economically, was its integration of Christian religion in the public realm 

(Bullock, 1898, 162). He contended that as America aligns itself with the “Christian idea 

of moral principles,” the “better and more smoothly the affairs of the nation are found to 
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move and operate” (Bullock, 162). Bullock praised the unity between the public and 

religious sectors that he found in his community, and was adamant that America was, and 

would continue to be, strictly a Christian-based nation (Bullock, 167). Bullock argued, in 

furtherance of this joining of religion and public, it was America’s moral and spiritual 

duty to aid Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines by participating in this war. Bullock 

contended that America, as a Christian nation, had the obligation to extend its “moral” 

aid to a global and international level. America ought to be the “Good Samaritan” to the 

entirety of the world (Bullock, 170). Bullock concluded this sermon with a reading of the 

hymn, “God Bless our Stars Forever,” thus sealing the desired unity between religion and 

nationalism through song: 

 “‘God bless our stars forever!’ . . .  
  It is liberty’s refrain, . . .  
 Where the mountains of New England 
  Mock Atlantic’s stormy main, 
 And God’s palm imprints the prairies 
  With the type of heaven again; . . .  
 There and There! Our stars forever! 
  How it echoes! How it thrills . . .  
 O! long ago at Lexington, 
  And above those minute men, 
 The old thirteen were blazing bright, -- 
  There were only thirteen then. 
 God’s own stars are shining through it, 
  Stars not woven in its thread, 
 Unfurl it, and that flag will glitter, 
  With the heavens overhead.” (Bullock, 171-2) 
 
  
 The work of these religious leaders inspired widespread public support for the 

Spanish-American War based on this “holy” and “righteous” outlook on the war. As 

historian Albert Weinberg explained, the American public came to see the war as a 

“knight’s errand,” in which Christian humanitarian aid would be supplied to those 
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peoples suffering under Spanish rule. Weinberg concluded humanitarianism was the 

justification for the American demonstration of force, which, according to President 

McKinley and these religious leaders, would lead to the deliverance of the Cuban people 

and those others under Spanish rule from oppression (Weinberg, 286-7). America was the 

divine sword of God’s humanitarian plan (Weinberg, 286-7).  

CONCLUSION 
 

Since the Spanish-American War, it has become nearly impossible to properly 

analyze or even discuss American Protestant Christianity without first understanding the 

origins and fundamentals of Manifest Destiny. Abbott and his fellow religious leaders, 

through their defense of the war, encouraged a union, in the context of political and 

public discourse, of the Manifest Destiny doctrine and the religious realm of American 

Protestantism. Abbott and other proponents of Manifest Destiny and the union of the 

public and sacred realms helped to create a new form of American ethics. Support for the 

Spanish-American War extended America’s Manifest Destiny ideals more in concert with 

not only American Protestantism, but also encouraged the growth of an internationally 

focused American nationalism. American ideology, culture, and religion were all 

aggressively promoted during this international incident. The proponents of the Spanish-

American War who used this religious discourse argued that the American way of life 

should not be restricted to the United States, but instead should be propagated beyond its 

borders. America’s Manifest Destiny was no longer restricted to the continental United 

States, but instead included the expansion of its culture, politics, and religious influences 

to all nations. America’s Manifest Destiny was the divine “destiny” of the world. 

Accompanying this internationalizing of Manifest Destiny was its core environmental 
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doctrine. As expansion continued, both physically and ideologically, the Protestant 

approach of dominion and control over the land was evangelized as well. For the 

Protestants, they now believed their approach to land relations ought to no longer be an 

American practice, but now should be the ideal practice of all nations (if they wished to 

be proper Christian societies). 
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PART III: MODERN TURN 

INTRODUCTION: THE GREEN DRAGON 
 
 In the modern American evangelical community, certain prominent leaders have 

announced the arrival of a spiritual battle with a new enemy. It is not a battle over the 

more popular and divisive topics in our modern secular society, such as marriage or 

personal rights. Instead, these leaders have announced the arrival of a new enemy, the 

“Green Dragon” of environmentalism, which threatens the success of the American 

Christian community. As a result, within the Protestant community in recent years, very 

few topics have fostered this level of animated debate or caused more concern than have 

environmental interests. Since the rise of the popularity of environmentalism in modern 

American culture in the 1960s, most Protestants have struggled to determine the best 

course for them to take with regards to environmental practices. One popular stance taken 

by evangelical Protestants is an understanding of the theological doctrine of 

“stewardship” as popularized and defined by the Cornwall Alliance (established in 2005), 

and further popularized by the Answers in Genesis organization (established in 1994). 

This specific understanding of stewardship is meant to replace more liberal 

interpretations of environmentalism and to provide Protestants with a properly biblical 

approach to understanding environmental issues and practicing healthy “creation care.”  

Our historical precedents have led to other doctrinal outcomes, but this strain of 

stewardship is steadily growing to becoming a leading position among the Protestant 

community. This movement features misrecognition of the religious community’s natural 

development of its communal memory and narrative, and instead asserts that its 

theological standards are ethereal and beyond human invention, and, as a result, have 

ignored their historical ties. If the stewardship movement is to be understood and 
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properly analyzed, by both outsiders and participants, this historical bridge must be 

brought back to the forefront, and the community’s theological standards must be 

understood in their original contexts.  

In what follows I will examine this evangelical Protestant doctrine of stewardship 

directed by these two groups, the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis. The paper 

will first examine the theological principles that the two groups use to define and defend 

their version of stewardship and then will analyze how the two groups apply these 

principles to various modern environmental-related concerns. These modern theological 

standards have been drawn from those earlier standards outlined in Part I, but also 

include certain modern assertions that have evolved from these historical predecessors. 

The paper will conclude with an analysis of the rhetoric that the leaders of these two 

groups have used in defense and promotion of their stewardship programs, and how their 

words display a continuing communal narrative that was instigated by the historical 

religious leaderships during the early colonial period.  

THEOLOGICAL STANDARDS 

BIBLICAL INERRANCY AND AUTHORITY 
 
 In his 1967 article “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Lynn White, Jr. 

asserted that Christianity was to blame for the modern environmentally-destructive 

attitudes due to its anthropocentric attitudes, its interpretation of God’s distancing from 

the world, and its encouragement of the “dominion” doctrine of the biblical passage 

Genesis 1:28 (White, 1967).12 While this encouraged some modern facets of Christianity 

                                                
12 Genesis 1:28 (NRSV): “God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and 
fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the 
air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.’” 
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to reject the use of “dominion” in their environmental attitudes, other evangelical groups 

sought to reform this dominion doctrine with a reinterpretation of the “stewardship” 

doctrine that had evolved from these earlier Protestant experiences with the land.13 The 

scholar of religion Bron Taylor examined various Christian responses to White’s 

critiques, arguing that Protestant groups could be divided into three categories regarding 

to their opinion of White’s work. The first group was “indifferent” or “hostile” to the 

environment, the second group was “apologetic” to the environment, and the third group 

was “confessional/reconstructive.” The first was “usually theologically conservative,” 

and saw environmental concerns as “at best a distraction from proper religious priorities 

and at worst, spiritually dangerous idolatry in which people succumb to worshiping the 

creation rather than the creator” (Taylor, 2016, 18). Taylor explained that the second 

group (which this paper’s two case studies exemplify) asserted that “Christianity is 

environmentally friendly if it is properly understood” (Taylor, 18). The third group 

agreed with White that there were “themes in scripture and tradition that hinder[ed] 

environmental concern and action,” but “contended that there [were] also ideas that 

support[ed] environmentally friendly behaviors,” and they sought to reform the Christian 

tradition (Taylor, 18).  

Francis Schaeffer, one of the lead thinkers for this “apologetic” group, in his 1970 

work Pollution and the Death of Man, argued that as humanity was created in the image 

of God, it ought to be prioritized over nature and therefore had a unique role in 

maintaining nature (Schaeffer, 1970, 51, 70; Zaleha and Szasz, 2015, 22): 

[Humanity holds nature] in stewardship for the true Owner. When we have 
dominion over nature, it is not ours, either. It belongs to God, and we are to 
exercise our dominion over these things not as though entitled to exploit them, but 
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as things borrowed or held in trust, which we are to use realizing that they are not 
ours intrinsically. [Humanity’s] dominion is under God’s dominion and under 
God’s Domain. (Schaeffer, 1970, 51, 70; Zaleha and Szasz, 22) 
 

The foundation of this stewardship movement lies on the theological concept of biblical 

inerrancy and authority. Both the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis, as is with 

numerous evangelical Protestants, adamantly assert that all theological principles and 

subsequently environmental determinations should be based on the belief in biblical 

inerrancy and its consequent universal authority. Just as the early colonial religious 

leaders sought to compare the American experience with the stories of the Old 

Testament, the modern Protestant leaders evoke biblical themes and assertions in their 

theological studies and pursuits. For these groups, the Bible provides answers to all 

modern concerns, including themes such as environmentalism and science that are not 

explicitly addressed in biblical scripture.  

As seen in the Cornwall Alliance’s work, “The Biblical Perspective of 

Environmental Stewardship” (2013), the lack of direct environmental discourse in the 

Bible poses little problem for the Cornwall Alliance’s belief that the Bible should be used 

to explore all universal truths. In this work, the Cornwall Alliance states that Bible is the 

“sole, absolute, inerrant epistemological basis” for all of humanity for “all knowledge,” 

and any claim that contradicts it is “false and harmful” (Cornwall Alliance, 2013). This 

belief in universal biblical inerrancy has additionally led the Cornwall Alliance to assert 

that the basis for the modern scientific reason and method rests solely in their “Judeo-

Christian” worldview presented by the Bible. Similar to the precedent established by the 

Mather family, both groups assert that science itself is a good and beneficial tool for 

humanity, but it has been misused and interpreted poorly by those who wish to discredit 
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their godly worldview. The Cornwall Alliance outlines this belief in an open letter, 

written in 2015 to the federal government, and was signed by nearly four hundred 

Protestant and other religious leaders from the social and academic community, and 

asserts that due to Christian foundation in medieval Europe rational scientific method was 

able to originate (Cornwall Alliance, “An Open Letter on Climate Change to the People, 

their Local Representatives, the State Legislatures and Governors, the Congress, and the 

President of the United States of America,” 2015). 

The Answers in Genesis organization similarly supports this understanding of 

biblical inerrancy and authority. While this religious organization’s primary focus is on 

the study and interpretation of the Genesis account and on Christian education in schools, 

Answers in Genesis dedicates a great deal of its time to discussing biblical inerrancy in a 

wide range of topics, from “young earth” creationism to global warming. In a 2010 

article, Answers in Genesis writer Rod Martin asserts that the belief in biblical inerrancy 

requires one to additionally uphold a historical interpretation of the Genesis account, an 

argument that is one of the defining positions of the Answers in Genesis organization 

(Martin, 2010, 93). Martin also claims that biblical scriptures ought to be referenced 

when dealing with modern dilemmas such as environmentalism as “moral, ethical and 

spiritual issues are the domain of the church” (Martin, 91). Martin asserts that global 

warming has provided biblical creationists with the opportunity to demonstrate to the 

public not only the “efficacy of Scripture in addressing life’s issues,” but also affords 

biblical creationists the opportunity to properly demonstrate how “ignoring Scripture 

leads to unnecessary, expensive, and harmful actions” (Martin, 91). While arguing that 

the Bible does provide “frank and absolutely reliable” answers for “every moral issue” in 
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modern times, Martin does acknowledge that the Bible does not provide direct answers to 

modern concerns (Martin, 93). Martin argues that issues such as “abortion” and 

homosexuality” are “clear to those who accept the inspiration of Scripture,” but other 

issues such as environmentalism require “thoughtful study of the Scripture” (Martin, 93).  

HUMAN NATURE 
 
 In accordance with this understanding of biblical inerrancy, both the Cornwall 

Alliance and Answers in Genesis base their understanding and interpretations of the state 

of human nature on a strict, literal reading of biblical scriptures. Both groups argue that 

the proper role of humanity with relation to the environment is stewardship. The principle 

of stewardship is based primarily on the two groups’ strict interpretations of the biblical 

passage Genesis 1:28, in which the key terms “dominion” and “subdue” are emphasized. 

The Cornwall Alliance’s “The Biblical Perspective of Environmental Stewardship” 

outlines this understanding of stewardship based on prioritizing humanity over the rest of 

the environment and the practice of “subduing:” 

We deny that human dominion over the Earth is, in principle, sinful, and that the 
possibility of its abuse negates the righteousness of its proper use . . . We 
affirm that godly dominion is a responsibility for everyone at all times . . . We 
deny that the expectation of divine judgment, in whatever eschatological 
framework, negates the need for Biblical Earth stewardship. (Cornwall Alliance, 
2013) 
 

The “Cornwall Declaration of Environmental Stewardship” asserted that these guidelines 

for this form of stewardship are derived directly from God as a beneficial mandate in 

light of a historical “Fall” (Cornwall Alliance, 2000). In this document the Cornwall 

Alliance argued that God would restore humanity’s fellowship with the divine through 

their stewardship of the earth. Martin similarly displays the Answers in Genesis 

organization’s support for a strict dominion understanding of Genesis 1:28, and asserts 
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that this support of stewardship is the proper theological interpretation of the Genesis’ 

account of the relationship between the historical Adam and his role in nature (Martin, 

94). Troy Lacey, another contributor for the Answers in Genesis organization’s website 

and magazine, further argued that this stewardship mandate does not necessitate a 

“tyrannical subjugation” of nature, as it was a command given “pre-Fall” (Lacey, 2015). 

In his article “Is Stewardship the Same as Going Green?,” Lacey stresses that those who 

participate in stewardship ought to be “benevolent” toward “the earth and its creatures” in 

their “caretaking of the earth” (Lacey).  

 While this type of stewardship is imagined as benevolent towards nature, 

proponents from both the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis affirm that 

stewardship inherently necessitates a privileged status of humanity apart from the rest of 

nature, just as those earlier American Protestants sought to declare control over the 

“wild,” unchristian landscape. In “The Biblical Perspective of Environmental 

Stewardship: Subduing and Ruling the Earth to the Glory of God and the Benefit of Our 

Neighbors” (2013), “personhood” is denied to any other entities that were not human: 

We deny that the material cosmos—“nature” and its parts, the created world of 
time and space, matter and energy, planets and stars, energy and material 
elements—is personal, either in its whole or in its parts; hence we deny that 
forests and trees, mountains and rocks, oceans and lakes and streams, and animals 
are persons . . . We deny that any other terrestrial life form bears the image of 
God or is of equal value or priority with human beings (Matthew 10:29–31). 
(Cornwall Alliance, 2013) 
 

In the  “Cornwall Declaration of Environmental Stewardship” (2000), this privileging of 

humans is supported by the theological concept of Imago Dei and as such “Men and 

women were created in the image of God, given a privileged place among creatures, and 

commanded to exercise stewardship over the earth” (Cornwall Alliance, 2000). The 
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Answers in Genesis organization aligns itself with the Cornwall Alliance’s support for 

advantaging humanity over nature. Tom Hennigan, in an article for Answers in Genesis 

argues that “creation” was labeled as “very good” in Genesis not because of “man alone,” 

but “man” is the “crowning jewel of a bigger, integrated picture, which God pronounced 

‘very good’” (Hennigan, 2015). The American experience, for these groups, is still the 

pinnacle of Christendom, as established by God when the first Europeans arrived on the 

American continent, and therefore the wellbeing and progress of humanity must be top 

priority. Colleague Melinda Christian, in her work “Global Warming in Perspective” 

(2008), argues that the needs and wants of humans trump all other concerns: 

God did not create human beings merely to serve or “preserve” the earth. Rather, 
He made us in His image, as His highest creation, and He gave us the privilege 
and duty to glorify Him in everything we do, including managing the earth to 
make it more beautiful and productive. Just as God “planted a garden,” we want 
to be good gardeners, too. The earth was made as our dwelling place, and while it 
is our responsibility to maintain it, we must not place higher importance on the 
environment than on the people who inhabit it. (Christian, 2008) 
 

Avery Foley, in the Answers in Genesis article “Should We Take Care of the Earth?” 

(2016) continues this theme of elevating humans over nature: 

As Christians we must reject the view that nature should be worshipped and 
elevated above the well-being of mankind. We alone are made in God’s image 
(Genesis 1:27), giving us a special value that the rest of creation will never have. 
(Foley, 2016)  
 

Just as Lacey sought to promote benevolent attitudes, Foley is quick to make an aside that 

while humans are priority, this does not dictate that nature was “created simply and solely 

to serve our needs and wants,” as this mentality would be a “form of idolatry that 

glorifies and exalts mankind while devaluing the rest of God’s creation” (Foley). Foley 

also uses Hennigan’s terminology by calling humans the “final jewel of God’s ‘very 

good’ creation,” and by stating that the purpose of caring for this creation was to “bring 
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glory to the Creator” (Foley). Lacey concludes his depiction of “proper stewardship” by 

similarly arguing that “although we are to be wise stewards, we are not required to place 

animal and plant welfare above human needs” (Lacey).  

 Both the Cornwall Alliance and the Answers in Genesis organization additionally 

claim that stewardship provides the foundation for proper human relations. The 

“Cornwall Declaration of Environmental Stewardship” makes is clear that the “moral 

necessity of ecological stewardship” provides the best solution for societal structuring: 

Human understanding and control of natural processes empower people not only 
to improve the human condition but also to do great harm to each other, to the 
earth, and to other creatures. As concerns about the environment have grown in 
recent decades, the moral necessity of ecological stewardship has become 
increasingly clear . . . We aspire to a world in which right reason (including sound 
theology and the careful use of scientific methods) guides the stewardship of 
human and ecological relationships. (Cornwall Alliance, 2000) 
 

Both groups argue that these proper social relations allow for humanity to use nature to 

its fullest capabilities. The Cornwall Alliance asserted that the modern environmental 

movement limits the potential for nature to benefit humanity by arguing that humans can 

cause serious damage to nature: 

Many people mistakenly view humans as principally consumers and polluters 
rather than producers and stewards. Consequently, they ignore our potential, as 
bearers of God’s image, to add to the earth’s abundance. The increasing 
realization of this potential has enabled people in societies blessed with an 
advanced economy not only to reduce pollution, while producing more of the 
goods and services responsible for the great improvements in the human 
condition, but also to alleviate the negative effects of much past pollution. 
(Cornwall Alliance, 2000) 
 

The Cornwall Alliance is adamant that in light of this progress, humanity’s goal to better 

the land allows for a beautification of nature that extends it beyond its “natural” state. 

Even in this modern day, the Protestant community still seeks to realize a reincarnation of 

the New Eden, created through this betterment of the land. 
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 A final and crucial theological standard of both the Cornwall Alliance and 

Answers in Genesis organizations is pursuing a historical interpretation of Genesis and 

the “Fall” as a means to understanding the state of nature. While some factions of both 

organizations accept the concept of micro-evolution, macro-evolution (also referred to by 

these groups as “molecule-to-man” evolution) is seen as false and anti-biblical. The 

acceptance of macro-evolution, according to these groups, refutes the concept of Imago 

Dei and the biblical creation story. Martin argues that the acceptance of evolution leads to 

tolerating other “false” environmental beliefs (Martin, 91). Martin is passionate in his 

belief that evolution poses a danger to Christianity, stating that “global warming is an 

arena where the battle between biblical truth and evolutionary untruths is currently raging 

and it will affect everyone in very practical ways” (Martin, 92).  

 This dismissal of macro-evolution is accompanied by an assertion that the 

Genesis account is historical and inerrant. While humanity might have the ability to better 

the environment, any human-caused environmental damages is linked to sin introduced 

by the historical “Fall.” Answers in Genesis author Avery Foley argues that the origin of 

our environmental problems, including pollution, extinction, and deforestation, lies in the 

Genesis “curse,” after which our stewardship mentalities became distorted by 

“selfishness, greed, apathy, [and] laziness” (Foley). His colleague Tom Hennigan 

similarly agues that modern environmental problems are an indication of the Fall and a 

lack of Christian morals: 

Today’s environmental issues are symptoms of a much more tragic situation. Man 
no longer trusts or depends on Jesus to navigate his way through life. Instead 
pantheism, biocentrism, and evolutionary atheism are at the heart of the 
environmentalism movement. Many “exchange the truth of God for a lie” and 
worship created things rather than the Creator Christ (Romans 1:25). The injustice 
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is not against the planet; it is against a holy God. As a result, He must pour out 
His wrath against all of this ungodliness. (Hennigan) 
 

The Cornwall Alliance, in “The Biblical Perspective of Environmental Stewardship,” 

asserted that “man is accountable to God’s judgment in all he does with the Earth” 

(Cornwall Alliance, 2013). The worst damages to the environment, however, are not the 

physical damages, but instead the spiritual “pollution:” 

We affirm that when the Bible speaks of God’s judgment on human societies 
because they have “polluted the land,” the “pollution” in mind is consistently not 
chemical or biological but moral—the pollution of idolatry, adultery, murder, 
oppression of the weak, and other violations of the moral law of God expressed in 
the Ten Commandments (Psalm 106:38; Jeremiah 3:1–10; 16:18). (Cornwall 
Alliance, 2013) 
 

While humanity has the potential to provide environmental care, both groups assert that 

humanity’s “fallen nature” must be in constant check. Humanity at its best, when 

following biblical mandates, allows for proper scientific progress and economic 

flourishing. At its worst, humanity has accepted for anti-biblical concepts such as macro-

evolution and climate change and has therefore endangered the state of Christianity in the 

world.  

STATE OF NATURE 
 
 The perception of the state of nature by the Cornwall Alliance and the Answers in 

Genesis organization is complex. The state of natural cycles, order, etc. is perceived as 

perfect as it is the creation of a perfect God. The Cornwall Alliance argues  

That the Earth and all its physical and biological systems are the effects of God’s 
omniscient design, omnipotent creation and faithful sustaining, and that when 
God completed His creative work it was “very good” (Genesis 1:31). (Cornwall 
Alliance, 2013)  
 

In this understanding of perfection, these organizations further determine that it is 

impossible for human activity to disrupt environmental balances. While humans can 
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cause certain environmental damages, nothing long term or immense, such as climate 

change, is possible. As a result of the creation of this perfect system, humans are 

mandated by God to participate in this system through stewardship. The best state of 

nature is ordered by God, and subsequently organized by humans. Wilderness and 

disordered nature was not God’s original intent in creation, and is instead a result of the 

Fall and subsequent curse. Nature in a state of wilderness is a remnant of sin. According 

to the Cornwall Alliance, nature’s spiritual potential is only accessible through the aid of 

humanity: 

Many people believe that “nature knows best,” or that the earth—untouched by 
human hands—is the ideal. Such romanticism leads some to deify nature or 
oppose human dominion over creation. Our position, informed by revelation and 
confirmed by reason and experience, views human stewardship that unlocks the 
potential in creation for all the earth’s inhabitants as good. (Cornwall Alliance, 
2000) 
 

As I have shown, this desire to eradicate the wilderness in favor of an ordered nature, 

under the control and use of a proper Christian society, has long been ingrained into the 

American Protestant experience. The Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis suppose 

that modern environmental movements, especially those focused on evolution, provide a 

faulty view of nature that does not demand order.  

Both organizations stress the importance of understanding that nature and 

humanity’s stewardship post should not dominate Christian theology. The majority of 

participants of these two organizations hold the eschatological view of premillennialism. 

Premillennialism is the belief that the “second coming” of Jesus Christ will occur before 

a literal thousand-year ruling and control of Jerusalem by Christ. Adherents to this 

doctrine support the belief that the second coming will result in rapture of humanity and 

an eventual miraculous restoration of a “new earth.” Some premillennialism adherents 
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thus have a history of being apathetic towards bettering the environment, as it would 

eventually be irrelevant. As Melinda Christian explains:  

God’s Word tells us about a “new heaven and a new earth” that He is planning for 
His people, free of sin and the Curse. Our current environmental problems are 
serious and worth further thought and action, but the Bible puts all such issues 
into proper perspective. While we need to behave wisely in the fleeting moments 
we have on this earth, a much greater change is coming, one that should modify 
our behavior—the “global warming” described in 2 Peter 3:10. (Christian, 2008)14  
 

As seen in Christian’s work, the state of nature is prominent in this religious mindset only 

for its representation of humanity’s relationship with God and its representation of a 

“fallen” world. Many of the colonial and historical predecessors discussed in this work 

adhered to the postmillennialism doctrine, in which the new kingdom would first be 

realized in Earth prior to Christ’s return. However, both the historical and modern 

religious leaderships focus on the prioritizing of humanity over nature, and the 

condemnation of the wilderness, despite their theological variance in the role of Christ’s 

arrival and the arrival of the Kingdom of God.  

GOD’S ROLE IN NATURE 
 
 One critical aspect of the theological principles of these two organizations is the 

assertion that God, as “Creator,” is separate from creation. In both groups and among 

many Protestants, there exists an adamant rejection of environmentalism as it supports an 

impersonal and chance driven nature and is therefore atheistic. This interpretation of 

                                                
14 In their article “Why conservative Christians don’t believe in climate change,” Bernard Zaleha 
and Andrew Szasz explain that evangelical “belief in ‘end times’ apocalypticism . . . makes it 
pointless to worry about global warming and other environmental problems.” (Zaleha and Szasz, 
2015).  
2 Peter 3:10, “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away 
with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything that 
is done on it will be disclosed.” Translation taken from Fully Revised Fourth Edition The New 
Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version.  
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environmentalism is further defended by both organizations perception of the 

omnipotence of God, Subsequently, they strive to avoid any relationship with nature 

religions as they are believed to be “pagan” and therefore anti-Christian. 

In Tom Hennigan’s article, he argues that a proper reading of Genesis reveals that 

“the first biblical basis for creation care is the fact that God is distinct from all creation, 

including human beings” (Hennigan). God is separated from nature, but has complete 

control over a perfect and divinely-sustained Earth: 

We affirm that by God’s design Earth and its physical and biological systems are 
robust, resilient, and self-correcting. We deny that they are fragile . . . We deny, 
due to God’s faithfulness to His covenant, in which He proclaimed, after the 
Flood, that He would sustain the cycles on which terrestrial life depends for as 
long as the Earth endures (Genesis 8:22), that God’s curse on the Earth negates 
either the dominion mandate (Genesis 1:28) or the robustness and self-correcting 
resilience of the God-sustained Earth. (Cornwall Alliance, 2013) 
 

The role of God in nature also figures prominently in both groups’ discussions of the 

“Fall.” As sin figures prominently in their perceptions of nature, both argue that these 

troubles with nature are a justifiable punishment by God. Therefore, while nature is 

“fallen” due to humanity’s sins, God is still singularly in control: 

We affirm that in response to man’s sin God cursed the ground so that it would 
not, as before sin, yield easily even to godly dominion/cultivation, let alone to 
ungodly, abusive domination (Genesis 3:17–19), and indeed subjected the whole 
cosmos to decay and corruption until He restores it partially in history by 
obedience to the dominion mandate (Genesis 1:28), whether by the unregenerate 
through common grace (Matthew 7:11) or by the regenerate through special grace 
(Romans 8:18–24) , and fully in the New Heavens and New Earth of the eschaton 
(Revelation 21:1–3, 22–27; 22:1–5), all secured by the redeeming work of Christ 
(Colossians 1:14–20). (Cornwall Alliance, 2013) 

 

MODERN CONCERNS 
 
 Since their formation, both the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis have 

promoted their notions of stewardship in the modern public sphere while simultaneously 
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defending their image. Both are adamant that various secular industries and organizations 

misrepresent them as anti-environmental. Answers in Genesis contributor Troy Lacey 

claims that various oppositional groups have constructed a public prejudice against them 

due to their Christian principles. Lacey argues that “Bible-believing Christians are often 

falsely accused of being anti-earth because [they] believe that God gave mankind 

dominion over the earth as stated in Genesis 1:28 and implied again in Genesis 9:1–2 

after the Flood” (Lacey). Lacey is adamant that Christianity, as presented in this 

stewardship model, is environmentally concerned in its proper state: 

In some cases, the belief by Christians that in part nature is resilient and self-
correcting because the Creator designed the earth’s ecosystems to be adaptable, 
has been misconstrued by some as indifference or even hostility to the 
environment. That is a false characterization, and it is not (and should not be) 
used as an excuse for wanton destruction of natural resources. (Lacey) 
 

In their document, “An Open Letter on Climate Change to the People, their Local 

Representatives, the State Legislatures and Governors, the Congress, and the President of 

the United States of America” (2015), the Cornwall Alliance similarly states their 

concern that the media is defacing their stewardship doctrine, especially with regards to 

their beliefs on climate change: 

We call on the news media both to resist demands by climate alarmists to conform 
their coverage of climate science and policy to any consensus that human activity 
is causing dangerous climate change and to refuse to characterize those who 
challenge any such consensus on scientific grounds as “deniers,” a pejorative term 
incompatible with rational, open, respectful discussion of scientific issues. 
(Cornwall Alliance, 2015) 

 
In that same letter, the Cornwall Alliance asserts that “human-induced climate change, 

also known as anthropogenic global warming (AGW), is real” (Cornwall Alliance, 2015). 

Note that for these groups, however, climate change exists only at a small scale, and is 

not global. 
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In accordance with their belief in an omnipotent God’s control of the natural 

systems, both organizations assert that modern environmental dilemmas are exaggerated. 

Some of these exaggerated issues include human made global warming, overpopulation, 

and rampant species loss and extinction. Answers in Genesis contributor Rod Martin 

formulates the thesis of his article, “A Proposed Bible-Science Perspective on Global 

Warming” (2002), based on this assertion. He argues that 

The Bible provides sufficient counsel to enable Christians to evaluate the claims 
of global warming and arrive at a confident position that is in accord with real 
science. The contention that man’s activities are causing global warming, as 
described in the media and by its advocates, is a myth. There is no reason either 
biblically or scientifically to fear the exaggerated and misguided claims of 
catastrophe as a result of increasing levels of man-made carbon dioxide (CO2). 
(Martin, 2002, 91) 
 

Martin argues that many of the debates surrounding modern environmental, such as 

global warming and deforestation, have yet to be concluded and offer multiple 

interpretations. For instance, Martin maintains that deforestation can provide benefits to 

humanity as it allows land to be converted to more “useful” areas (Martin, 92-4). 

However, he asserts that this should not encourage “wanton destruction of forests for 

short-term economic benefit” (Martin, 94). The Cornwall Alliance similarly contends that 

human-induced damage to the environment has been exaggerated, and instead humanity 

has bettered the environment: 

The past millennium brought unprecedented improvements in human health, 
nutrition, and life expectancy, especially among those most blessed by political 
and economic liberty and advances in science and technology . . . At the same 
time, however, certain misconceptions about nature and science, coupled with 
erroneous theological and anthropological positions, impede the advancement of a 
sound environmental ethic. In the midst of controversy over such matters, it is 
critically important to remember that while passion may energize environmental 
activism, it is reason—including sound theology and sound science—that must 
guide the decision-making process. (Cornwall Alliance, 2000) 
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Contributor Foley agrees with the Cornwall Alliance, and concludes that many 

environmentalists “seek to protect earth from humans, regardless of the cost to mankind” 

(Foley). While these modern fears and concerns are beyond the scope of those historical 

predecessors discussed in the earlier portions of this work, we can see a clear evolution of 

the theological standards established by these early religious leaders informing this 

modern community in their determined stances regarding these modern dilemmas. 

Humanity is both elevated to the pinnacle of creation, but is still subservient to the wills 

and powers of an omnipotent God, who controls all aspects of nature.  

CORNWALL ALLIANCE: SOCIAL JUSTICE AND ECONOMICS 
 

Both organizations have extended these modern uses of old theological standards 

to a variety of contemporary social problems. The standards set by the early American 

religious leaders are seen as apart from time, and are relevant to Christian societies of all 

eras. For the Cornwall Alliance, certain facets of modern environmentalism are the 

source of social disparity due to its proposed restrictions on fossil fuels and limiting 

freedom of business progress for poorer communities, both local and global. As a result, 

the Cornwall Alliance states that social justice is one of their top priorities. The Cornwall 

Alliance includes this notion of social inequality in most of their documents:  

We affirm that environmental policies that address relatively minor risks while 
harming the poor—such as opposition to the use of abundant, affordable, reliable 
energy sources like fossil fuels in the name of fighting global warming; the 
suppression of the use of safe, affordable, and effective insecticides like DDT to 
reduce malaria in the name of protecting biodiversity; and the conversion of vast 
amounts of corn and other agricultural products into engine fuel in the name of 
ecological protection—constitutes oppression of the world’s poor. We deny that 
the policies named, and many others like them, are morally justified. (Cornwall 
Alliance, 2013) 

 



 71 

They assert that the risks of expanding fossil fuel usage do not compare to the economic 

damage that might occur within the lower classes and the poor:  

The poor, whether in America or elsewhere, will suffer most from such policies . . 
. The risks of poverty and misguided energy policies that would prolong it far 
outweigh the risks of climate change . . . By using fossil fuels to generate energy 
to lift billions of God’s precious children out of poverty, we liberate from the 
tomb of the earth the carbon dioxide on which plants and therefore all the rest of 
life depend. This beautifully reveals the Creator’s wisdom and care for all of His 
creation—people, animals, plants, and the earth itself. (Cornwall Alliance, 2015) 
 

For the Cornwall Alliance, only if society were to affirm the “Creator/creature 

distinction” and embrace biblical scripture can “human dignity, freedom, and justice” be 

sustained (2013).  

 As seen in these texts, economics is closely related to social justice for the 

Cornwall Alliance. The Cornwall Alliance believes that relying on a smaller central 

government coupled with stronger local governments provides the best solution to 

reaching their economic and stewardship goals: 

We aspire to a world in which the relationships between stewardship and private 
property are fully appreciated, allowing people’s natural incentive to care for their 
own property to reduce the need for collective ownership and control of resources 
and enterprises, and in which collective action, when deemed necessary, takes 
place at the most local level possible . . . We aspire to a world in which 
widespread economic freedom—which is integral to private, market economies— 
makes sound ecological stewardship available to ever greater numbers. (Cornwall 
Alliance, 2000) 
 

The Cornwall Alliance also denies that any form of economic system other than 

capitalism will uphold their religious beliefs and succeed in economic prosperity 

(Cornwall Alliance, 2013). The Cornwall Alliance is thus adamant that, with a strict 

following of their stewardship doctrine and capitalistic practices, those dilemmas they 

perceive as social injustices can be rectified.  
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ANSWERS IN GENESIS: CONCERN ABOUT “NATURE RELIGIONS” 
 
 Although at times concerned with economic and social justice issues, Answers in 

Genesis’s primary focus is the rise of what they define as “nature religions” and the 

dangers they pose to Christianity, especially in education. The organization argues that 

many forms of secular, modern environmentalism support various forms of atheism, 

pantheism, panentheism, and animism, and as a result threaten to harm the Christianity 

community in America. In Tom Hennigan’s article for Answers in Genesis, “Caring 

About Creation for the Right Reasons,” he discusses his life’s journey in denouncing his 

former biocentric and ecocentric worldviews and adopting theocentrism (Hennigan).15 He 

argues that refusing theocentrism is a form of anthropocentric idolatry. Foley asserts that 

their definition of stewardship should evoke a desire to worship the Creator, and not 

support a greater concern for nature as opposed to God. He explains that “sadly, many 

people have this backwards, honoring and giving reverence to the creation, worshipping 

it rather than the Creator. God’s Word describes this as ‘[exchanging] the truth of God for 

the lie’” (Foley).16 This fear of “nature religions” parallels the assertion of many in the 

Protestant community that America must be defined as a strictly Christian nation, and, 

from its inception, is the stronghold for the pinnacle of Christendom. Just as T. Harriot, J. 

Cotton, and the other early religious leadership contended that God had ordered 

American colonialism in order to provide a place for the realization of a new Christian 

order, many modern leaders of the Protestant community, especially in the stewardship 

                                                
15 Biocentrism traditionally focuses on the biosphere, or living entities, while ecocentrism focuses 
on ecosystems, or on the global ecosystem as a whole. Theocentrism demands that God must be 
the central focus of all social, academic, and concerns.  
16 Foley is paraphrasing Romans 1:25 in this quote.  
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movement, still uphold the belief of a divine providence backing the American 

experiment, and maintain that it is grounded solely in a Christian foundation.   

 In order to fully understand the concerns of the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in 

Genesis, it is illustrative to examine the rhetoric of the two leaders of the groups, E. 

Calvin Breisner and Ken Ham. 

CASE STUDIES 

E. CALVIN BREISNER  
 
 E. Calvin Breisner, PhD., is the leading spokesperson for the Cornwall Alliance.17 

He is a former associate professor of the Knox Theological Seminary (2000-2008) and 

Covenant College (1992-2000). He is an elder and on the pastoral staff of the Holy 

Trinity Presbyterian Church in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida. He taught courses on topics such 

as church history, ethics, apologetics, logic, systematic theology, and on interdisciplinary 

studies that included economic, government, and public policy issues. Today, he is the 

public face for the Cornwall Alliance.  

“GODLY DOMINION VS. ENVIRONMENTALISM: REDUCING POVERTY, 
RESTORING LIBERTY, AND RENEWING HUMAN DIGNITY BY RECLAIMING THE 
BLESSINGS OF GENESIS 1:28” 
 
 Breisner frequently attends churches across the United States as a guest lecturer. 

One of his more popular speeches was “Godly Dominion vs. Environmentalism: 

Reducing Poverty, Restoring Liberty, and Renewing Human Dignity by Reclaiming the 

Blessings of Genesis 1:28.”18 In his introduction to this lecture, he defined proper 

                                                
17 All basic biographical information on E. Calvin Breisner is taken from his website. 
http://ecalvinbeisner.com/  
18 This version of the speech was presented the “Myth Taken” conference in May 2015. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=33_dCM1HyNg This website also provided a link to the PDF 
copy of the lecture.  
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stewardship as the acceptance of the dominion rhetoric of Genesis 1:28. He argued that 

this passage supports a “biblical environmental stewardship” that assumed people “[were] 

made in the image of God,” “reflect[ed] God’s own creativity,” “work[ed] together to 

enhance the fruitfulness, beauty, and safety of the Earth, for the glory of God and the 

good of [their] neighbors,” and “thus [tied] together the two Great Commandments to 

love God and love [their] neighbor.” Breisner further defined this mandate as requiring 

humanity to “[guard] and [improve] the Garden of Eden,” and to “multiply, spread out 

from the Garden,” and “turn wilderness into garden,” a language very reminiscent of both 

early colonial justification literature and latter religious-oriented uses of the “Manifest 

Destiny” doctrine. Breisner argued that this “godly dominion” brought about economic 

prosperity in America:  

The astonishing increase in yield came from our exercising godly dominion over 
the soil through better methods of cultivations, fertilization, and irrigation; over 
the weeds, insects, and diseases, through herbicides, insecticides, and fungicides; 
and even over the very wheat grains themselves, through careful breeding and, 
recently, genetic engineering. (Breisner)  
 

Breisner adamantly asserted that the modern environmental movement undermines this 

Genesis mandate and robs us of natural blessings that have been divinely gifted to 

humanity. He feared that the “the Green movement threatens to trap the poor in poverty 

and rob people of property rights by touting false or exaggerated claims of eco-disaster, 

creating constantly expanding, oppressive government while weakening sovereign states 

by pushing us toward global government.”  

Breisner focuses most of his work with the Cornwall Alliance on the assumption 

that the environmental crisis has led to a spiritual war within Christianity. In this lecture, 

Breisner addressed this crisis by attributing its origins to Lynn White Jr.’s famous work. 
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Breisner argued that his influence has “transform[ed] man’s role from ruler to slave of the 

Earth.” He contended that those Christian groups who accepted White’s critiques and 

attempted to reform the Christian tradition “have borrowed, without discernment, from a 

broader worldview, not recognizing it as a part of a spiritual world war focused on 

undermining faith in Genesis 1:27 and 28.” Breisner declared in this lecture that he was 

concerned for the state of the faiths of those Christians who denied his form of 

stewardship:19  

While I would certainly not say that evangelical proponents of creation care 
intentionally misinterpret Genesis 1:28, I’m convinced that their mistaken 
understandings arise partly because they have borrowed, without discernment, 
from a broader worldview heavily shaped by the environmental and population 
control movements. (Breisner)20  
 

Breisner asserted that environmentalism is a “full-blown religion,” and has “its own 

doctrines of God, creation, humanity, sin, and salvation.” Breisner formatted this thesis in 

light of this fear of “nature religion:” 

It is also, in my estimation, the greatest threat to the survival of Western 
civilization and its institutions of the Rule of Law, government by consent of the 
governed, and the protection—however incomplete and flawed—of God-given 
rights to life, to religious and civil and economic liberty, and to property. It is a 
threat greater than the Marxist secularism that spawned the Cold War, greater 
than the Secular Humanism that has now all but disappeared (except in American 
government-school education), overwhelmed by a vaguely defined “spirituality” 
all over the West characterized by imported spiritualities of the East; resurgent 
spiritualities of the ancient Near East, classical Greece and Rome, and pagan 

                                                
19 Breisner traced what he contends was the rise of anti-Christian environmentalism through brief 
examinations of certain key historical figures. He first argued that Thomas Robert Malthus, with 
his 1859 work An Essay on the Principle of Population, normalized population controls and 
eventual pro-choice mentalities that rejected the biblical mandate of “multiplying.” He next 
moved on to Charles Darwin, whom Breisner condemns for his theory of evolution and the 
resulting eugenics movement. Breisner further discussed the eugenics movement through his 
critique of Francis Galton and Margaret Sanger. Breisner next criticized what he labeled as the 
perverse sexual revolution encouraged by figures such as John Dewey and Hugh Hefner. He then 
condemned Rachel Carson’s famous 1962 work Silent Spring for her influence on the modern 
environmental movement. 
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Europe; and the hybrid novel spiritualities of Jungian psychology; greater than 
radical Islam with its jihad. (Breisner) 
 

Breisner asserted that this “religion” lead to the acceptance of other “sins” in America, 

and “the result has been the tragic undermining of human dignity and the growing 

prevalence of all kinds of depravity, including abortion and euthanasia, which attack the 

sanctity of human life, and homosexuality, which attacks the God-ordained sexual 

differences and roles of human life.” Breisner argued that the Cornwall Alliance’s 

stewardship program will successfully fight against these issues and encourage a healthy 

relationship between humanity and the environment. Breisner concluded that to restore 

the proper teaching of the “blessings” of Genesis 1:28, humanity must exercise a “wise, 

courageous, powerful spiritual warfare” and tear down “ideological strongholds” and take 

“every thought captive to the obedience of Christ.”21  

DAVID KNIGHT INTERVIEW, DECEMBER 4TH, 2015 
 

In a radio interview with David Knight on December 4th, 2015, Breisner further 

explored the modern American environmental debate. Breisner assured Knight and his 

audience that the Cornwall Alliance based their mission on a proper understanding of the 

bible, history, and economics. He argued that the organization is focused on eliminating 

poverty through two avenues: first, through bettering social circumstances by 

encouraging limited government, rule of law, and free enterprise; and second, 

encouraging access to abundant, affordable energy. Breisner was adamant that the best 

way to help aid those living in poverty is by allowing them to use cheap energy (fossil 

fuels). He argued that those American politicians who sought to limit fossil fuel use 

condemned those in poverty to remain in poverty. He argued that the best way to be 
                                                
21 In this last quote, Breisner is paraphrasing 2 Corinthians 10:5.  
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environmentally friendly is through wealth acquisition, and explained that “as you get 

wealthier, you become more concerned about making sure that you’re clean and 

healthful, and safe, and you are not only concerned about it but you can do [something 

about it].”  

Breisner continued his interview by condemning Pope Francis’s declaration to 

dismiss the “subjugation language” regarding nature, and stated that “what you are seeing 

[with the Pope] is the fruit of Christians or professed Christians really giving way to the 

secular world around us and adopting their values instead of Biblical values.” He argued 

that the problems created by the current Pope included not only an acceptance of a global, 

“socialist” regime, but also a “pagan, Gaian” worldview.  

Breisner, in a reference to Thomas Hobbes, concluded that “life is solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish and short,” and therefore a life in complete unity with nature was not only 

anti-Christian but simply not possible. He rejected, however, that Christianity supports an 

understanding of “dominion” as allowing the “raping” of the planet, but instead that 

“godly dominion” mandates that men and women, “created in God’s image,” should 

labor “together to enhance the fruitfulness and the beauty and the safety of earth to the 

glory of God and the benefit of our neighbors.” For Breisner, the pursuit of economic 

acquisition and social stability, coupled with theocentric and anthropocentric ideologies, 

is the best way to pursue proper relations with the environment. His work is most 

reflective of those early colonial justification and moral settlement literature in which 

economic success was an integral part of a successfully realized Christian society. Any 

perceived denunciation of the American experiment as Christian, therefore, would lead to 
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both the harm of the nature (which is in need of Christian dominion) and loss in 

economic success.  

KEN HAM 
 

Ken Ham is the founder, president, and current CEO of the Answers in Genesis 

organization.22 A self-proclaimed “biblical apologist,” he founded the organization in 

1994 with “the purpose of upholding the authority of the Bible from the very first verse.” 

He received his BS in applied science at the Queensland Institute of Technology, in 

Australia, and has since earned his GDipEd (Graduate Diploma in Education) from the 

University of Queensland, Australia and has been awarded four honorary doctorates from 

various American universities. The primary focus of his work is the interpretation of 

Genesis, and how, as he claims, compromising on Genesis “has opened a dangerous door 

regarding how the culture and church view biblical authority.” While he is a regular 

lecturer at various churches, Ham in known for focusing on the reformation of the 

education system and for targeting students with his organization’s message.  

BILL NYE DEBATE, FEBRUARY 4TH, 2014 
 

The most famous and publicized speech given by Ham was in his debate with Bill 

Nye at the Answer in Genesis’ Creation Museum, who for many years starred in an 

educational show as the “Science Guy” on PBS. As Ham’s mission focuses so heavily on 

education, the debate of these two men concentrated primarily on what constituted a 

“proper education” for children regarding the theory of evolution. Ham maintained that 

                                                
22 All basic biographical information and quotes from Ken Ham are taken from his website. 
https://answersingenesis.org/bios/ken-ham/  
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“secularists” have hijacked the term “science.”23 Ham was adamant that teachers and the 

broader educational system are indoctrinating students in the public school system 

through this “faulty” misrepresentation of science. He argued that science has become a 

battleground in which interpretations of the past are debated. He insisted that he and Nye 

differ in what they argue are their “starting points” when considering the past. For Ham, 

he claimed his starting point was God, and therefore theocentric, while Nye began with 

“man.”  

 The Answers in Genesis organization is famous for its rejection of 

macroevolution and its promotion of “creationism,” which supports the theory of an 

“intelligent designer” based on a strict interpretation of the Genesis account of creation.24 

In this debate, Ham showed no hesitation in claiming that the Bible is a reliable source 

for interpreting modern scientific dilemmas:  

Now, when you think about the debate topic, and what I’ve learned concerning 
creation, if our origins or historical science is based on the Bible, and the Bible’s 
account of origins, is true, then there should be predictions we can make from 
this, that we can test with observational science. And there are. For instance, 
based on the Bible we expect to find evidence confirming an intelligence 
produced life; evidence confirming after their Kind; the Bible says God made 
kinds of animals to reproduce after their Kind, and creationists actually agree that 
they came from some common ancestor kind, and so each kind produces its own, 
and not that one Kind changes into another. (Ham, 2014) 

 
Ham also claimed that the teaching of evolution has been used to further aid those 

“secularists” who seek to monopolize science: 

And here’s another problem that we’ve got. Not only has the word science been 
hijacked by secularists, I believe the word evolution has been hijacked, using 
what I call a bait and switch. Let me explain to you. The word evolution has been 
used in public school textbooks and documentaries and so on, and is used for 

                                                
23 The quotes from this debate are from the transcript provided by the Young Earth website. 
http://www.youngearth.org/ 
24 Note this “intelligent designer” is not a reference the specific theory of “intelligent design,” as 
popularized by the Discovery Institute.  
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observable changes which we would agree with, and then used for unobservable 
changes such as molecules-to-man. Let me explain to you what’s really going on, 
because I was a science teacher in the public schools, and I know what the 
students were taught, and I check the textbooks anyway, to know what they were 
taught. (Ham, 2014) 
 
In this debate, Ham asserted that his work reflects the proper form of Christianity. 

He argued that the organization take “Genesis as literal history, as Jesus did” (Ham, 

2014; Emphasis Ham’s). Ham maintained that his interpretation of Genesis is in 

accordance with Jesus’s reading and interpretation of Genesis: 

You know, not only is this an understanding of history to explain the geology, 
biology, astronomy and so on, necessary to connect the present with the past, but 
it’s also a foundation for our whole worldview. For instance, in Matthew 19, 
when Jesus was talking about marriage, he said, ‘Have you not read, that he who 
made them male and female?,’ and said, ‘For this cause a man shall leave his 
father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ 
He quoted from Genesis, as he taught history, from Genesis 1 and 2. God 
invented marriage, by the way, that’s where marriage comes from, and it is to be a 
man and a woman. Then, not only marriage, ultimately every single biblical 
doctrine of theology is directly or indirectly, is founded in Genesis. Why is there 
sin in the world? Genesis. Why is there death? Genesis.  Why do we wear 
clothes? Genesis. Why did Jesus die on the cross? Genesis. (Ham, 2014) 

 
Just as Breisner maintained, Ham similarly insisted that the environmental debate in 

America reflects a spiritual battle within Christianity. Ham argued that a refusal to 

interpret Genesis literally is a collapse in both biblical authority and Christian morality:  

See, the battle is really about authority. It’s more than just science or evolution or 
creation; it’s about who’s the authority in this world. Man or God?  If you start 
with naturalism, then what about morals? Who decides right and wrong? That’s 
subjective. Marriage—it’s whatever you want it to be. Let’s get rid of old people, 
I mean why not? I mean, they’re just animals, costing us a lot of money.  
Abortion—get rid of spare cats, get rid of spare kids, we’re all [just] animals. 
(Ham, 2014) 
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LECTURE: “THE GREAT DELUSION” 
  
 One of Ham’s most common lectures that he has given at churches is “The Great 

Delusion.”25 This lecture’s primary focus was on the spiritual battle that Ham contends 

has resulted from the environmental debate in America. He introduced this lecture by 

quoting 2 Thessalonians 2:11: “And for this reason God will send them a strong delusion, 

that they should believe the lie.” Ham asserted that this lie has taken the shape of 

environmentalism today, and that this “great lie has crept across this great nation,” and 

“has had evil consequences.” Ham also referenced Romans 1:18-32, and argued that the 

“sinful humanity” described in the Pauline letter was what America had become as a 

result of its rejection of biblical authority:26 

My assertion as you read Romans 1, as you are read I believe you are reading a 
description of the American culture in 2013 . . . in fact the wrath of God is 
revealed from heaven . . . it is my assertion that America is under judgment. 
(Ham, 2014) 

 
Ham argued that this rejection of biblical authority regarding to environmental issues and 

the interpretation of Genesis was the beginning of a “slippery slope” into more communal 

“sins.” Ham contended that America is “in the days of Noah,” and provided a graphic in 

which he listed the following as America’s sins resulting from this “slippery slope of 
                                                
25 This version of the speech was presented on May 27th, 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKqPyeXoSFI 
26 Romans 1:18-32: “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
wickedness of those who by their wickedness suppress the truth . . . Ever since the creation of the 
world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and 
seen through the things he has made . . . Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or birds or 
four-footed animals or reptiles . . . Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to 
impurity, to the degrading of their bodies among themselves . . . And since they did not see fit to 
acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind and to things that should not be done. 
They were filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice . . . They know God’s 
decree, that those who practice such things deserve to die—yet they not only do them but even 
applaud others who practice them.” Translation taken from Fully Revised Fourth Edition The 
New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version.  
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humanism:” removal of God from Pledge of Allegiance; removal of the “Cross” from 

public places; prayer excluded from public schools; no Christ in Christmas; gay marriage; 

no public nativity scenes; school violence; creationism out of public schools; family 

break-up; racism; homosexual behavior; no loving God in tragedy; euthanasia; abortion; 

pornography; and the removal of Ten Commandments from public spaces. Ham 

contended that to rectify this, America must support the notion that the “Founding 

Fathers” established America as a fundamentally Christian nation. He argued that then 

President Barak Obama was aiding in America’s decline, as he supported ideas such as a 

multi-faceted religious foundation for America, same sex marriage, and the rejection of 

funding for abstinence programs. In his discussion of President Obama’s position as head 

of the boy scouts, Ham argued that the president would force the organization to accept 

of homosexual scout leaders, which would then lead to the eventual mandate that 

churches must uphold homosexual marriages. Harm argued that this was not only a civil 

rights issue, but a behavioral and moral dilemma for America.  

 For Ham, Answers in Genesis is not simply an organization concerned with the 

interpretation of one book of the Bible. Ham firmly asserts that the future of America and 

its stability rests on its willingness to return to not only the biblical interpretation that his 

organization supports, but also its acceptance of a perspective of the environment that 

relies on biblical authority and Christian morality. Ham’s work clearly reflects 

similarities to both the colonial moral settlement literature and the Mathers’ use of 

scientific language and exploration in their theological determinations. How one 

understands the Genesis account, and, subsequently, treats and views the land, is the basis 

for the potential success or failure of a Christian America.  
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CONCLUSION: “RESISTING THE GREEN DRAGON” 
 
 When recalling a conversation he had with W. H. Auden, ethicist William F. May 

said that the famous poet once proclaimed that “in Europe, nature is an animal to be 

trained; in America, a dragon to be slain” (May, 2001, 101). Fifty years after this 

observation, both the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis have fully realized this 

symbolic attribution. In 2012, led by Breisner, the Cornwall Alliance began working on 

its magnum opus, a compilation of lectures and speeches outlining their interpretation of 

stewardship that they hoped to sell to churches and homeschool programs. They dubbed 

the series “Resisting the Green Dragon.” Once completed, Answers in Genesis provided 

their support and began to promote and sell the work on their own website. Both 

organizations now use the rhetoric of the “Green Dragon” to denote the modern 

movement of environmentalism that they have deemed to be anti-Christian and 

destructive to our American way of life. In the introductory video of the series, it is 

argued that the “Green Dragon is seducing [our] children in their classrooms and popular 

culture.” Not only are schools and children perceived to be at threat. The introduction 

argues that the Green Dragon’s “lust for political power” has reached the “highest levels” 

of our government and “millions have fallen prey to its deception.”  

 To best understand this strain of evangelical Protestant response to the 

environment, it is imperative to appreciate the complexity of the system of theological 

and social beliefs that inform their definition of stewardship, and the greater historical 

community and narrative in which it is participating. It is a common mistake to label 

groups such as the Cornwall Alliance and Answers in Genesis as ignorant or backwards, 

or assert that they are “anti-environmental.” That is not the case. These groups maintain a 
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perspective of environmental care that is influenced by a long, multifaceted theological 

history. They are not “anti-environment,” but are instead dedicated to an understanding of 

stewardship that mandates both theocentric and anthropocentric ideologies. Both groups 

ardently believe that they are fighting a spiritual battle, in which the soul of America is 

being threatened by a “Green Dragon.”  

If one is to appropriately debate these groups’ approaches to proper Christian 

responses to the environment, or if the participants of these respective groups are to better 

understand their own doctrine, discussion must acknowledge that the Cornwall Alliance 

and Answers in Genesis organizations maintain that they are not only fighting for a 

biblically correct and righteous interpretation of environmentalism, but they are also 

fighting for the stability of their desired society and culture. Furthermore, their 

theological doctrine must be demystified, and given temporal grounding in their historical 

contexts. The modern stewardship movement has not sporadically awakened with the 

modern Evangelical political movement, nor has it been a constant fundamental of 

Christianity. It is a uniquely American experience, driven by the relationship between the 

American Protestant community’s relationship with the land and expansion, its religious 

culture, and its changing political situation over several centuries.  
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