
Does the environment go better with God, to borrow an old advertising line
from the makers of Coke? Roughly 50 years ago, the historian of science Lynn
White Jr. answered that question in the negative in a Science magazine article
titled “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.” As Mark R. Stoll observes
in “Inherit the Holy Mountain” (a title taken from the book of Isaiah), White was
himself a Christian whose father taught ethics at a Presbyterian seminary. But
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The Elect and the Environment
Theodore Roosevelt was raised as a Presbyterian. So was John Muir—and John Denver, for
that matter.
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White’s background did not prevent him from concluding that the Christian
understanding of humanity—that we are not part of nature but have dominion
over it—was responsible for the modern West’s ruthless attitude toward nature.
In White’s own words, “Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood
of indifference to the feelings of natural objects.”

If White’s verdict gave environmentalists reason
to disparage the Christian West, today some of the
most vocal support for protecting the earth is
coming from Christians. Pope Francis’ recent
encyclical, “Laudato Si,” is a notable indication of
Christian sensitivity to the environment and a

recognition of stewardship as basic to Christian ethics. Even before the papal
encyclical, Protestants in the United States were supplying Christian rationales
for “creation care.” In 2006, for instance, the National Council of Churches (the
mainline Protestant ecumenical body) resolved that “the rapidly expanding
dimensions of (human) ‘dominion’ over the earth and its physical resources call
for new and deeper commitment to the Christian doctrine of stewardship.” That
same year, an “Evangelical Climate Initiative” called for a reduction of “global
warming pollution to help mitigate the impacts of climate change.” As Mr. Stoll
recently wrote in an op-ed for the Washington Post, the pope was simply
bringing modern environmentalism back to its “religious and moral . . . roots.”

Mr. Stoll likewise sees little conflict between traditional Christian teachings and
modern environmentalism. Not only does he ignore White’s provocative and
widely disseminated claim, but he ups the ante by asserting that Calvinism, of all
Christian traditions, provided America with its foundation for
environmentalism. This is the Calvinism that some have argued broke decisively
with the sacred cosmology of the medieval world by disenchanting the universe
and secularizing work and technology, thus opening the floodgates of global
capitalism. In contrast, Mr. Stoll creates a narrative of environmentalism with
Calvinism at the center, yoking together a remarkable range of figures—from
painters to pop stars—who drew on Calvinism to advocate better care for nature.

The book starts with Thomas Cole’s landscape painting “The Oxbow” (1836), a
depiction of the Connecticut River Valley in Northampton, Mass. This was the
painting that launched the landscape tradition in American art, which included
Frederic Edwin Church, Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Moran, Georgia O’Keeffe and
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Ansel Adams. Because Cole, according to Mr. Stoll, was a “deeply” religious man,
the painter’s performance becomes the book’s hinge for unraveling Puritanism’s
influence on environmentalism. Here John Calvin’s notion of the universe as a
“dazzling theater” of divine glory functions as the doctrinal basis for inhabiting
the natural world respectfully.

Another important contribution of Puritanism, according to Mr. Stoll, was the
planning and development of towns that reflected commitments to the common
good and a modest use of natural resources. The ideal of the New England village
as a planned community set within the region’s natural beauty in turn spawned
programs of agricultural improvement, urban parks and forest conservation. Mr.
Stoll traces the origins of a national agricultural bureau and of the 1862 Morrill
Land-Grant to Congregationalist understandings of stewardship, as he does
such city beautification projects as New York City’s Central Park (1857),
co-designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, who came of age in a Hartford
Congregationalist church.

Once Puritanism and its descendants faded from prominence, Calvinism’s
understanding of the natural world passed to Presbyterians, who led the late
19th-century conservation movement and the creation of the national park
system. John Muir, the naturalist responsible for founding the Sierra Club in
1892, was a lapsed Presbyterian who, in Mr. Stoll’s estimate, sermonized through
the preservation of natural beauty. So, too, the administrations of four
Presbyterian-raised presidents— Benjamin Harrison, Grover Cleveland,
Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson—used the Interior Department to
enact a series of policies to preserve the nation’s natural resources. According to
Mr. Stoll, “Presbyterian determination to conquer avarice and save society,
rather than Congregational reverence for the New England town, gave the
nation its national conservation and preservation laws.”

Presbyterians lost their place in national policy debates later in the 20th
century, but they continued to be prominent in the post-World War II
environmental movement. Mr. Stoll notes some figures who carried on the
Calvinist tradition of ecology: the singer John Denver, who attended a
Presbyterian church as a boy and whose most popular songs celebrated nature;
John McPhee, a lapsed Presbyterian who writes extensively about nature for the
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New Yorker (and elsewhere); and, yes, Lynn White Jr., the Presbyterian who
warned against Christian justifications for industrialism’s wastefulness.

Trying to reconcile White and Mr. Stoll on Christianity’s role in the West’s
understanding of the natural world may be a task best left to graduate-school
students. But that daunting task should not prevent readers from noticing the
audacity of ”Inherit the Holy Mountain.” In the last chapters of the book, Mr.
Stoll traces the effects of Baptist, Roman Catholic, Pentecostal and Jewish
attitudes toward nature and finds all of these outlooks to be “much more at ease
in a consumer society” and lacking the ability to weave “religion and the socio-
political order together on the bases of morality and equity.” Without the
seriousness and coherence supplied by Calvinists, Mr. Stoll believes, the
“environmental movement is weak, divided, and wandering in the wilderness.”

Church historians may be thrilled to read “Inherit the Holy Mountain” because
scholars so rarely feature denominational membership as a central aspect of
human motivation and personal identity. At the same time, contemporary
scholars have good reasons for discounting the influence of religion in peoples’
lives. Sometimes religion is not the sole motivation for a position or policy; at
other times, circumstances lend themselves more readily to taking actions based
religious idealism. Creating national parks in remote territories is one thing, but
regulating the oil industry at a time when the nation’s economy depends on
fossil fuel is an altogether different challenge that religion may not happily
resolve.

Even more challenging for Mr. Stoll is the question of whether Calvinism did
indeed justify an outlook that led to destructive economies and wasteful
practices. When a prominent figure in the environmentalist movement
contends, as Lynn White did, that Christianity justifies a disregard for nature,
pointing out the Calvinist backgrounds of various naturalists, landscape
architects and painters hardly disproves the charge. Had Mr. Stoll spent more
time showing the links between Calvinist beliefs and conservation rather than
tabulating the church-membership records of important Americans who
celebrated nature, he might have produced a convincing rejoinder to White. As it
stands, readers may have to wonder if Mark Stoll and Lynn White were looking
at the same Christianity.

—Mr. Hart teaches history at Hillsdale College and is the author, most recently, of
“Calvinism: A History.”
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