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Natural Hazards and Natural Evil
Nat u ral haz ards (earth quakes, vol ca nic erup tions, 

fire, floods, and storms) are part of the prob lem of
evil, or more par tic u larly, part of the prob lem of
“nat u ral evil.” Such poten tially destruc tive events
have been under stood theo log i cally in a vari ety of
ways. Within the his tory of Chris tian reflec tion on
the prob lem of evil, “nat u ral evil” has been viewed
as a con se quence of the fall of free moral beings, or
as part of the very good cre ation intended by God.1
Also impor tant in shap ing Chris tian views on “nat -
u ral evil” has been the place of the nat u ral world in
the escha to log i cal vision. 

Paul Santmire traces three prom i nent met a phors
in Chris tian the ol ogy: (1) the met a phor of ascent,
(2) the met a phor of fecun dity, and (3) the met a phor
of migra tion to a good land.2 In the first metaphor,
human ity is called not only upward toward God
but “above and beyond the world of nature, in
order to enter into com mu nion or union with God
who is thought of as pure spirit.”3 The lat ter two
met a phors form the foun da tion for a less anthro po -
cen tric and more eco log i cal the ol ogy in which
human ity is redeemed with nature in the for ma tion
of a new heav ens and a new Earth. Related to these
escha to log i cal visions, and equally impor tant in
influ enc ing theo log i cal reflec tion on the human
rela tion ship to nature, is our under stand ing of what 
it means to exer cise domin ion as beings cre ated in
the image of God.4

One pop u larly held view is that haz ard ous nat u -
ral events are reflec tions of the fallenness of the
cre ation. Nat u ral haz ards along with other unpleas -
ant or “untamed” aspects of nature are attrib uted to

the con se quences of Adam’s dis obe di ence. Human -
ity is thus placed in a posi tion of con flict with fallen
nature. The cre ation man date of domin ion becomes
a strug gle to con trol or sub ju gate the forces of
nature. Res o nating with com mon Amer i can cul -
tural val ues, this theo log i cal view expresses itself
by attempt ing to defy nat u ral forces through the
appli ca tion of tech nol ogy.

The view that nat u ral pro cesses are fallen, and
not part of God’s “very good” cre ation, how ever,
finds lit tle sup port in Scrip ture. Nat u ral events,
even destruc tive ones, are attrib uted solely to God’s
pur pose ful action. Such events are under stood in
Scrip ture as expres sions of God’s cre ative power
that call forth our praise, not as satanic cor rup tions
of a pre vi ously placid cre ation order. The rev e la tion 
of God’s power, holi ness, and maj esty to his peo ple
was often accom pa nied by man i fes ta tions of fire,
storm, and earth quake, as at Mt. Sinai dur ing the
deliv er ance of the Law. Fur ther more, the his tor i cal
record of cre ation itself tes ti fies that such destruc -
tive events have always been inte gral com po nents
of the cre ated order. Cat a strophic geo logic events
are recorded through out Earth’s his tory where
they played impor tant roles in the evo lu tion of
Earth’s land scapes, envi ron ments, and bio log i cal
com mu ni ties.

Destruc tive nat u ral events have also com monly
been viewed as agents or signs of God’s judg ment.
Scrip ture cer tainly views some events in this way.
The plagues of the Exo dus are one clear exam ple.
God can, and does, use such events to affect the
course of human events and exe cute his jus tice.
How ever, great cau tion must be exer cised in iden ti -
fy ing any spe cific cat a strophic event as an act of
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divine judg ment. Jesus him self made it clear that it
is wrong to assume that the vic tims of these events
are deserv ing of spe cial judg ment (Luke 13:1–5).
Fur ther more, all phys i cal events or pro cesses are
under God’s prov i den tial con trol and may be used
by God to accom plish his pur poses in human
redemp tive his tory. Although God some times uses
dra matic nat u ral events to reveal or to carry out his
will in human his tory, this does not make such events
“unnat u ral” or out side the range of phys i cal events
God has ordained for the con tin ual renewal of his
cre ation. These events are still a nor mal and nec es -
sary part of his cre ation. If earth quake, fire, and
flood are aspects of God’s prov i den tial activ ity in
the nat u ral world, then how do we as God’s stew -
ards of cre ation exer cise our bib li cal man date?

Defining Natural Hazards
Before dis cuss ing our response, let us under stand

in what ways “nat u ral haz ards” are nat u ral. First,
these events are nec es sary con se quences of the
phys i cal forces act ing on the Earth.5 Earth quakes
and vol ca nic erup tions are part of the dynamic pro -
cesses driven by the release of the Earth’s inter nal
heat by which the Earth’s crust is con tin u ally cre -
ated and destroyed. Land slides, ava lanches, and
mud slides are mech a nisms by which the weath ered 
mate ri als of the Earth’s sur face are trans ported by
the forces of grav ity even tu ally to be depos ited and
become incor po rated into the rock cycle. Intense
storms, and the flood ing rains and high winds they
con tain, are con se quences of atmo spheric cir cu la -
tion driven by dif fer ences in the amount of solar
radi a tion received and absorbed at the Earth’s sur -
face, and by the effects of the Earth’s rota tion.

Sec ondly, an exam i na tion of both the dynam ics
of mod ern eco sys tems and the geo logic record
 demonstrates that appar ently destruc tive events
are impor tant com po nents of nat u ral sys tems to
which organ isms have adapted and on which they
are depend ent. The char ac ter is tics of eco sys tems are 
deter mined in part by the nature and fre quency
of phys i cal dis tur bance. Floods, for exam ple, clear
stream beds and banks of fine sed i ment and main -
tain crit i cal riverbed and ripar ian hab i tats. Flooding
rivers also sup ply nutri ent-rich sed i ment to their

floodplains and carry sed i ment to delta wetlands,
pre serv ing them against the effects of sub si dence.
Sim i larly, wind and waves from coastal storms are
vital parts of the highly dynamic sed i ment trans port 
sys tems of coast lines. The eco sys tems of these envi -
ron ments adapt to this con tin ual dis tur bance. Storm 
waves wash ing over bar rier islands, for exam ple, 
clear dune veg e ta tion and pro vide crit i cal new
 habitat for beach-nest ing birds. Also, the inten sity
and fre quency of storm events are major con trol ling
fac tors in shal low marine eco sys tems affect ing both
spe cies diver sity and com po si tion. Fire is increas -
ingly being rec og nized as an inte gral part of both
grass land and for est eco sys tems. Cer tain plants even
require fire to reseed them selves.

Why are nat u ral events such as earth quakes,
storms, fire, and flood that are clearly vital parts of
the cre ated order con sid ered “haz ards”? The obvi -
ous answer is that they are “haz ard ous” in the sense 
of being threats to human life, prop erty, or other
eco nomic inter ests. These threats are caused by the
human devel op ment of dis tur bance-dom i nated
land scapes. Such devel op ment is often done either
with out an aware ness of the nat u ral pro cesses char -
ac ter is tic of the area, or in a con scious attempt to
defy those pro cesses. Typically, the devel op ment of
nat u rally dis turbed areas is accom pa nied by efforts
to force fully con trol or alter the nat u ral sys tem by
the appli ca tion of tech nol ogy. This com monly has
the unin tended con se quence of requir ing even more 
tech no log i cal inter ven tion and increased eco nomic
costs. Fur ther more, the tech nol o gies being applied
are often inef fec tual and have sig nif i cant neg a tive
impacts on the eco sys tems involved.

Dominion as Technological
Control

Flood con trol is one exam ple where the appli ca -
tion of tech nol ogy in many cases has increased the
threat of eco nomic loss while degrad ing the river
hab i tat. When rivers are allowed to occupy their
floodplains, flood waters spread out and slow down,
thus broad en ing the flood crest and reduc ing flood
lev els down stream. In the pro cess, the fine sed i ment 
that is depos ited enriches and builds up floodplain
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soils. Con fining rivers within arti fi cial levee sys -
tems has resulted in both higher river lev els and
higher flow veloc i ties dur ing floods. When the lev -
ees are breached, higher water veloc i ties have more
ero sive abil ity and deposit coarse sed i ments over
agri cul tural land. Flood-con trol dams also have
con se quences for river behav ior and ecol ogy. With -
out reg u lar flood ing, ripar ian hab i tats down river
become choked with inva sive veg e ta tion and fine
sed i ment accu mu lates on river beds and banks. The
trap ping of sed i ment behind dams reduces the sed i -
ment sup ply to coastal areas result ing in increased
shore line ero sion and flooded delta areas. The
altered tem per a tures and oxy gen lev els of the water 
impounded behind dams result in the loss of native
river spe cies. Many river spe cies, espe cially mol -
lusks, have become extinct or highly threat ened as a
result of inten sive con struc tion of lev ees and dams.

A fur ther dan ger of levee and dam con struc tion
is “serial engi neer ing.” The false sense of secu rity
gen er ated by these struc tures encour ages build ing
on the floodplain. When flood ing ulti mately occurs,
the response is often to build more flood con trol
struc tures which stim u late yet more devel op ment.
As a result, more and more human lives and prop -
erty are placed under threat, and the human and
eco nomic loss asso ci ated with floods is increased,
not decreased. In most cases, the best course of action 
is to pre vent fur ther devel op ment of the floodplain,
set ting aside areas where rivers are free to occupy
their floodplains.

The cat a strophic flood ing of the Mid west in 1993
brought renewed atten tion to these issues and
brought exist ing floodplain man age ment prac tices
into ques tion.6 Of par tic u lar sig nif i cance was the
exten sive gov ern men tal report on the ‘93 floods by
the Inter agency Floodplain Man age ment Review
Com mit tee.7 This report rec og nized the fail ure of
pri mary reli ance upon flood pro tec tion struc tures
and the vul ner a bil ity of floodplain devel op ment. As 
a result of the reeval u a tion pro cess, gov ern ment
agen cies and many local com mu ni ties have begun
to think more seri ously about haz ard avoid ance and 
floodplain res to ra tion and to embrace a more eco -
log i cal ethic.8

Coast lines pro vide other exam ples of dynamic
and dis tur bance-adapted envi ron ments that can be
devel oped only with sig nif i cant alter ation to the
nat u ral sys tem. These envi ron ments also are host
to a wide range of eco log i cally impor tant ter res trial
and marine hab i tats. Bar rier islands, in par tic u lar,
are highly dynamic and mobile land forms. The sand
of which they are com posed is being con tin u ally
trans ported down the coast by wave action. Storms

trans port beach sed i ment sea ward where it accu -
mu lates to form off shore sand bars. These sand bars
pro vide break wa ters for large storm waves. Storms
also trans port sand over the islands result ing in
their grad ual land ward shift.

Struc tures designed to pro tect beach front prop -
erty from storm waves inter fere with this sed i ment
trans port sys tem. Jetties and groins act as sed i ment
dams block ing the shore-par al lel trans port of sand
and starv ing beaches fur ther down the coast with
result ing increases in beach ero sion. Seawalls pre -
vent the onshore/off shore move ment of sand by
which the shore line adjusts to changes in storm
inten sity. Pilkey and Dixon have dra mat i cally doc u -
mented the con se quences of these efforts at beach
sta bi li za tion.9 The man age ment of beach front prop -
er ties fre quently becomes another case of serial
engi neer ing in which increas ing devel op ment gen -
er ates more and more dra matic and costly inter ven -
tion. Yet, despite these tech no log i cal inter ven tions,
bar rier islands remain mobile unsta ble fea tures, and 
the threat of sig nif i cant eco nomic and human loss
grows with increas ing devel op ment.

Fire is another exam ple of a nat u ral dis tur bance
whose attempted elim i na tion has resulted in unex -
pected, sig nif i cant neg a tive con se quences. Ter res -
trial eco sys tems have evolved within par tic u lar
regimes of fire inten sity and fre quency. Many aspects
of plant ecol ogy are adapted to, and depend ent on
peri odic burn ing.10 In native grass land, fire is a crit i -
cal fac tor in main tain ing the ecol ogy and pro duc -
tiv ity of the prai rie.11 The fre quency of burn ing con -
trols the bal ance of grasses to  herbaceous plants and 
bushes. Fire sup pres sion favors forbs and bushes
over grasses, and over time will result in the
replace ment of the grass land by a scrub wood land.
In more arid regions, fire con trols the growth of cre -
o sote bushes that sap up pre cious water and inhibit
the growth of other plants. In mature coni fer for ests, 
fire elim i nates under growth that chokes out young
fire-resis tant trees in the understory, and opens the
res in ous cones of repro duc ing trees. For these and
other rea sons, fire is increas ingly being used as a
man age ment tool for a wide range of ter res trial eco -
sys tems.12

The aggres sive sup pres sion of fire in both grass -
lands and for ests has also iron i cally resulted in
increased fire haz ards. Reg u larly occur ring fires
remove built-up thatch or for est lit ter, con trol ling
the amount of avail able fuel. When fires are con tin -
u ally sup pressed, the amount of avail able fuel
accu mu lates to dan ger ous lev els result ing in hot ter
and more exten sive burns. The sup pres sion of fire
also has encour aged the con struc tion of homes in
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areas nor mally sub ject to fre quent fires, thus requir -
ing even more expen sive fire sup pres sion efforts.
Firefighters are forced to pro tect prop er ties located
in areas where con trol ling fires is dif fi cult and
where the risk to firefighters is greater. Again, the
attempts to defy nat u ral pro cesses have increased
rather than decreased the haz ards.

A Stewardship Perspective
How can a Chris tian envi ron men tal ethic inform

the man age ment of dis tur bance-dom i nated envi -
ron ments? One impor tant way is by oppos ing
cul tural forces in our soci ety that ele vate eco nomic
inter ests and per sonal desires above cre ation stew -
ard ship and soci etal respon si bil i ties. Devel op ment
is often pur sued, not only in igno rance of its geo log -
i cal and eco log i cal con se quences, but also with out
regard to the inter ests of other peo ple. Indi vid ual
prop erty rights can take pre ce dence over respon si -
bil ity for the costs of devel op ment to both the
envi ron ment and soci ety. This is exac er bated by a
“can do” atti tude that sees tech no log i cal solu tions
to any poten tial prob lem. What often results is
 escalating spi rals of tech no log i cal inter ven tion and
ill-advised devel op ment that increase the haz ard to
human life and prop erty while neg a tively alter ing
nat u ral hab i tats. The bib li cal view of our posi tion as
stew ards of God’s cre ation should pro vide a pow er -
ful anti dote to this per spec tive. For those who
rec og nize that we can not claim ulti mate own er ship
of any thing, the goal of land man age ment becomes
the pres er va tion of that which has been entrusted to
us by God. In place of the force ful dom i na tion and
exploi ta tion of nature, Chris tians should heed the
call to serve and care for that which God cre ated
and called “very good.” How ever, this must also be
accom pa nied by a con scious effort to become more
aware of our phys i cal and bio log i cal envi ron ment.
We sim ply can not exer cise proper stew ard ship
armed only with a good the ol ogy. We must also
become famil iar with the cre ation over which God
has made us stew ards. Much of our soci ety has
become iso lated from the nat u ral envi ron ment both
phys i cally and spir i tu ally. We will con tinue to be in
con flict with our envi ron ment as long as we fail to
learn from God’s cre ation.

It should be empha sized that the stew ard ship
per spec tive that I am advo cat ing is not equiv a lent to 
a call for the aban don ment of an active human role
in environmental man age ment. Humans are now
an inte gral com po nent of the world’s eco log i cal and
geo log i cal sys tem. We could not iso late the envi ron -
ment from our influ ence even if we so desired.
Fur ther more, the cre ation man date of ser vice given
to us by God is an active, not a pas sive one. My

appeal is not to aban don tech nol ogy, but to apply it
in appropriate ways that rec og nize the dynamics
and eco log i cal roles of nat u ral dis tur bance.

Events or pro cesses seen as haz ards or obsta cles
to human activ ity are vital parts of the cre ated
order. They are inte gral to the con tin ual renewal of
the Earth’s land and eco sys tems—restor ing the fer -
til ity of soils, main tain ing eco sys tem diver sity, and
cre at ing vital hab i tats for ani mal and plant spe cies.
“Destruc tive” nat u ral events are not pro cesses to be
fought and over come, but aspects of God’s “very
good” cre ation to be under stood and accom mo -
dated. The exer cise of our divine com mis sion to
have domin ion over cre ation must be done in hum -
ble ser vice, not in power.13 This man date requires
that we under stand the dynam ics of the cre ation
over which we have been made stew ards. The
human suf fer ing and prop erty destruc tion result ing 
from nat u ral haz ards may indeed be expres sions of
God’s judg ment—the con se quences of our sin ful
self-inter ested use of the envi ron ment and our fail -
ure to respect those nat u ral pro cesses estab lished by 
God as agents of cre ation’s renewal. g
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