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Religion and Ecology is a relatively new
field of study that has developed over a
period of time. Within the last 20 years, it
has seen more rapid development and gar-
nered a great deal of interest and attention.
In his book Ecology and Religion, David
Kinsley describes the convergence of the
two areas as ~1! philosophical, theoretical,
or structural, and ~2!moral, ethical, or spir-
itual. Kinsley uses the term ecological spir-
ituality to further define this area as ethical,
moral, or religious tendencies relating to
ecological issues.1 Great strides have been
made in acknowledging that this is a cred-
ible and important academic and cultural
area of study, and it is now being recog-
nized as an academic field. Some academic
institutions offer specialized studies through
the departments of religion and anthropol-
ogy, as well as in other academic programs.
This article offers an explanation of the
various aspects of the emerging field of Re-
ligion and Ecology ~note that more atten-
tion will be paid to Christianity!.

With respect to environmental practition-
ers, the field of Religion and Ecology is
important in contributing to a deeper un-
derstanding of, and appreciation for, reli-
gious morals, ethics, and values and how
they shape and influence people’s percep-
tions and attitudes about nature and the
environment. Realizing that religious atti-
tudes and values are indispensable in mo-
tivating people to create partnerships and
to work together to find long-range solu-
tions to pressing environmental problems
is critical, especially with respect to the
creation of a more sustainable future.

Religion and Ecology

The field of Religion and Ecology is ded-
icated to examining the complex relation-

ships among human beings, their diverse
religions, and the earth’s living systems. In
addition, there is ongoing discussion re-
garding ethically appropriate relationships
between all species and living systems.

Scholarly interests are noted as early as the
1960s, becoming more intense in the late
1990s. Emerging fields of Environmental
Ethics and Ecological Anthropology have
contributed to the interest in and devel-
opment of Religion and Ecology as a field.
In addition to work done by the American
Academy of Religion, a number of prom-
inent religious leaders ~such as Thomas
Berry and Steven Rockefeller! have initi-
ated conferences and public presentations
promoting the protection of nature as a
religious duty.

One of the most important developments
has come in the form of a series of con-
ferences hosted by the Center for the Study
of World Religions at Harvard University.
The purpose of the conference series has
been to create a common ground for dif-
ferent religious cultures to share informa-
tion about the environmental sustainability
of societies.

In order to continue the efforts of these
conferences, the Forum on Religion and
Ecology ~FORE!, affiliated with a number
of universities and colleges, was estab-
lished in 1998. Mary Evelyn Tucker and
John Grim, a husband-and-wife team then
professors at Bucknell University ~and now
at Yale University!, played dominant roles
in organizing the conferences and were in-
strumental in the establishment of FORE.
They continue to be recognized for their
ongoing support and distinguished work
in this field. The Forum is active in the
exploration of religious worldviews and is
an international organization that con-
ducts research, provides educational mate-
rials, and has an outreach program. As many
as 65 non-profit organizations and en-
gaged projects of many denominations are
listed on the FORE Web site.

One other significant accomplishment oc-
curred when in 2003, the University of
Florida implemented an emphasis area of
Religion and Nature in its PhD program
in the Religion Department.2 Many other
important faith-based and environmental
organizations are working to create part-
nerships and outreach programs that can
effectively bridge the gap between science
and religion.

Literature Review

Many scholars from a range of academic
areas are involved in examining and com-
municating the relationships between world
religions and the environment. The activ-
ity is fairly extensive, and while I have pre-
sented a few literary works here, this is not
intended to be an exhaustive list.

“Conservation Biology and Western Reli-
gious Teachings” was published in 2000 in
the journal Conservation Biology. The ar-
ticle references Zen Buddhist teachings and
its emphasis on the interrelatedness of hu-
mans and nature, indicating that within
this religion there is an inherent awareness
of and responsibility to one’s surround-
ings. It further points out that Jewish teach-
ings also include and emphasize these same
characteristics and responsibilities and that
Judaism promotes the sacredness of the
world around us. The final conclusion is
that Western religious traditions are sig-
nificant in providing wisdom that could
prove valuable in initiating concrete ac-
tions to effect environmental change.3

In Bioscience, an interesting article written
by Richard Norgaard presents a historical
relationship between science and religion.
Notable scientists, historians, philoso-
phers, and theologians found here include
Condorcet, Comte, Tielhard de Chardin,
Eiseley, Lynn White, Jr., and Thomas Berry.
Norgaard provides thoughtful insight into
some of the controversies found within
the fields of science and religion through-
out history to the present. This interpre-
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tation suggests that while they take different
approaches and often contain opposing ar-
guments, there are mutual interests within
these two areas; these mutual interests can
provide a critical base for bringing about
transition and a more constructive rela-
tionship between religion and science.4

Other interesting works include an article
published in American Forests, “Building
Faith in the Environment,” and an article
found in Environmental Practice, “When
Preaching to the Choir Isn’t Preaching to
the Choir: Churches, Trees, and Environ-
mental Perspectives.” The article in Amer-
ican Forests is related to environmental
justice and discusses a number of faith-
based organizations working with commu-
nities to address and improve issues of
environmental health.5 The article in En-
vironmental Practice addresses the lack of
effective communication between scien-
tists and non-scientists regarding scientific
information. The article outlines its author’s
investigation of direct communication with
various churches about the importance of
trees and forests in natural systems.6

The number of religious publications ad-
dressing environmental issues is growing.
For example, Earth Ethics, a journal pub-
lished by the Center for Respect of Life
and Environment, has been instrumental
in advancing this field. The journal ad-
dresses many aspects of world religions,
spirituality, and the environment from a
theological perspective, with a wide array
of interesting and diverse articles—including
topics such as sustainability, animals, out-
reach, and education.7

One of the most visible organizations is
the Evangelical Environmental Network
~EEN!, which has its own Web site and
publications, such as Creation Care Maga-
zine. The organization works in many
environmental areas to apply Biblical prin-
ciples to the care of God’s creation.8 The
EEN was instrumental in working with the
National Association of Evangelicals ~NAE!
on the organization of the recent climate
change initiative distributed to Congress.
An article in the journal Nature cites evan-
gelicals as a “powerful social force” and
states that “to have them involved will im-
pact the public’s thinking.” It goes one step
further to suggest that because President
George W. Bush is also an evangelical Chris-

tian, perhaps evangelical involvement could
influence him in governmental decision
making regarding climate change.9 Science
Magazine also reported the story, comment-
ing that this successful coalition could help
in developing a more common ground for
other issues.10

An article in Tennessee’s Baptist Press re-
ported a lack of consensus among South-
ern Baptists regarding the scientific evidence
of human-induced climate change; several
prominent Southern Baptists ~including
Southern Baptist ethicist Richard Land,
Focus on the Family founder James Dob-
son, and Prison Fellowship founder Charles
Colson! urged the NAE not to take an
official position on global warming and
did not endorse the statement on climate
change. Prominent Southern Baptists who
did sign the statement included pastor and
author Rick Warren of California, Timo-
thy Dean of Beeson Divinity School in Bir-
mingham, Alabama, and the president of
Union University in Jackson, Tennessee,
David Dockery.11

Other publications worthy of inclusion here
include one new journal and two books.
Ecotheology is a journal published in Lon-
don that presents diverse articles connect-
ing ecology and religion, from a number
of different perspectives. In his book Frag-
ments of the Spirit, Mark Wallace intro-
duces an “ecological pneumatology” and
suggests a change in the way the Spirit is
understood in relation to the environment
and the Green Face of God. In The Green-
ing of Protestant Thought, Robert Booth
Fowler presents an analysis of Protestant
environmentalism and its relationships to
science and political and social thought.

As stated earlier, these are a few of the
publications that I found in my research,
but they are by no means the only ones.
There is a great deal of activity and a very
profound effort by many distinguished in-
dividuals to merge environmental ethics
with both spirituality and religious ethics.

World Religions

A brief overview of dominant world reli-
gions is offered here, in the context of eco-
logical spirituality.

Buddhism includes an ecological vision and
principle of interdependence that inte-
grates all aspects of the ecosphere. There is
a rejection of hierarchical dominance of
humans over humans, and humans over
nature. Buddhist environmentalists dem-
onstrate a concern for the total living en-
vironment, extending lovingkindness and
compassion beyond people and animals to
include plants and the earth itself.12

Hinduism and Jainism are two of the oldest
religious traditions in India. Both of these
religions value the power of the natural
world through time-honored traditions and
observations. Hinduism advocates simple
living through nonviolence and truth, em-
phasizing a need to act for the good of the
world. Jainism stresses the interrelatedness
of life forms through a biocosmology, em-
phasizes nonviolence and truth, and in-
cludes a commitment to minimize harm to
all living things. Both religions are inter-
preted with an eco-friendly perspective.13

Confucianism takes a holistic approach as
well, viewing the universe as unified, in-
terconnected, and interpenetrating. It em-
phasizes a sophisticated awareness and a
profound reciprocity between humans and
the natural world. Confucian societies ap-
preciate nature as intrinsically valuable and
rely on history as a way of maintaining
continuity and collective memory.14

Islam teachings include a theology of pro-
found responsibility to the stewardship of
the earth. The Qu’ran presents a global
trusteeship and considers other living spe-
cies to be “peoples or communities.” Cre-
ation is thought to be diverse and complex,
manifesting signs of God’s power, wisdom,
beneficence, and majesty.15

Indigenous traditions are diverse and vary
in their approaches to ecology, but there are
some common threads to be found within
these groups. Ritual practices and cosmol-
ogies are inherent in Indigenous peoples
and their traditions. Subsistence practices
are prevalent; traditions teach self-awareness,
an understanding of spiritual forces, and
kinship with place. Indigenous peoples un-
derstand interrelationships and interact with
cognitive insight, effective understanding,
and ethical reflection in a holistic way. Found
within Indigenous traditions are an inti-
mate knowledge of bioregions, a love of the
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land, and a deep and abiding respect and
reverence for the natural world.16

Christianity is comprised of multiple and
complex emphases and traditions, and takes
competing forms of ecological ethics and
responsibilities. One of the most prevailing
theories found within Christian philoso-
phy is the Dominion Theory. There are var-
ious interpretations of this theory; however,
they all address the interpretation by hu-
mans of their God-given right to dominion
over the earth and the separation of God
from earth. The Dominion Theory creates
a hierarchy model with God in Heaven being
the highest order, human beings second in
the hierarchy, and earth relegated to the
lowest order. Earth is viewed as needing
human control and oversight. This line of
Christian thought is indicted as the catalyst
for environmental crisis, because it denies
the intrinsic relationship of all three orders
and does not acknowledge the Spirit’s pres-
ence on earth. Moreover, the role of Chris-
tians in the conquest of nature in the name
of science, often for economic reasons, is
blamed by some for environmental degra-
dation. Modern technologies and their ef-
fects are subsequent accessories to this abuse
through exacerbation of environmental in-
justices, unsustainable development, and
population-consumption explosion. Some
Christian thought has now taken a more
ecumenical approach and applied Scrip-
ture and tradition in more ecologically alert
terms. Many denominations are in search
of an “Ecological Reformation” in Chris-
tian theology, which provides Biblical and
doctrinal interpretations designed to inte-
grate ecological awareness and insight, so-
cial responsibility, and the re-conception of
Christian ethics.17

World religions clearly have a profound
influence in shaping and defining human
morals, ethics, and spirituality in every av-
enue of life. It is important to recognize
that all religions play a very significant role
in the course of environmentalism and in
establishing a universal earth ethic.

Conclusions
In exploring the relationships between world
religions and ecology, it is important to
recognize that in a historical sense, religion
and science have always been connected
and that often it has been a controversial

relationship.With the growing concern about
environmental degradation and resource de-
pletion, there has been an avid interest in
reaching some compromise or common
ground from which to develop sustainable
solutions. Research shows that there is a
very strong desire by many scholars to have
Religion and Ecology recognized as a legit-
imate, important field of study; they have
worked tirelessly toward this common goal.
The Forum on Religion and Ecology is a
great example of leadership in the field and
is making substantial contributions in fos-
tering discussion and creating collaborative
learning experiences. Religions are very pow-
erful in developing and shaping human
thought and behavior, and because hu-
mans are responsible for the environmen-
tal crisis and for finding some resolution, it
makes absolute sense to create working re-
lationships with religious communities and
to give their contributions as much consid-
eration and credibility as those offered by
the scientific community. The evidence
clearly shows that many fine efforts are now
in progress with respect to cross-cultural
relationship building in the quest for a more
sustainable future. It is also clear that world
religions have played an instrumental role
throughout history in the establishment of
an earth ethic and that they will continue
to do so in the future. My hope is that
environmental practitioners will embrace
the religious community, building transfor-
mative alliances and stimulating interest and
concern, in order to create a more humane
and sustainable future.
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