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Abstract

Currently, the earth faces a global ecological crisis. Possible responses to major 

environmental issues have generated the modem environmental movement. The 

environmental movement has become one of the largest and most powerful social 

movements of our time. The movement is built upon a series of interrelated scientific, 

political, social ideas and efforts. Yet one idea often remains under explored: The 

environmental crisis has recently challenged Christian theology to formulate a 

response. This thesis explores the ways in which Christianity has developed and 

implemented contributions to the modem environmental movement.
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Introduction

My interest and motivation for this topic has been inspired by Dr. John Hart. Three 

years ago I was given the opportunity to take the only course he teaches at Carroll 

College- Theology of the Land. I will admit that I was not exactly sure what the 

course was going to entail but I had heard great things. I had never seen Dr. Hart 

before the first day of the course but I knew immediately he was a man of great faith 

and compassion. He asked each of us to offer one reason why we took the course. I 

regrettably explained that it was because it was required for my major. One student, 

however, answered with words I will never forget. She said that as a Christian for the 

past 21 years she still cannot believe she has never heard a sermon about the 

environment. This response brought me back to my early years as a child in Sunday 

school through my days of early adulthood, and I too, realized that I had yet to hear 

about how Christians are supposed to care for the environment. During the course we 

hiked Mt. Helena, my first experience on the trails. I vividly remember this day. My 

mind awakened to see nature a little differently that day. I realized that the 

connection I felt with nature that day was because of God. He created it and I could 

not understand why others would not want to care for his creation.

After this course, however, I turned away from theology as a way to solving to the 

current environmental crisis. I began to take other courses in the natural and political 

sciences because science can tell us how to fix the problem and politics can help us 

make informed decisions about how to elect leaders that care about the environment. 

But I still felt there had to be something more, something else that could explain why 

and how we could care for the environment. This past spring break I had the
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opportunity to travel to Rochester, New York for a campus ministry headlights trip. 

On this trip I realized that there are in fact, more ways to contribute.

As I turned the water off and began to grasp for the paper towels my eyes 

were drawn to the colorful poster on the wall. The sign says, “Why use two when 

one will do. Save a tree. Save the Earth.” These words have become part of our lives 

because we have managed to find ourselves in a world of dire ecological straits.

What struck me most about the simple but powerful words written on the 

poster was its location. It was found in the restroom of the Sisters of Saint Joseph 

Mother House in Rochester, New York. It would appear a house full of Catholic 

Nuns are perhaps more concerned about the environment that the average American. 

They care because God cares for creation.

The poster symbolizes a key theme of Catholic Social Teaching. The United 

States Catholic Bishops say theme number seven states, “Care for God’s Creation: 

The earth is God’s-love, protect and respect it. We are called to protect people and the 

planet, living our faith in relationship will all of God’s creation. This environmental 

challenge has fundamental moral and ethical dimensions that cannot be ignored” 

(Themes, 2005). In my discovery of this Catholic Social Teaching I encountered 

another statement about it. Bishop Kenneth Untener states, “The story of creation 

says that God looked at everything and saw that it was good. All creation belongs to 

God and we must be good stewards of what God has made” (Thoughts, 2005).

This thesis will briefly examine the modem environmental movement from its 

beginnings to its future. It will then explore how Christian Theology has been invited

to comment and contribute to the movement. The environmental movement is in need
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of a greater support of ideas so that we may increase the number of those concerned 

about how to develop a better relationship with the earth. The goal of this thesis is to 

research the ways in which Christian Theology can formulate a better understanding 

of the environment and the environmental movement and thereby offer a positive 

contribution. A small portion of this thesis will briefly examine other faiths as well, 

including Native American spirituality and the earth, Buddhism, Hinduism, the 

Chinese belief, and Judaism.
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Background

The Environmental Problem

It is no secret that the earth is in the midst of an ecological crisis. Each day 

environmental issues become major news headlines that vie for our attention. John 

Haught (1996) states, “All over the Earth and especially in the most impoverished 

lands, sources of fresh water are diminishing, forests are being destroyed, soil is 

eroding, deserts are spreading; the land, air, and water are being poisoned, and 

species are disappearing at an alarming rate” (p. 47). However, these are just a few 

of the earth’s pressing environmental issues.

As of 1999, the world’s population reached six billion and the people of the 

United States make up less than five percent of that? Yet that five percent accounts 

for more than twenty-five percent when it comes to the using of the Earth’s resources 

(Hackler p. 48). Jim Hackler states, “If the rest of the world rose to the U.S. level of 

consumption, four additional planets would be needed to supply the resources and 

absorb the waste” (p. 48).

Currently, planet Earth is facing an era of environmental despair and

destruction. Our lives in the United States are often sheltered from the crisis. We

live in a country where it is difficult to imagine that over one billion people lack 

access to safe drinking water; neither can we even begin to visualize the widespread 

destruction of endangered species. We cannot see the glaciers melting, so therefore 

global warming must not exist. We are blinded by a life of luxury where science and 

technology has taught us that if we ruin it we can fix it. But our resources are finite 

and so far science has not figured out how to build another Earth.
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Why Should Humans Care About the Earth?

How can we protect and preserve the Earth from future destruction is the 

question that we should all be asking ourselves. Each day we make decisions that 

affect the environment. We can no longer live an excessive lifestyle because if we do 

our children will live in an ecologically damaged world that can not provide for them. 

Perhaps the greatest argument for why humans should care about the environment is 

because it’s an issue of morality. It is my personal belief that this is a moral issue 

because; today we make environmental decisions that will affect future generations to 

come. A famous Kenyan proverb states, “Take care of the Earth; for it was loaned to 

you by your grandchildren.”

If our motivation is not driven by a commitment to caring for future 

generations than perhaps it can be out of our concern for simply improving the world 

in which we live today. For example, a recent 2008 issue of Healthwire, a publication 

for healthcare professionals, released an article title Code Green. Adrienne Coles

states, “Green practices are being used to cut down on energy and water consumption, 

reduce waste and, most importantly, improve patient care” (p. 1). The truth is humans 

are concerned about the current state of the earth and they have been for quite some

time. Out of this concern the modem environmental movement has developed.

The Modern Environmental Movement

The environmental movement challenges us to reconsider and reevaluate our 

relationship with the earth. Today, the environmental movement consists of a 

multitude of individuals that are concerned about the environment. It is important to 

note however that these concerned individuals and groups of people are active forces
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in ameliorating the plight of the earth. Most refer to them as environmentalists and 

they have energized this powerful social and political movement (Pringle, 2000, p. 

10-12). Laurence Pringle (2000) states, “Since 1970 this movement has caused

change and sparked controversy, not just in North America but all over the world (p.

10-12).

Its beginnings were awakened by Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring. Linda 

Lear (1996) notes, “In Silent Spring (1962) she challenged the practices of 

agricultural scientists and the government, and called for a change in the way 

humankind viewed the natural world. Its beginnings are also due to the works of 

Henry David Thoureau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Theodore Roosevelt, Aldo Leopold, 

and many others. The environmental movement has become one of the largest and 

most powerful social movements of our time. It has become a progressive movement 

that sparks the desire to change our harmful treatment of the Earth. Paul Hawken 

(2007) believed there were at least 100,000 environmental organizations. However, 

Hawken stated, “The more I probed the more organizations I unearthed.. .1 soon 

realized that my initial estimate of 100,000 was off by a least a factor of ten” (p. 25).

The environmental movement has become epic because the environmental 

problem affects all walks of life. Luz Claudio (2007) noted, “Environmental health is 

a global issue that concerns all nations of the world” (p. 501). Ron Chespesiuk (2007) 

stated, “Each day people make decisions that affect the environment.... It’s 

imperative, then, that the public learn and understand how their actions and lifestyle 

intersect with the environment” (p. 496). The solution to the colossal degradation of 

the environment must require a global effort. The global effort requires a series of
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interrelated ideas and efforts that extend beyond scientific and political boundaries 

that will in turn strengthen the environmental movement.

Why Christian Theology?

My belief is that while the scientific world and the American political realm

have contributed much to the environmental movement but more knowledge is 

needed. More ideas that inspire to evoke change in the way in which we live are 

needed so that the idea of creating a cleaner world becomes a reality. It is the hope 

that more ideas will draw upon the interests of more people that will in turn generate 

a larger number of people working to create a sustainable environmental ethic.

Jane Teta (2007) claims, “Studying the environment is not all about science” 

(p. 496). Newt Gingrich and Terry Maple (2008) assert,

It is time to forge a new, bipartisan environmental movement and create 

pathways for every American, indeed every nation, to cooperate and 

collaborate on achievable solutions to restore, revitalize, and renew the

Earth... .We need everyone’s help in achieving the goal of a sustainable 

natural world (p. 25).

Hawken also asserts, “What unifies this movement is ideas, not ideologies” (p. 26).

In order to ensure an effective environmental ethic we must work to find ways that 

offer people several ideas about how to contribute to the movement. As stated 

previously, ideas should not only come from science. In order to imbue people with 

the desire to change the health of the environment we must look at all contributions to

the environmental movement. One area that is often overlooked is that of Christian
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Theology. Looking at Christian Theology is important because as a whole Christians 

have powerful influences in our society.
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Literature Review

Luke Johnson of Commonweal Magazine (2005), a Catholic journal that 

reviews social and political issues, analyzed why environmentalism needs theology? 

Johnson finds that the degradation of the earth is a theological problem. He states, “It 

is my contention that if we get the theology right, clean air and clean rivers will 

follow” (p. 16).

Johnson expresses that Christians can play an important role in the environmental 

movement because as stated in his essay, “What Christians do and think matters” (p. 

17). He notes that Christianity is adopted by a large percentage of the population and 

can have a powerful influence in almost any issue. For example, he notes:

Christianity is, moreover, the dominant religious influence in precisely the 

part of the world most responsible for the despoliation of the earth’s resources. 

Too many Christians in the west live in a manner that reduces other humans to

economic slavery and depletes the earth’s resources, justifying heedless

consumption in the name of Christian (American) values like individualism, 

competition, or even the Gospel of Prosperity” (p. 17).

Michael Janofsky of The New York Times (2005) wrote an article titled When 

Cleaner Air is a Biblical Obligation. His findings conclude that environmental issues 

are in fact an issue of values for many Christians. This is because Christians interpret 

the bible to teach them to be stewards upon the earth.

Foundations of the Christian Response

Drew Christiansen and Walter Grazer (1996) note, “There is much left to do 

to stop significant soil erosion, clean our water supplies, and solve toxic waste
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problems” (p. VII). Christiansen and Grazer believe that within this problem is an 

invitation for a Christian environmental ethic response. They state, “This ecological 

challenge invites the Church to take seriously its role in the modem world.. .the 

present environmental challenge requires new theological research and commentary”

(p. VIII). This statement uses the term Church in the context of the Catholic Church.

The goal of this thesis was to look at Christian theology and I will note specifically 

when the literature is of a Catholic Theologian.

Christianity began to respond to environmentalism in the late 1960’s. Its 

response was generated in part due to an essay published by Lynn White in 1976 

White titled, The Historic Roots of our Ecological Crisis. White blatantly accused 

Christianity to be “The most anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen” (taken 

from Wilkinson, 1993, p. 16). White essentially attacked Christianity for actually 

encouraging people to misuse God’s creation. Loren Wilkinson (1993) claims that it 

was this threat that challenged Christians to formulate a theological response (p. 16). 

The invitation for Christianity to respond, has over a period of the last 40 years, 

resulted in large numbers of Catholic documents as well as a number of other 

Christian theologian essays.

What Are Christian Theologians Saying?

This section of the literature review will focus predominately on the works of 

what scholarly Christians have reported since its invitation to the movement.

Dr. John Hart (2004) wrote, “The Catholic Church and other Christian 

denominations became especially conscious of and concerned about Earths 

environmental crisis in the last several decades of the twentieth century” (p. 2).
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Concern for the crisis led to the development of what Hart refers to as an 

Environmental Theology. Hart (2004) explained, “It is environmental theology that 

explores and is influenced by the reality and consciousness of human existence in an 

interrelated and interdependent biosphere and universe” (p. 4). Quoted in Daniel 

Cowdin’s Environmental Ethics Roger Gottlieb claimed, “Religious

environmentalism is a diverse, vibrant, global movement, a rich source of new ideas, 

institutional commitment, political activism, and spiritual inspiration” (p. 165).

Hart (2004) reported that the church has begun to change its dispositions 

toward environmental issues. He pointed out, “U.S. Catholic social teaching on 

ecology progressed significantly in the twentieth century” (p. 2). Hart also presented a 

strong argument as to why the Catholic Church needs to respond to the environmental 

movement. Hart asserted, “God’s creation, for people of faith—is experiencing crisis 

that demand consideration and resolution” (2004, p. 10). He suggested that 

responding to environmental issues has been ignored and that we should come to 

terms with our failure to care for the earth (2004, p. 10). He emphasized that we have 

an ecological responsibility, and should work toward a way that will incorporate 

human needs respect for God’s creation (2004, p. 10).

Hart reminds us that we must respect creation because all creation belongs to 

God. Charles McCoy offers an explanation to what Hart is saying. One of the most 

famous stories of the book of Genesis is that of Noah and the Ark. This story 

provides an important lesson where God teaches us to care for all of creation because 

He made a covenant with all of creation (Schramm and Stivers, p. 177). Schramm 

and Stivers note, “Today some refer to this Noahic or Rainbow Covenant as the first
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endangered species act” (p. 177). They go on to note, “The point of the covenant is to 

emphasize God’s unbreakable bond with every creature” (p. 177).

McCoy believes that the Earth is in a state of great danger where we can no 

longer rely on putting our faith in science to see us through. He simply states, “The 

world needs a wider vision” (Creation and Covenant, p. 212). This renewed vision 

will create a better understanding of the relationship humans have with the earth and 

other species. This he states is, “Crucial for the well-being of every part of the world” 

(p.213).

McCoy explains that the covenant is simply an agreement between God and 

humanity. He finds that because God created the covenant we have an obligation to 

uphold our part of the agreement (p. 214). He believes, “The commitment 

fundamentally is to one another and to God. Covenant therefore, means gift. It 

signifies a relation based on grace” (p. 214). He also concludes that because we are 

in facing environmental despair we have essentially sinned by exploiting God’s 

wondrous creation (p. 215).

Based on McCoy’s understanding of what God has meant by the covenant he

constructed an environmental ethic to include God’s covenant with all of creation.

He finds that this new environmental ethic must include Christian ethics. Ultimately, 

he states, “Christian ethics, when faithful to the biblical teaching of creation, cannot 

be other than committed to environmental integrity. This is required by the value 

given the created order by God” (p. 222).

Nicole Haggard Creegan (2004) has researched how theology and ecology can 

be interfaced. She believes we need to re-kindle our relationship with the earth. Our
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lack of caring for nature can be attributed to our lack of finding God in nature (pg. 30-

31). She states, “If we feel a connection—an also God’s connection to nature.. .we 

will be more willing to conserve and less likely to destroy and pollute” (p. 31). But in

making a positive contribution to the environmental movement she makes it evident 

that it must go beyond simply finding God in nature. We must also thoroughly 

examine biblical themes (p. 32). In her essay she reviews the book of Genesis. She 

also in addition analyzed White’s essay mentioned previously. Creegan finds that 

Christians tend not to take full blame of White’s claims, but many have become 

concerned and states, “Today, although many Christians are concerned about the 

environment, and are seeking new interpretations of Genesis, the old complacency is 

common” (p. 31). Creegan believes that the complacent attitude is perhaps because 

not caring for the environment is not what Christians may refer to as an active sin (p. 

31).

Creegan believes that the historical roots of the Christian religion make it easy 

to take God out of the nature equation. She argues, “Our religious stories easily 

alienate us from nature, and exclude nature as a theological source. When nature is 

absent the earth is not replenished and we come to regard it as an objective and 

lifeless commodity” (p. 33). She therefore ultimately concludes that we must seek to 

find God in nature so that we may begin to develop a deeper more meaningful 

relationship with the earth.

Laurel Kearns, theological professor of Drew University, also offered insight

to the contributions of Christian theology and the environmental movement. Kearns

examined three Christian ecological justice theories. One of them is the Christian

CORETTE LIBRARY 
CARROLL COLLEGE
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stewardship ethic. Kearns (1996) concluded that we must be caretakers of the earth 

and not dominate the earth. Kearns did not offer specific arguments but simply 

identified and examined Christian theology literature, and what it is currently offering 

the ecological crisis. From the stewardship ethic, Kearns found her conclusion to be 

the following: “The problem is not with Christianity, but with not being true to 

Christianity” (1996, p. 59). Kearns concluded, “To be Christian is to be ecologist.. . 

[T]he message is aimed at both Christians and environmentalists” (1996, p. 59).

Dave Bookless states, “As Christians, we believe that God is both creator and

sustainer” (p. i). Bookless also finds that there is a division within the environmental 

movement itself. He believes there lies a great disconnect between 

anthropocentricism and eco-centric views. Anthropocentrism views believe that 

science is the answer while eco-centricism refutes the argument and even accuse them 

for the crisis (p. i).

He argues, “In the search for a sustainable future, there is a real missiological 

opening within today’s environmental movement, tom between the inefficacy of an 

anthropocentric world view, and the paralysis of and eco-centric worldview” (p. i).

Bookless believes more and more people should begin to view the destruction 

of the Earth as a spiritual crisis. His greatest hope is to include the greater faith 

community in finding a solution. As Christians we worship God the creator and 

Bookless believes that those who worship God will have a greater motivation for 

caring for the Earth (p.ii).

Bookless believes that by integrating the greater faith communities it can only 

provide a positive response. He contends:
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Yet far greater theological integration is still needed if ‘Creation Care’ 

is not simply to be seen as a contemporary ‘extra’ tacked on to the 

main body of mission, but rather as a biblical thread from Genesis to 

Revelation, interweaving with all other key thread’s in God’s mission 

to his world, (p. ii)

Bookless also concludes the Earth is God’s blessing and that is a living being 

in that it is not inanimate (p. iii). As followers of Christ we should be searching for 

ways to sustain the gifts of the earth (p. iv).

In addition to the work of Dr. John Hart mentioned previously he also has 

written the book titled The Spirit of the Earth: A Theology of the Land. This 

particular book analyzes a similar response proposed by Bookless. Hart asks, “Who 

should own the land and how should the land be used?” (p. 1). Hart responds, “The 

land is a sacred trust, given by God to our care. If we are to be faithful to that trust, 

we must understand this earth and God’s commands concerning it” (p. 4-5).

In chapter one, A Vanishing Land, Hart makes it evident that we are misusing 

the land that God has given us to tend to. From erosion, contamination, to 

consolidation and overwork of the land Hart believes this is a great tragedy (p. 7-38). 

Hart offers a well researched and compassionate solution from a Catholic perspective.

He finds that ultimately the land is God’s and as God’s children we are to care 

for it and all of creation. He uses the example found in the book of Leviticus (25:23) 

which states, “The land belongs to me and to me you are only strangers and guests” 

(p. 53). Hart argues that as guests upon the land of God we can not possibly be 

owners of the land (p. 54-55). Hart also believes that the Earth was meant to only
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provide for only that which we need (p. 60). Hart believes as Christians we are 

commanded to respect the earth because it provides for us.

Sean McDonagh a prominent Catholic theologian that has performed 

extensive research in the area of Christian environmental ethics. He argued, “Real 

change will only happen when every institution in society - education, health, and 

media, the military, industry, commerce, and church - begins to take the message 

seriously” (p. 103). McDonagh also noted that this is an urgent situation and that the 

Catholic Church is to remind people of its enormity (p. 111). He also suggested, “We 

can no longer take the natural world for granted as if it will always be there 

unchanged” (p. 9). McDonagh agreed with Catholic priest and geologian, Father 

Thomas Berry. Quoted in McDonagh’s book, To Care for the Earth: A Call to a new 

Theology, Father Berry lamented,

My question is: After we bum the lifeboat how will we stay afloat? Presently 

the Church has a unique opportunity to place its vast authority, its energies, 

education resources, its spiritual disciplines in a creative context, one that can 

assist in renewing the Earth as a bio-spiritual planet (p. 11).

While Catholic and Christian theologians provide arguments for contributing to the 

modem environmental movement, ultimately the Pope must also respond.

The Pope’s first response dates back to 1979. Hart (1984) stated, “On 

October 4, 1979, in the heart of heartland America, Pope John Paul II addressed the 

multitudes gathered at the Living History Farms near Des Moines, Iowa for an 

outdoor mass.... [H]e stressed the need for responsible stewardship of the land....
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[T]he Pope’s message was clear: conserve the land so that future generations would 

inherit an ever-richer earth” (p. 105).

Eleven years later, Pope John Paul II addressed the issue again in his 1990 

World Day of Peace message, “Peace with God the Creator, Peace with all of 

Creation.” The Pope decreed:

In our day, there is a growing awareness that world peace is threatened not 

only by the arms race, regional conflicts, and continued injustices among 

peoples and nations, but also by a lack of due respect for nature, by the 

plundering of natural resources and by a progressive decline in the quality of 

life ... Faced with the widespread destruction of the environment, people 

everywhere are coming to understand that we cannot continue to use the 

goods of the earth as we have in the past. (sec. 1)

The Pope went on to say, “The most profound and serious indication of the moral 

implications underlying the ecological problem is the lack of respect for life evident 

in the many patterns of environmental pollution.” (sec. 7)

In section five, the Pope concluded his most powerful argument. He insisted, 

“Today the ecological crisis has assumed such proportions as to be the responsibility 

of everyone.” Caring and protecting the environment is a common responsibility 

according to the Pope. He asserted, “Even men and women without any particular 

religious conviction, but with an acute sense of their responsibilities for the common 

good, recognize their obligation to contribute to the restoration of a healthy 

environment.” Finally, the Pope concluded it is an “essential part of their [Catholics, 

as well as non-Catholics] faith.” (sec. 15)
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In 2001 Pope John Paul II responded again in his message of God Made Man 

Steward of Creation stating, “Unfortunately, if we scan the regions of our planet, we 

immediately see that humanity has disappointed God’s expectations.” The Pope 

noted that the destruction of the earth is committed without a second thought and has 

therefore urged all people to change the way they view the earth. He proclaimed:

We must therefore encourage and support the “ecological conversion” which 

in recent decades has made humanity more sensitive to the catastrophe to 

which it has been heading. Man is no longer the Creators “steward”, but an 

autonomous despot, who is finally beginning to understand that he must stop 

at the edge of the abyss.

The current Pope, Pope Benedict XVI, professed, “We can’t simply do whatever we 

want with this earth that has been entrusted to us” (Brown, 2008, p. 21). He argued 

that our very survival depends upon our obeying the laws of creation. Christian 

theologians have offered their insight and analysis on how Christians should respond 

to the current environmental crisis but how have Christians applied this new ethic? 

What Are Christians Doing?

In 2001 the U.S. Bishops suggested how we can apply theology and act on the 

issue of global warming. Hart states, “Suggestions for change included ... 

conserving energy, searching for new energy alternatives, and providing financial and 

technical assistance from developed countries to the poorer developing countries” 

(2004, p. 37). Hart also observed that the Catholic Bishops for the Columbia River 

Watershed crisis have addressed the people of the Northwestern United States. He
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reported that they have stressed the importance of incorporating a spiritual and social 

approach to the watershed crisis (2004, p. 50-51).

In 1993 a group of Lutherans adopted a social statement of caring for creation. 

They state, “We of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America are deeply 

concerned about the environment, locally, and globally... we know care for the earth 

to be a profoundly spiritual matter” (p.l). This document was a way for this Lutheran 

church to express their deep concern for the destruction of the environment and with 

this they hoped to influence others about the urgency and severity of the crisis.

They believe the current state of the earth is due to sin and a lack of faith.

They state, “A disrupted nature is a judgment on our unfaithfulness as stewards.. .our 

sin and captivity lie at the roots of the current crisis” (p. 2). They also point out an 

example of our unjust behavior toward the earth from the book of Amos. “In our 

captivity, we treat the earth as a boundless warehouse and allow the powerful to 

exploit its bounties to their own ends” (Amos 5:6-15).

They believe it is their duty to help make a difference. An entire section of 

the document is about their commitments to help make a positive contribution as 

individuals and a Christian community and finally as advocates for reversing the 

crisis in the political and public arenas as well (p. 6-8).

The U.S. Catholic periodical recently published an issue on how Catholics can 

care for the environment and also reported on what Catholics are currently doing to 

reverse the environmental crisis. This issue included 41 ways to help the planet and 

also included examples of what the people of the Catholic faith community are doing 

to contribute positively to the environment. Father Charles Morris of Michigan has
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found ways for him and his parish to undertake being a part of the environmental

movement.

So far his greatest environmental hits list consist of installing a wind turbine in the 

rectory, reducing the energy demands of the church by 60 percent in the past five 

years, and saved $20,000 by incorporating energy-efficient upgrades (LaReau, 2008, 

p. 14).

A parish in Portland, Oregon was inspired by the pastoral letter on the 

Columbia to install a landscape that removes pollutants from reaching the watershed. 

Another parish of Minneapolis educates its church members by providing a DVD, 

Stewards of the Earth, to encourage environmental activism (LaReau, 2008, p. 15). 

These are just a few examples of what Christians have done to turn awareness of the 

environmental degradation of the earth into action.

What about other faiths?

Jo Yong-Hun believes that in developing an environmental ethic a major 

resource should be the world’s religions. They [religions] provide he states, “Ideas, 

spiritual inspiration, and ethical principles” (2002, p. 396). He analyzed Hinduism, 

Buddhism, and the Chinese belief system and their contributions to ecological issues.

Hindu’s believe that the earth is a connected whole that relies on the parts 

that make it whole. They find this belief to be sharply contrasted to western and 

European thoughts on nature. Hinduism charges the western world with a great 

disconnection from nature (Yong-Hun, 2002, p. 398). Yong-Hun (2002)states, “In 

European traditions... the human being remains isolated from universe and often 

opposed to it” (p. 398). Hinduism finds nature to be sacred. Yong-Hun (2002) notes,
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“To ancient Hindus, both God and nature were one and the same” (p. 399). They saw

God to be the creator of all and that because of this; humans can not rule over other 

life forms. Yong-Hun (2002) provides us with an example of how some Hindu’s use 

their beliefs to respect nature. Jainism is, he states, “A radical form of Hinduism” (p. 

399). This extreme belief works to protect even the smallest life forms by the 

wearing masks and sweeping the path they walk on (p. 399). Essentially, Hinduism 

finds all in nature as living and that they must ultimately respect it. Their belief in 

reincarnation also contributes to their desire to treat nature as a living being (Yong- 

Hun, 2002, p. 400).

Buddhism supports that all things within the natural world are dependent upon 

one another. Yong-Hun (2002) claims, “Our relationship with our environment is one 

of mutual caring” (p. 401). Their relationship with the earth is derived from one of 

Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths. Yong-Hun (2002) states, “The Four-Noble Truths 

focus attention on suffering as the fundamental problem from which sentient beings 

seek liberation” (p. 401). When Buddhists see the suffering they are to develop 

empathy for those that suffer. The empathy is to be toward all of creation not just 

human-beings (Yong-Hun, 2002, p. 401-402). Buddhists are also to search for self- 

mastery. Yong-Hun examines that this has an ecological ethic within in it. He 

explains that humans have created a multitude of needs that we desire to be satisfied. 

Buddhism teaches simplicity in all aspects of living. Ultimately by living simply we 

would cause less damage to the environment (Yong-Hun, 2002, p. 402).

The Chinese have also created an ethic of nature. A major philosophical 

thought of the Chinese is called ch ’i. The word translates into “Something which
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consists of both matter and energy,” according to Hong-Yun (2002). Yong-Hun also 

summarizes Mary Tucker. She believes that ch ’i provides a basis for humans to really 

understand nature by being present at all things making all of nature connected (2002, 

p. 403). Chinese thought also supports the yin-yang theory. According to this theory, 

Yong-Hun states, “The way of nature is the continuous process of these two polarities 

changing into each other in rhythmic, harmonious fashion” (2002, p. 404). This 

theory encourages humans to be an integral part of nature.

David Vogel examined the environmental ethic of Judaism. His findings have 

shown that while they support an environmental ethic the preservation of nature is not 

the most important social issue (2001, p. 2). Vogel notes, “It [Judaism] argues that 

nature should be used and enjoyed as well as protected” (2001, p. 2). In the Jewish 

tradition humans and nature make claims on each other. Nature is to be respected but 

humans have interests that nature provides for (Vogel, 2001, p. 2).

Dr. John Hart examined the Native American view of nature in his book, The 

Spirit of the Earth. He explains that as Christians we see the earth as God’s Earth but 

Native Americans refer to the earth as “Mother Earth.” He also found that Native 

Americans are guided by two land principles. Hart states, “First, people cannot own 

the land; second, people must treat the land with respect” (1984, p. 42). Native 

Americans are guided in their environmental ethic by Mother Earth’s creator: The 

Great Spirit (Hart, 1984, p. 44). Native Americans saw that the land was to be shared 

by all. As quoted in Hart’s (1984) book by a Blackfoot man:

As long as the sun shines and the waters flow, this land will be here to give 

life to men and animals. We cannot sell the lives of men and animals;
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therefore we cannot sell this land. It was put here for us by the Great Spirit 

and we cannot sell it because it does not belong to us. (p. 43)

Native Americans view the earth as a gift. It is to be treated well and all that is in the 

earth is to be given our utmost respect.
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Analysis

The literature review was broken down into the scholarly opinion of how 

Christian Theology can contribute to the modem environmental movement and 

perhaps extend beyond the walls of Christianity to invite other faiths to participate in

making a positive contribution to the movement. It is important to note that the 

literature review provides us with several theories of how the Church might respond. 

As humans, we have caused and contributed to the environmental crisis. We thereby 

as noted by Hart have a responsibility to make positive ecological changes. This final 

section is going to defend the literature and to provide the hope that Christians will 

either continue or begin to respond.

For Catholics, caring for the environment is to be an essential part of their 

faith as professed by Pope John Paul II. For other Christian belief systems they invite 

its followers to seek a deeper relationship with nature and to ultimately seek and find 

God in nature. When they find God in nature, environmental theologians argue that 

Christians will be more likely to care for the environment but Christians must take the 

message seriously.

Christianity is an important part of society. Christians, as children of God, 

can serve to be a vibrant and creative source of new ideas. Christians are large in 

numbers and when combined they can be a powerful and influential voice for the 

environmental movement. The Christian Church can provide to serve as a greater 

function than simply as a place to gather together. It is not only a place to learn about 

faith but it can serve as a place that invites one to participate in that faith. Aldo 

Leopold once said, "We can be ethical only in relation to something that we can see,
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feel, understand, love, or otherwise have faith in” (2007, Markkula). If Christians

ultimately rely on their faith than the environmental ethic of caring for the earth will

follow.

The environmental movement needs a theology. This theology will be a new 

avenue to restore faith in the environment. Environmental Theology can widen the 

vision of restoring the earth. It’s going to require Christians to practice their faith 

publicly and actively. As the literature states Christians must first recognize the 

environmental problem. The environmental problem is an issue of social justice. It is 

an issue of extending justice to God’s wondrous creation of the natural world and all 

that is within the natural world. In developing an environmental ethic based on faith 

it calls upon Christians to use the two feet approach. Catholic theology teaches us the 

two feet approach.

It is the first foot that allows for direct service while the second foot is more

challenging. Carol Spurling quotes Francy Bose stating, “The second foot... is to 

reflect on why the needs exist, and then work to change the conditions that have 

created those needs” (2007). She went on to say, “If I don’t actively work for change, 

then I’m contributing to the problem” (Spurling, 2007). Christians must use both feet. 

Only when Christians walk the path of faith with two feet can real environmental 

change follow.

Christians should view the crisis as an opportunity to restore God’s gift of the 

earth. Christians share a common responsibility for the common good of their 

neighbors, their friends, and future generations to come. Christian church 

communities can work for change by creating environmental documents. They
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should set and reach goals within the church and community to inspire change. By 

making small contributions locally, as many already have, they can evoke the global 

community to do the same.

The “why” is the final question that must be answered in my analysis. Being 

faithful to God’s word is the real blessing for Christians. But it is also evident that 

practicing faith is also the blessing for others outside the Christian belief system. 

Father Charles Morris states, “The real blessing with this journey is that it’s good 

stewardship—the dollars saved on energy are dollars you can feed a hungry person 

with” (LaReau, 2008).
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Conclusion

This thesis examined what Christians are saying about the environment and 

how they can contribute to the modem environmental movement. While Christianity 

is not universally accepted, I felt it would have been ignorant not include other faiths 

as well. An intended goal of this thesis was to express and advocate the Christian 

response. In analyzing the Christian literature and response I have found that 

Christians can and do contribute positively to the environmental movement. But their 

contributions must be of reliance on good faith.

Christianity should be included in the fight to protect the environment. As 

advocates of the environmental movement they can serve as a leader for others. They 

can contribute their ideas, their knowledge, and their faith to the global community. 

Through their contributions they can encourage and inspire others to do the same. By 

others I mean, you and I, and the greater faith community including those that walk 

by the faith of Buddhism, Hinduism, Chinese, Native American, or Judaism. Perhaps 

through faith we can achieve the wider environmental vision.
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