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Ecotheology: A Marriage between Secular Ecological Science
and Rational, Compassionate Faith

Carolyn M. King

Introduction

The global environmental crisis is a challenge for all humanity, one
whose likely consequences have long been described by environmen-
tal scientists. Over the last decade, secular activists have urged reli-
gious organizations to be, or become, involved in the world-wide
effort by all thinking people, of any faith or none, to find workable
ways to avert the various possible disasters predicted. The World
Council of Churches (through its programme on ‘Justice, Peace and
the Integrity of Creation’) and the international Anglican Communion
(through its Fifth Mission Statement), among others, have responded.
As they stand, however, pronouncements of these and similar bodies
comprise an incompatible mixture of contemporary scientific and
religious environmental concern set against a biblical background that
had no such concern. The intellectual basis of Christian concern for
nature as beloved of God is not at all the same thing as the concern of
secular environmental ethicists for the intrinsic value of nature in and
for itself. Still less is it anything to do with the ‘production of a conser-
vation output’ (Hartley 1997: 481), advocated by market-oriented eco-
nomists. Church-based environmental activism would be less effec-
tive if it worked independently of secular environmental agencies, yet
such a partnership introduces contradictions between secular con-
cepts of nature conservation for its own sake and traditional theological
understandings of creation as to be valued for God’s sake. Therefore,
public exhortations by religious organizations, taken at face value, are
unlikely to succeed, especially if addressed to secular audiences.

The environmental crisis certainly is relevant to churches, because it
is fundamentally a moral issue: it concerns the process of reaching
communal decisions about the allocation between competing groups
of common resources in short supply, such as finance for conserva-
tion, access to forests, fisheries, clean water, clean air, and so on. The
relevant context for understanding the moral dimensions of environ-
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mental protection must include contemporary biological and philo-
sophical knowledge because we need to understand what decisions
are required, and the origin and nature of the ethical context ot those
decisions, as well as the reasons why so many people ignore the
interests of the environment on which we atl depend.

Elsewhere (King 1999) [ have explored in more detail some ways in
which the insights of secular science are re.evant 1o the development
of ecotheology as a recognizable discipline, one that might also help
Christians make a constructive contribution to the secular debate on
the environmental crisis. For example, frony economics we can learn
whyv the current free-market model 1s so subversive and why manage-
ment of environmental common property 15 so difficult; from game
theory, why the personal restraint tor whicli green activists plead is
often not rational, except within the contex: nf stable community life;
from primatology, what are the evolutionirny and social bases of
morality and mtelligence; from anthropology how the combination of
intelligence and socrally mediated morality 1s a conditional strategy
has coaxed our primate and tribal human ancestors over time from
rampant xenophobia through cautious troding of goods and ideas
through to the philosophical analysis of triie human ethics. The bio-
logical account of the origin and general operation of morality 1s very
different from the theological and philosopiacal one, but is backed by
a large and growing bodyv ot empirical evidence. It must be consid-
ered by any moral exhortation intended to be credible to non-Chris-
tians. The Christian understanding of true altruism (charity) remans
a matter that goes bevond biology and into he realms of grace.

In this paper [ concentrate on one exampe of church-based envi-
ronmental concern, the Anglican Fitth Miss.on Statement. [ argue that
an updated Christian theology of creation, ind wider adoption of the
Fifth Mission Statement and similar documents, could arm the church-
es to play o leading role in the environmental debate. Rational, pas-
sionate and updated Christianity could maike a real contribution to
developing some solution to the environmental crisis, to the extent
that any solution is possible otherwise, it will remain, as in the past,
part of the problem.

The Origins of Enverornnental Concert umong Christians

For Christians, there are many different aspects to the environmental
crisis. I concentrate here on three, all worrving. First is the challenge
to our beliefs. There have been many attenipts to understand the full
implications ot natural sciend e for tiaditional theology, not all equally
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fruitful (Barbour 1997: 97). We do not have to deny the value and
enduring truth of many older traditions (Morton 1989: 24), but at the
same time we do have to allow for the fact that the relevant sciences
(anthropology, evolutionary biology, ecology) are fast-moving inter-
national disciplines, and we must participate in the current debates.
Christians have constantly to resist the temptation to ‘domesticate” the
debate, because, says John Reader:

It 1s far easier and safer to try to contain the challenge of ‘green’ the-
ology within existing boundaries than to be open to the possibility that
what it really requires 1s a complete re-think of traditional Chrnistian atti-
tudes...most of the material that has been published so far has gone for
the safe option, that of remnterpreting our existing language... what 1s
needed 1s something new and as yet undeveloped. If Christians are to
share in that process of development they will need to ..be prepared to
let go of ideas from the past that are no longer adequate (Reader 1992: 4).

Other contemporary theologians agree: ‘What is needed now’, says
Ruth Page, in God and the Web of Creation, ‘is not another skirmish on
the green fringes of belief but a rethinking of fundamental doctrine’
(Page 1996: xiv).

Second is the challenge to our comfortable lifestyles. Although the
probable consequences of the environmental crisis are well publicized
in the Western world, and the statistics get more alarming every year,
few people are willing to face the unpleasant fact that, sometime quite
soon, it will no longer be possible to carry on with our lives on the
assumption that the future will be a more or less logical extrapolation
of the present. Profound lifestyle changes, especially in Northern
countries (the places where such changes will have the greatest eco-
logical impact), are highly unpopular (McFague 1993: 3), and so are
not talked about. The necessary task, adds McFague (1993: 17), is to
get people to see that it is not enough merely to change our lifestyles;
we must achieve the historically unprecedented task of changing what
we value.

Third is the perceived (but illusory) conflict between the demands
of the poor and of nature. Some theologians and left-leaning activists
are concerned that attention to environmental concerns will divert
scarce resources away from the more immediate issues of poverty and
hunger (Hallman 1994), or that environmentalism is a luxury of afflu-
ent Northern societies:

The exploitation of nature and the exploitation of other human beings
are inseparable; they reflect a common set of cultural values and a com-
mon framework of economic and political institutions . Despite the sig-
nificant legislation it has produced, the conservation movement has
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been hmited 1n sts long-run eftedts because it has tended to think of
nature and man apart trom this social context its victories are at best
stop-gaps n the tace ot the population explosion and burgeoning indus-
trial pollubion The movement has otten boen supported by relatively
privileged groups, people who could aftord hunting and fishing or
vacathons in National Parks Conservationist . have usually assumed that
no fundamental changes in our society are needed Like John Muir in
the last century, thev have often scorned the oty and instead have urged
escape trom society and 1k problems mto the beauty of the wilderness
tBarbour 1972 [59-6(0)

There 15 resentment that the Northern nations, having ruined their
own environments now want to hamper development in the South so
as to protect their own lifestyles. So people still ask whether money
spent on environmental protection would be better diverted to social
programmes (Dalv and Cobb 1990. 377, or, picking up Barbour’s
pomt, they see conservation as a hobby for the wealthy, since only
those who had monev could afford to worry about dolphins (Gran-
berg-Michaelson 1992: 9). But Mclague’s lescription of nature as ‘the
new poor’ (McFague 1993 166) neatly underlines the link between
environmental and soctal concerns. Christians do not have to make a
choice between caring for the poor among; human societies and valu-
ing the natural world as the handiwork (however interpreted) of God;
the two duties are done together when se challenge the ruling eco-
nomic paradigm that threatens both.

Ecumenical Background
The tirst and basic requirement tor the health of the otkoumene, the
whole inhabited earth, is that it be habitanle (Rasmussen 1996: 91).
‘Habitat” or ‘houschold’ 1s the core meaning, ot all three ‘eco” words—
ccology, economy and ecumenism, and all three meanings meet in the
wider implications of church-based environmental activism. So it is
entirely appropriate that the first glimmerir.gs of interest in ecological
matters as a legitimate concern of the (Furch can be dated to an
address given by Joseph Sittler to an ecumenical organization, the
World Council of Churches (WCC) in New Delhr in 1961 (Williamson
[1992- 93). He pointed out that, ever since Augustine, Western Chris-
tendom has been unable to connect the reim of grace with the realm
of nature Bv then. the Greek idea of a dualistic split between the
spiritual and the temporal had largely replaced the holistic attitude of
the Hebrews. That, plus the hard lives of erdinary people, encouraged
the conclusion that redemplion has to be visualized as an escape from
the cosmos of natural and historical fact.

However, this attitude 1w 1solated between, and inconsistent with,
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both the biblical concepts that preceded it and the modern, secular
European ideas that have followed it. For the Hebrews, creation was
to be understood as the scene of God’s sovereign activity, not a prison
of evil to be escaped (Simkins 1994). And to modern ears the Augus-
tinian formulation is untrue to the organic character of biblical lan-
guage, and unintelligible in the present state of human knowledge
and experience. Rather, in modern times we can again insist that the
natural world is not simply ‘the stage on which the larger drama of
history is played, but has a key role in that drama itself * (Granberg-
Michaelson 1994: 98).

The WCC was founded in 1947, with a largely Protestant back-
ground and leadership (Gerle 1995). The attitude to environmental
matters of the relevant WCC sub-unit, Church and Society, until New
Delhi and also for the next 20 years after it, remained one of low-key,
pragmatic instrumentalism. A programme emphasizing the Christian
vision of a Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society (JPSS) was
established in 1975, in response to a warning from Charles Birch to
the Nairobi Assembly that, in ecological terms, the world is a Titanic
pursuing its collision course with the iceberg (Williamson 1992: 93).
Although the concept of sustainability is rooted in the biblical idea of
order in creation (Rasmussen 1996: 161), JPSS did not include any idea
of protecting creation for its own sake.

That all changed at the Vancouver Assembly in 1983, after Jiirgen
Moltmann pointed out that the long-established interest of the church-
es in peace and justice for humans was not enough by itself: there can
be no peace and justice for us unless we also protect the natural
world. The delegates therefore resolved to call for a new global con-
ciliar process to be established, to covenant for Justice, Peace and the
Integrity of Creation (JPIC). Their specific rejection of the previous
concept of sustainability in favour of the somewhat woollier and
unfamiliar one of ‘the integrity of creation” was ‘greeted with dismay’
by WCC at the time (Gosling 1992: 7). But by then the churches in
Germany and parts of Scandinavia and Canada had become heavily
involved in environmental issues, and the Pacific churches had long
been suffering the effects of nuclear testing. Between them they
shocked the Vancouver delegates into a re-evaluation of the entire
ecumenical agenda. Hence, although secular concern about nature
conservation is by no means new, and research on it is considerably
more advanced outside the churches than within them, the Vancouver
meeting made the unique contribution of declaring that justice, peace
and the integrity of creation are to be seen as inescapably linked.

The reaction of churches around the world varied according to the
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current local concerns of each region. For example, the primary con-
cern in the Pacific was the question of ant.-nuclear protests; in Africa
and Latin America, the unbearable burden of foreign debt; and in
southern Africa, apartheid (Gerle 1995. 551, At the first Conference of
European Churches, held al Basel in 1989 oncient antagonisms were
fading, but only because more urgent p oblems were rising, to do
with the new eccumenical environment. The meeting brought together
almost 700 delegates from 120 member chiarches of the Conference ot
European Churches, and the 25 Bishops” Zonterences of the Council
of European Bishops” Conterences. It was the first occasion on which
representatives of the Roman and Orthodex churches had officially
met since the tiftecenth century, and the firt ever involving thousands
of ordinary people ot all the modern Furopean faiths— Roman
Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant —who joined the delegates in wor-
ship. Hans Kung (1990) called it ‘a model coniribution’, and he listed
(pp. 67-69) with approval the unusually frank self-criticisms of the
participating churches

Regional variation in dominant conceins i~ important and valid,
because local communities tend to feel threatened by the lack of
recognition of local realitics implied by too much emphasis on a
global perspective (Gerle 1995). Anyway, the local variation did not
obscure the general agreement, at these anwl at the many other meet-
ings held to discuss the convept of JPIC (listed by Gosling 1992: 15),
that the addition of the third term to JPIC concerning the integrity ot
creation, should be strongly endorsed. The message was further con-
firmed by several influential books published during this period, such
as God in Creation (Moltmann 1985), nagin ¢ God: Domuiion as Steward-
ship (Hall 1986) and Liberating Life (Birch, Fakin, and McDaniel 1990).

Fhe culmination of all this effort was the definitive JPIC World
Convocation held 1 Seoul 1 March 1990. The kev issues at that meet-
ing were the Southern debt crisis, militari-ation, the atmosphere and
racism. The Final Document, reprinted as n appendix to Niles (1992:
164-90), lists a series of ten atfirmations covering the most important
issues of justice, peace and world ccology. The affirmations directly
relevant to ecotheology, the subject of this paper, were:

—~

7. The creation 1= beloved of God. We have a responsibility to care
for creation, to respect the rights of future generations and to
conserve and work for the integrity of creation.

8 The earth 1s the Lord’s. Human use of land and waters should

not destroy the life-giving power of the carth.
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The affirmations were followed by four covenants, by which Chris-
tians were called upon to work, among other things:

3. For preserving the gift of the earth’s atmosphere to nurture and
sustain the world’s life; for building a culture that can live in
harmony with creation’s integrity; for combating the causes of
destructive changes to the atmosphere which threaten to dis-
rupt the earth’s climate and create widespread suffering. The
churches can develop new theological perspectives concerning
creation and the place of humanity in it, and join the global,
local and personal efforts to safeguard the integrity of creation.

The final document from Seoul, strongly influenced by the many
representatives attending from the South, describes a worldview grim
even in 1990 and getting worse every year:

We have entered a new period of history mm which humanity has
acquired the capacity to destroy itself Developments mn the arcas of
economics, politics and technology cannot continue on their present
course. More and more people are realizing that a radically new onen-
tation 1s required if catastrophe 1s to be avoided. Movements of resis-
tance are taking shape in many parts of the world. Such movements are
also growing in the churches (Gerle 1995: 63).

The Seventh Assembly of WCC in Canberra in 1991 urged the
continuance of the work of JPIC (Niles 1992). On the other hand, Rio
showed that the massive participation of NGOs in the debate is now
so advanced that a church-based ecumenical movement no longer
needs to play a leading role in supporting and stimulating such
groups (Granberg-Michaelson 1992: 47). In 1994 the WCC reorganized
its administration structure, and JPIC was incorporated into a new
programme renamed Theology of Life (Chial 1996). ‘What has yet to
emerge’, comments Chial, ‘is a theology that significantly inspires
change’ (p. 58). This is a lot to ask: the current WCC programme has a
lot of information on peace and justice, but hardly mentions the theol-
ogy of creation at all.

Fortunately, other forms of international consultation on the rela-
tionships between religion and the environment have also been
developing (Baker 1996). In 1986 the World Wildlife Fund and the
International Consultancy on Religion, Education and Culture set up
a meeting of religious leaders in Assisi, to discuss how each of their
communities of faith could contribute towards stimulating environ-
mental awareness and promote conservation within their own tradi-
tions (Berry 1993). The result was renewed interest in studies of how
the various sacred writings teach respect for the earth; the initiation of
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thousands ot conservation projects and environmental education pro-
grammes around the world, and the creation of the Network on Con-
servation and Religion (Anon 1995)

In 1990, a group of 34 leading scientists (including the atheist cos-
mologist Carl Sagan and the Marxist palacontologist S.J. Gould)
signed an Open Letter to the Religions Comnn. nity seeking to enlist the
help of people of faith i addressmg the environmental crisis. The
letter points out that problems as huge as the contemporary threats to
planetary health must be recognized as having ‘a religious as well as a
scientific dimension. etforts to sateguarce and cherish the environ-
ment need to be infused with a vision of the sacred’ (Baker 1996;
Rasmussen 1996: 183). In 1992 came the World ~ Scientists” Warning to
Humanty, signed by 1575 distinguished scientists, including more
than half of all living Nobel laurcates (Ehr 1ch and Ehrlich 1996: 242).
All these authoritative voices agree that the survival of Western civi-
lization will be at <take in the forsceable tuiure, certainly in the life-
times of our children. Like the Open Letter ke the Religions Connunity,
the World's Scientist<” Warnniy concluded with an appeal for help from
the leaders of the global communities of »sinesses, industries and
religions.

The Joint Appeal by Religion and Science for the Environment was
established in 1990, followed in 1993 bv the National Religious
Partnership tor Environment, based in Neww York (www.npre.org). In
1995, a Summit on Rehgions and Conservation in London, again
sponsored by WWI along with the Pilkington Foundation and a
Japanese humanttarian foundation, brought together religious leaders
representimg nine ot the world’s major taiths to review progress since
the 1985 meeting (w ww onecountry.org). In February 1998 the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury and the President of the World Bank hosted
a ‘alogue on World Faith~ and Development” at Lambeth Palace.
Their final statement reteased in Novembe - 1999 optimisticaily de-
clared that:

The commilment to 1mproving the hives ot the pocr tound among those
al the conterence enables the brnidging of huge cultural and theological
divides It s cruaial to try to rephcate this 1 many practical country
settgs, and the signs are that s alreacy begmning to happen
twww wotldbank org)

Berry (1993) outlines the history of environmental concern in Bri-
tan, and religious responses to it. In genercl Britons are well aware of
problems ahead but not united by the “sense of approaching catas-
trophe” that initiated the processes of JPIC Likew ise, the Conterence
of Churches m Aotearoa New Zealand was quick to point out that the
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1990 Seoul meeting coincided with the 150th anniversary of the Treaty
of Waitangi, and their booklet on JPIC strongly urged local discussion
of the links between JPIC and the Treaty (Anon 1990a). But its long-
term impact on local congregations was microscopic.

The Anglican Fifth Mission Statement

Meanwhile, a parallel process of consultation and exhortation was
going on within the Anglican Church—which is of course a member
of WCC, but is also large enough to conduct its own enquiries into
matters raised by WCC meetings that could be especially important to
the world-wide Anglican communion. The most authoritative Angli-
can assemblies are the Lambeth Conferences, called every ten years
by the Archbishop of Canterbury and attended by bishops represent-
ing every province in the Anglican world. The Anglican Consultative
Council (ACC) was established in 1969 to provide for more frequent
and broader-scale discussions between successive Lambeth Confer-
ences. ACC is an international assembly of clergy, bishops and lay
people from throughout the Anglican Communion, and it usually
meets every three years. The 1988 Lambeth Conference discussed
environmental concerns; and its report, plus the events in Basle and
Seoul, were discussed by ACC at its eighth meeting in Wales in 1990.
In the final report of that meeting, entitled Mission 11 a Broken World
(Anon 1990b: 101-103), the ACC sought to

bring up to date the definition of mission which has been developing
within ACC, and to relate that to the current phase of human history .
A consistent view of mission repeated by ACC, the Lambeth Conference
[and others]  defines mission in a fourfold way:

The mission of the church is:

(a)  to proclaim the good news of the Kingdom;

(b)  toteach, baptise and nurture new believers;

© to respond to human need by loving service;

(d)  toseek to transform the unjust structures of society

We now feel that our understanding of the ecological crisis, and indeed
of the threats to the unity of all creation, mean that we have to add a
fifth affirmation:

(e) to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation and sustain and
renew the life of the earth.

Just like the Seoul declarations, however, the Statement is likely to be
misunderstood by the un-scientific fruitful, and lack credibility to
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conservationists. For example, people who still believe that God set
limits to the sea' and made the hills to stanc eternally are not well
equipped to deal with the problems arismg trom global warming,
rising sea levels and massive soil erosion. Mot all Christians are liter-
alists of course, but neither do all Christians understand enough of
the basic science they need to take the Fict v Mission Statement seri-
ously

What 15 "1 Integrity of Creation’?

The concept of the ‘integnity of creation introduced at the 1983
Vancouver Assembly of the WCC was nevy and not well defined, but
generally agreed as having implications tar bevond the earlier idea of
sustarnability (Gerle 1995: 47), To some, i's very novelty was an ad-
vanlage: one partiapant m o discussion o what it might mean com-
mented, with some exaggeration, Thank Jod the ecumenical move-
ment has finallv given us o concept withont content so that we can
put mmto 1t what we want to' (Niles 1989: 53) To others, the concept of
the mtegrity of creation 1+ too mdefinite to be at all usetul—the
German delegates at Vancouver declared that o i~ untranslatable, and
the Basel conterence avorded the termealtegether (Goshing 1992: 9). A
screntist wants to know what a theologian understands by it, and fur-
ther, what “safeguarding’ it means —trom vhom or what does it need
sateguarding, and why?

The original meaning of itegrity, as urderstood in the Hebrew
Scriptures, was primarily a matter ot relationship to God and adher-
ence to God's laws The mtegrity ot nature consisted n the fact that it
had never disobeved God; nature was always and otill is perfectly
obedient to God, so if any part of nature was hostile to humanity after
the Fall, that was because il was being used as a means of conveying
divine judgment on humans (Kaiser 1996 . [f we have lost this sense
of the integnty of creation in modern times or act as though it did not
exist, that is our problemy, savs Kaiser o problem with our concept of
creation, and underiving that, a problem with our concept of C.od. He
agrees with Pagels (1988) that the later Christian idea that the fall of
Adam necessartly mvolved the corrupt.aon ot the whole natural
world—and theretore that creation neecds redemption as much as
humanitv-—is simply wrong and is to be discarded.

I To the bibhical writers, the sea represented «haos, which 1s why, in the Book
ot Revelation’< vision of the new earth, ‘the sea v a< no more’ (Rev 21 1+ To the
sceculat marine consery atiomst, this pomt of view 1 incomprehensible
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It is a surprise and a relief for a biologist to be assured by theolo-
gians that the Hebrews understood that thorns and thistles are an
integral part of God’s creation, and that it is only their presence in
tilled fields that made them a curse to the Hebrew farmers, not their
own characters; that only arable land was cursed, not all of wild
nature; that if there was a conflict between God and Israel, nature was
on God’s side; and that the groaning of the earth while waiting for the
sons of God to appear was less about loss of integrity than a poetic
image concerning the corruption of bodies in their graves. These con-
cepts translate much more readily to the modern mind than the fan-
tastical Greek ideas that came to overlie them in New Testament
times. Kaiser completes his reinstatement of the original and far more
contemporary-sounding and satisfactory meaning of the phrase by
putting humans in their place:

The integnity of nature. .is not something humans can either contribute
to or detract from...1f we fail to respect [at], we will certainly bring ruin
upon ourselves.. but the order of nature—as understood in Scripture
owes no more to human participation than 1t does to anv other species
(Kaiser 1996 : 290).

In other words, the biblical view is that creation needs safeguarding
from humanity—Dbecause, of the two, only creation retains its original
integrity intact. Many a conservation manager, surveying the tram-
pled vegetation, scattered wildlife and strewn litter around a popular
beauty spot after a holiday weekend, would agree with that conclu-
sion, if not for the same reasons.

Within WCC, the idea of the integrity of creation has proved useful,
for two reasons summarized by (Niles 1989: 58). ‘First, it has given a
new prominence to the doctrine of creation’, understood as the rather dif-
ficult theistic idea of a continuous and continuing divine upholding of
all life, rather than simply as the deistic idea of ‘the initial divine act
which set nature and history on their course’. Second, since the bibli-
cal idea of the integrity of creation refers to much more than ecolog-
ical issues, it offers a context for our struggles for peace and justice.
Hence, the new term ‘integrity of creation” is widely understood to
mean that there is a ‘moral order given in creation that we disregard
or violate at our own peril [a concept developed in more detail else-
where (Murphy and Ellis 1996)1...moral value or worth [is| something the
Creator has bestowed on the whole of creation and not just on the human
part of it'(Niles 1989: 59). The natural inclusiveness of the concept that
creation has its own integrity provides a theological means of holding
together the issues of justice, peace and environmental management.

At Annecy, in France, a meeting on theocentric ethics in September
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1988 agreed, atter extensive discussion, on o working detinition

The value ol all ¢reatures in md of themscely s, tor one another, and for
God, and then iterconnectedness o a diverse whole that has unique
value tor God, together constitute the mtegrity st creation (Birch, Eakin
and McDanel 1990 277)

The emphasis of this detinition appears to be upon creatures as indi-
viduals, which s understandable from a theclogical point of view, but
it is hkelv to run into ditfioultics when conflicts anise between the
good of the mdividual as envisaged by theolograns, and the good of
the ecosvstem as envisaged by scientists. Foo example, what happens
it deer, scen as “creatures of value in and Hl themselves', become so
abundant that they cause damage to therr habitat, which presumably
is mcluded within the idea of “a diverse wiole that has unique value
for God’? In such a situation which is comimon m parts of Scotland,
New Zealand and the USA, the two sets f values are mcompatible.
Which of them is to be sacrificed tor the other?

For Aldo Leopold widely regarded as the father ot wildlife conser-
vation in LSA | the answer is clear. THe was o qunter and woodsman of
great Skill, and in v Sand Cownty Mmanac (Leopold 1987), he advo-
cated the view that, when necessary, the mdividual must be sacrificed
for the ecosystem.

All ethies so tar evolved rest upon a simgle premuse that the individual
15 a member of a community of iterdependont parts The land ethic
smply enlarges the boundares of the con muraty to include soils,
waters, plants, and animals, or collectivelv the Tand (pp 203-204)

A land ethic ot course cannuot prevent the alte rabon, imanagement, and
use of these resources, but 1t does aftirm thar nght to continued ex1s-
tence, and, at least m spots, therr continued exasteace m a natural state.
In short, a land ethic change  the ole of Home sopicis trom conqueror of
the land-communry to plany member and atizen of it ftimphes respect
tor s tellow-members. and also respect o the community as <uch
(pr 204)

A thing 1< night when 1l tends to preserve th e itegrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic commuiuty It s wrong vhen it tends otherw.se
(p 224-25)

What Christians need is a concept of the ntegrity of creation that
transcends the static and simplistic theolog-cal idea of ‘wholeness’, or
even ‘telos’. one that does justice both to (ar the restless dynamism of
the real natural world recognized by science and +b) the real conflicts
of interests between mdividual and commu nity at all levels of nature.
[here is hittle recognition ot that need so 1ar. For example, in early
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1988 a large meeting of the WCC on the theme of JPIC was held at
Granvollen, Norway. Granberg-Michaelson (1994: 99) commented on
the extent of the agreement among participants on the central ideas,
including that ‘Every creature and the whole creation in chorus bear
witness to the glorious unity and harmony with which creation is
endowed’. Such a perspective would sabotage any prospect of co-
operation with evolutionary biologists on environmental issues. Like-
wise, Richard Randolph, of the Centre for Theology and the Natural
Sciences, expounded to the 1998 Templeton Conference in Berkeley
the ethical idea of encouraging the ‘flourishing’ of natural systems as
a theological aim. California is as much altered by the flourishing of
introduced species as is New Zealand, which he freely granted, but he
had no precise answers to the question of how we should distinguish
between flourishing pests, to be controlled, and flourishing native
ecosystems, to be protected.

It is important and encouraging to note that Leopold’s secular defi-
nition of the integrity of ‘the biotic community’, Annecy’s theological
idea of the value of ‘a diverse whole that has unique value for God’,
and JPIC’s term ‘the integrity of creation’ all avoid the anthropocen-
tric term ‘environment’—always taken to mean the environment of
humans. The creation that we are concerned to care for, or at least to
avoid damaging, has its own life and values, and is far more extensive
than the human environment—it existed long before we evolved, and
in vast areas of ocean, mountain ranges, deserts and tundra it still
survives independently of us. Recognition of this is a real contribution
to contemporary culture (Gerle 1995: 117). Nevertheless, secular liter-
ature (i.e. most literature) is primarily concerned with the human
environment, and, as it provides an important resource for this study
and its focus cannot be changed merely by inserting a different termi-
nology, I have continued to use the term as generally understood.

Gosling points out that ‘integrity” is a relational word, with both ver-
tical and horizontal dimensions. Theologically:

integrity of creation implies both the vertical dependence of creation on
its Creator and the worth and dignity of creation in 1ts own right (1.e. its
intrinsic value) ..lhorizontally], every creature is bound to every other
creature in a communuty and communion of being. Human beings espe-
aally must recognise that we are not separate from and above the rest
of creation, but part of 1ts totality, sharing with other living beings their
Iimitations and destiny (1992- 10).

Such a concept is already there in Leopold’s definition, but is rela-
tively new to mainstream Christianity, and if accepted would entail a
huge revision of many ancient theological convictions concerning the
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dignity of humanity. Even in the secular wor'd, it would meet a great
deal of resistance (King 1996).

Working with Secular [nitiatives

The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment (the ‘Earth Summit’) (UNCED) at Ric was an attempt to make
real progress on the environmental debate bv organizing a global con-
sultation at the very highest level (Palmer 1995). It was a huge and
chaotic event, divided between an otficial meeting of Heads of State, a
Global Forum of over 1400 non-governmen! organizations (NGOs),
and an ecumenical meeting organized by the WCC, all on ditferent
sites and all with different agendas. Many mainstream churches pre-
pared statements for it, including the Anglican Communion tBerry
led.] 1993: 263-64). Its consequences have included important new
resources for conservation provided by national governments that
committed themselves to participating in v aricus forms of remedial
action under Agenda 21 (the development of :ocal action plans for the
twenty-first century). If there was anv common theme there, 1t was
the open rejection of the assumption. seldon: questioned in UN dircles
before, that all the diverse societies of the world could be pui on a
single track, along which the ‘“underdeveloped” countries merely rep-
resented an early stage in a desirable and inevitable progress towards
the ‘developed’, western way of life.

Historically the Earth Sumnut wall come to nark the ime when the
world realized that development as traditionally understood had failed
(Granberg-Michaelson 1992: 1)

The Southern nations insisted that the net tlow of resources (o the
North, due to massive debt repayments a1 d unfavourable terms of
trade, would have to be reversed before there could be any hope of
initiating programmes for environmental sustainability in the South,
and few had any illusions that the unrestriined fre¢ market would
help. Against this, the Northern countries, e pecially the USA, worked
hard to downplay the cnticism of their lifestyles. One of New Zeal-
and’s representatives there, Sir Geofirey Palinear, describes the US per-
formance as ‘abysmal’ (Palmer 1995), and t was the cause of much
anger as it removed all target dates from the climate convention and
refused absolutely to sign the biodiversit - convention (Wilkinson
1993).

In one respect, the North prevailed: Presideat Bush simply declared
that the standard of living ot US citizens w15 not up for negotiation
(Rasmussen 1996: 133). However the Soutl , and many Northerners
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with them, did manage to link poverty reduction with environmental
protection and get them put on the global agenda for everybody, even
though the basic policy decisions of business and finance were out of
reach altogether. At the same time, during the two weeks of the meet-
ing the global population increased by >3,000,000 (to 5,467,000,000)
and the total area of productive arable land decreased by 100,000 ha
(Wilkinson 1993). Effective cooperation to deal with these problems
was sabotaged by international tensions—which were even worse at
Earth Summit I in 1997.

The UNCED meeting achieved much less than it might have done:
but it did produce Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration and two significant,
legally binding conventions on biodiversity and climate change. A
third document, intended to become a binding convention on forests,
was reduced to a Declaration because the conference could not reach
agreement on the wording (Palmer 1995). Many local authorities have
developed Agenda 21 programmes, while New Zealand is a national
signatory to both conventions, as well as to the separate 1987 Mon-
treal Protocol (Hay 1996).

All of this talking and meeting is a step in the right direction,
although (as was obvious at Rio) it is unclear to what extent the
exhortations of those concerned about global survival could influence
the national policies of those concerned to maintain or improve their
own standard of living.

Why Earnest Exhortations are Never Enough

In 1994 Max Oelschlaeger published a passionate book, Caring for
Creation, appealing for support for his view that ‘There are no solu-
tions for the systemic causes of ecocrisis, at least in democratic soci-
eties, apart from religious narrative’ (1994: 5). He describes the book
as a confession, an account of a conversion experience. Influenced by
Lynn White, he was once strongly prejudiced against religion, but he
eventually came to the opposite conclusion. He recognizes that all
politicians and secular experts are part of the economic system that
treats the public good as a by-product, if that. Organized religion is
part of the same system too, to some extent, but in its best moments it
is more concerned with the welfare of the group and the collective
good than is any other institution. So, he concludes, the church is our
last, best chance.
Oelschlaeger builds a strong case for his view that:

The metaphor of caring for creation 1s literally an instrument for social
transformation: 1t 1s an mstrument of moral and mtellectual growth.
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not a theological rule but an mmagmative f uadign that might prove
usetul for a culture undergomg ecocnsis (p 2200

Oelschlaeger acknowledges that religiou: metaphors are ordinarily
associated with privileged metaphysical «laims rather than environ-
mental ethics Unfortunatehy, he does not explain how to use a meta-
phor to persuade people to co-operate to achieve public benefits. He
mentions the Tragedy ot the Commons briofly but does not explore its
consequences or how to escape it (Flliott 1997). He does not discuss
the forces ot co-evolution at all, except in the broad statement that ‘the
controlling memes .ot industrial culture must be reshaped (1994
230). His analysis s unusual in the Christian Literature for getting
close to recognizing the key dimensions ¢t the problem, but to an
expertenced conservationist the idea of deaing with the sharp-edged
conflicts mvolved in practical environmen-al management in lerms ot
‘a metaphor’ or ‘an :maginative paradigm’ is totally impractical.

As a Chrishan, I agree that Oelschlaes er is on the right track, a
parallel (American; one to the Anglican indriative represented by the
Fifth Mission Statement. On the other haad, s 3 scientist [ am also
concerned that the Church should be carefl how it takes up its role in
the debate, considering that it 1 a latecomer to this particular ftield.
The development of research concerning the environmental erisis is
much more advanced m the secular world than in theology. During
the long period when, as Moltmann put i, theological and secular
thinkers achieved o peacetul co-existenc based on “‘mutual irrele-
vance’ (Moltmann 1985), all the toundat:ons ot the present secular
disciplines ot conservation biology and c1 vironmental ethics were
latd without any input from theology (see, for example, Caughley and
Gunn 1996; Passmore 1980)  The existing svstem of national parks and
reserves that protects many of the most significant landscapes and
natural habitats around the world- ~which could not be established de
noco i contemporary conditions—-owes nothing to theology. [If ‘the
ecological crisis is. a hares moment” for the church, as McDonagh
(1994 145) maintains—a moment ot decisive challenge during which
matters of great good or evil will be decided---then 1t 1s as well that
others woke up to it svoner than the Churcn has done.

Oeschlaeger is only one ot hundreds of scientists, global organiza-
tions, green activists and authors who have thought about, and writ-
ten about, the environmental crisis for 1l least the last 40 years.
Despite their strong convictions, the cold hard tact remains that, at
the level of political and personal decisin-making, very little has
changed Some business people are workin-g to encourage more social
and environmental responsibility m the business world, stimulated by

T T T
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influential publications such as The Ecology of Commerce (Hawken
1993), but their impact on business practice in general so far is limited
compared with the extent of changes that are necessary, and time to
make those changes is galloping on. Among the majority of people,
congregations and corporations there has been no very obvious re-
sponse, and the global crisis continues on its way. We urgently need
to know, why have these perfectly serious efforts by official and
otherwise respected organizations apparently had so little effect?

The Triple Worlds Analogy
As usual with such a large question, there are many answers. But my
suggestion is that activists and moral agencies of all sorts tend to
underestimate the importance of recognizing the cultural and histor-
ical environment in which they operate. As Primavesi (1991) puts it,
the churches in general perceive their teachings as pure deposits of
truth handed down though generations of social, political and cul-
tural vacuum. To any student of the human animal, this is nonsense.
Managing the environmental crisis is partly a moral problem, partly
a political and economic one, and partly a scientific one. There are,
then, three overlapping spheres of primary knowledge that are rele-
vant to it (see Fig. 1):

1. the realm of religion and philosophy, not only the specifically
Christian intellectual understanding of creation that underlies
all western science (Lindberg 1992), but also the more general
experience of the numinous in nature, and the teachings of tra-
ditional religions on community responsibilities and moral
values;

2. the realm of the legal economic and political realities that govern
human use and management of natural resources, most partic-
ularly the current free-market model; and

3. the realm of science, specifically the current secular biological
understanding of the evolved nature, social behaviour and cul-
tural values of humans.

Each one of these three fields of knowledge overlaps with the other
two, and the fields of overlap define three sets of interactions:

4. the meeting of biology and sociology with religion is the arena
for discussing how the processes of natural selection influence
human philosophical systems, as illustrated by the evolution of
morality and the history of the Christian church;

5. the meeting of biology and sociology with politics and eco-
nomics is the arena for discussing why human nature makes
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sharing of common-pool environmental resources so difficult;
and

6. the meeting ot politics and economics with religion is the arena
for discussing environmental ethics, and particularly why
different human groups have developed such different cultural
attitudes to environmental management.

Environmental activism occupies the seventh, central field of the dia-
gram, the area that all three¢ primary spheres have in common. No
appeals for action that ignore these other (nnsiderations are likely to
be either intellectuallv respeclable or etfecti 7¢ in practice.

1. Religion
Grevn giace
I wolopy at creation

4. Evolu-ion of
moraiity
hurch s ory

6. I'nviron-
mental Ethics
Faplotatio v

stewardehsp

nviron
mental
concern

2. Politsies and
Economics
Jhe trec marken
mo i

3 Biology and
Saociology

iuman matuatre

5. Common
property
Trageds ot
comimoen

Figure | Defimitrons and iateractions of the Hiree spher »s of primary knowledge relevant
to management of the environment il crisis.

The secular idea ot environmental management, usually considered
an academic disciphne with a variety of sub-disciplines, is merely a
sub-set of the wider. religious idea of caring for creation. However,
even the more limited aim ot environmental management is difficult
enough, for two main reasons. First, the netural world is far more
complicated and unpredictable than our theoretical models can
handle, which means that crrors in management decisions are far
more common than we like 1o admit (Budiansky 1995; Caughley and
Gunn 1996). Second. the human environment :s a common resource
tor all humanity, and management of 1t is nor the business of one or a
few individuals but a matter for collective action by many people
whose interests usually do not coincide.
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For both reasons, management of the environment, like that of any
common property, is not a simple task. Organizing fair and just
collective action among a population of independent egoists is a prob-
lem that has exercised secular philosophers, legislators and lawyers
for centuries. Their disciplines have histories of their own, reflecting
their independent development particularly within the liberal intel-
lectual atmosphere of western civilisation over the last two centuries.
But since the UNCED conference at Rio it has become clear that Nor-
thern style economic growth and progress are not normal and cannot
be continued indefinitely. The environmental crisis is not merely a
problem of applied ecology; it has wider and deeper dimensions,
which are a lot more frightening and so are explored less often:

A century ago Thoreau could truly say, ‘There are a thousand hacking
at the branches of evil to one who 1s striking at the root’ This 1s not as
true now as 1t was in Thoreau’s day, but whether we are more success-
ful in eradicating evil 1s questionable. We have trouble recognising a
major root when we see 1t (Hardin and Baden 1977: 5).

Perhaps the eye of the spirit, after centuries of experience of under-
standing the inner imperatives and weaknesses of the human animal,
has a better chance to spot the roots of evil than the necessarily exte-
rior eye of science. For example, a common response to any convinc-
ing explanation of the environmental crisis is: ‘Now what do we do?’

There are two levels of answer: (1) we have to change the economic
and political environments in which we live, and (2) we have to learn
to change our own individual lifestyles. The Anglican Church is
already active in the multidisciplinary and much-needed critique of
the current economic and political paradigms, and lists of ‘What you
can do as an individual” are widely available from green organiza-
tions and academics (Wyman et al. 1991), but nearly all such efforts
fail to take into account the problem that knowledge does not lead to
virtue in a society in which ignoring virtue is a profitable strategy.
Exhortation, however authoritative and well intended, cannot make a
difference if it ignores what game theory can say about how people
make personal decisions, especially those involving resources.

Game Theory and Environmental Decision-Making

Throughout their formative years, our ancestors lived in small,
homogeneous groups in which every individual was familiar to every
other one, and all had a stake in the survival of the group. Where all
members of a group have interests in common, cooperation is bene-
ficial to all, and constantly reinforced by evolved social attitudes
forged and maintained by deep-rooted habits of reciprocal altruism
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available only to other members of the same group. Competing
groups were independent of each other, and generally hostile (Camp-
bell 1975). But modern human society has become very diverse and
complex, so the ancient rules generate tensions both within and
between the main groups (e.g. nation states and political or trading
blocs).

Environmentalism is a form of the Prironer’s Dilemma game (see
Fig. 2) involving many plavers, and the problem 1s how to prevent
egoists producing pollution, waste and »hausted resources at the
expense of more considerate citizens.

The ain s to reduce the ost, health hazavd and aggra wtion cuused by hitter i the centre
of u moderi ety The deciston payotts ave calewdated with reference to any one mdividual
(what 1do’) plawng aganist Hie ve-t of the popudation as a croup (Cwhat you do ), ve.. the
tible 1= to be vead frone the left v roces, yather than fron abooe i columns. Cooperation is
defoned as alioays wsimyg e council Dtter bras ot takneg m owen Iifter home; defection as
the oppostte behavwonr The same i qunrent can be exiorded to other forms of ‘litter” such
as wratftr and candalisn:. The scores allocated to cach ouatcome (1 brackets) are arbitrary
but prabout the 11ght order of desitability

What you do

Cooperate Defect

Cooperate [ enjoy avery dlewn city ot 1suffer the visual pollution

the cost of some self- coci though 1 have been
discipline [ 3] ~el disciplined [0]
What I do
Defect I enjew a mostly clean city I suffer the visual pollution,
aid saoe myself the trouole — oith the small consolation
of selt discipline [5] of not having to be self-

discplmed (1]

Figure 2 Game theory analysts applied to *h > question of winy not
cecryone lieing i oa ¢ty will cooperate to acleve o public qood

So, says Ridley (1996: 225), we should accept that there is no innate
tendency in humans that can be used to develop and teach restraint in
environmental management Far more than the social insects, humans
who are expected to cooperate together socially are also in genetic
competition with each other. Because we all mstinctively watch our
backs, environnmental ethics has to be taught i spitc of huwman nature, nof
mconcert with it. Environmental activists and authors who eloquently
describe the approaching global crisis, ar:d plead for a fundamental
shift in human values, underestimate the power of the games people
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play. At first sight, game theory seems to vindicate Hobbes: we don’t
cooperate because it doesn’t pay us to do so unless everyone does,
and only the most naive would ever stake their all on the assumption
that everyone will.

The ancient distinction between the concept of original sin, a gen-
eral predisposition, and immorality, individual acts of wrongdoing
(McGrath 1994: 374) is consistent with biology. The first refers to what
we are (any species that has survived the winnowing processes of
natural selection must necessarily have equipped its members to be
self-centred in some sense), the second to what we do—how we make
those choices between self-interest and group interest. Sociable ani-
mals are not so much ‘survival machines’ built by selfish genes (Daw-
kins 1989) as ‘adaptive decision-makers’ (de Waal 1996: 18). The as-
sumption that human nature is malleable by culture and circum-
stances, to produce altruistic or individualistic behaviour (usually
equated with good or evil, respectively) according to the odds on
whatever strategy might pay best in the social environment of the
moment, helps to explain the origin of sin. Indeed, one helpful mod-
ern definition of sin is simply the breakdown of relationships (Bar-
bour 1997). If original sin is equated with the conflict between natural
selection for individual advantage and cultural selection for group or
tribal advantage (Campbell 1975), which is inherent in human nature,
then it certainly is an inescapable predisposition. We may know very
well that there are good reasons why we should be honest, chaste,
sober, hardworking, faithful and public-spirited in this life, if only in
the hope of being happy in the next, yet somehow it is never as easy
as that. St Paul hit the nail right on the head:

when I want to do the right, only the wrong 1s in my reach. In my
mmost self I delight in the law of God, but...there is in my bodily mem-
bers a different law, fighting against the law that my reason approves.
miserable creature that I am, who is there to rescue me out of this body
doomed to death? (Rom. 7.21-24).

Paul could hardly have written a better description of the inner con-
flicts generated by the meeting of our animal and cultural heritages if
he had been schooled in evolutionary biology. Even more clearly, he
summarizes the distinction between the two during his chastisement
of the Corinthians for the dissent within their church. ‘While there is
jealousy and strife among you, are you not of the flesh and behaving
like ordinary men?’ (1 Cor. 3.3)—in other words, acting as if still liv-
ing only under the influence of their unredeemed human natures. On
the contrary, he urged them, ‘let no one boast of men...you are
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Christ’s and Christ 1s God’s —that 1s, they must remember that they
had died to natural selection at their baptism. and had now passed
through cultural selection for tribal advantage (‘'vou are Christ’s’) to
universal grace (‘and Christ 15 God’s").

The problem is, national and international agreements on ethical
issues need cooperation between diverse groups or sub-groups with
different interests, hammered out against the grain of the built-in
human tendency to try to score points against members ot other
groups (Alexander 1987). The kev problem in environmental ethics is
to persuade individuals voluntarily to extend meaningful coopera-
tion, and enough of it, to others outside their own familiar groups,
even though that defies the ancient ‘default setting” of human nature
(Heinen and Low 1992). Game theory explains why: caution, lack of
trust, suspicion of concealed motives, unwillingness to allow the other
side any advantage, total intolerance of foreign free-riders combined
with tolerance of free-riding at others” expense, have been the best
wav to negotiate with other groups for virtually all human history
untif now.

The game theorv approach apphes as well within nations as
between them. For example, consider the matter of litter in and
around any modern city. The citizens as a group would benefit if
everyone were responsible about litter—if no-one ever dropped rub-
bish in the street, or threw used condoms nto the bushes or burning
cigarette butts out of their car windows, or dumped trailer-loads of
junk at the side of the road. The local ciry council would save the
thousands a vear it now has to spend on cleaning up assorted messes
in public areas, the parks and central city business area would be
more pleasant to lock at and walk in, the nisk of disease and damage
from pests would be minimised, and evervene would benefit for the
expenditure of minimal per-onal time and s2lf-discipline. But it does
not happen. Why not?

The decisions made by any one member of a group depend sub-
stantially on the dedisions made by the other members. Figure 2 sets
out the options in the form of a game in which | play as an individual
against the rest of the citizens as a group. Simnce I cannot know all of
them individually and am unlikely ever tc meet them all as a group,
this is the equivalent of a one-off Prisoner’s Dilemma game. For the
purposes of the argument, it assumes [ .wave no strong principles
either way about litter, but am merely cbjectively calculating my
options. The figure shows that, it everyone obeys the rules the city is
clean, though everyone shares the cost of personal self-discipline. My
personal result is better if I defect when evervone else is cooperating,
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because I then enjoy a clean city without having to change my own
habits. But if I cooperate and others don't, I risk having disciplined
myself for nothing, in which case I might as well save myself the
trouble and contribute to the mess along with everyone else. So what-
ever everyone else does, my best strategy is to carry on as normal. The
result will be a local version of the Tragedy of the Unmanaged Com-
mons (Hardin 1994).

The development and implementation of environmental policies
within a Western democracy is largely, though not entirely, a matter
of common property management. The associated problems are not
new: there is a well-established branch of conventional economic the-
ory specializing in it, and a vast literature on the culture and man-
agement of communal resources (e.g. Hardin and Baden 1977; Keo-
hane and Ostrom 1995; McCay and Acheson 1987; Stevenson 1991).
On the local and short-term scales on which we as individuals all live,
common property will probably always have to be managed accord-
ing to some sort of updated version of this theory, so we must learn to
develop and monitor the best means of doing that.

Controlling the litter problem by citizens’ responsibility alone
would require full cooperation between all sectors of society. But
cooperation between groups depends on the degree to which they
share common interests, whereas it is more likely that different people
will have different attitudes to litter, which will affect their weighting
of the options. Some are more likely to value cooperation on principle,
even at personal inconvenience; others are much more likely to
defect—and not only by failing to cooperate. These who feel they
have no stake in the community because their interests and concerns
are ignored by the other stakeholders may also use litter, graffiti and
vandalism to damage public amenities that others value. The local
variation in proportions of these types will produce different combi-
nations of outcomes for the litter problem in different suburbs.

The problem of litter in public places is a simple one but similar in
principle to many others faced by the Fifth Mission Statement. The
cause is often seen to be ignorance—a failure of schools and parents to
teach civic responsibility to children. In that case the appropriate
action would be an effective public education campaign, but this anal-
ysis shows why that strategy seldom works. Those who are already
responsible about litter put a high a value on cooperative behaviour
in all circumstances, while others put so low a value on it that they are
not likely to incur the cost of self-discipline merely in response to
exhortations. Clearly, defection is the safest option for the least privi-
leged parties in a structured society in which some members have a
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lot less to gain from cooperation than others. No one will support a
socicty, or help keep its streets clean or listen to its elected representa-
tives, unless they feel part ot it, which is why general appeals for
cooperation on matters such as civic responsioility and public consid-
cration never get a 11 per cent response.

On the global scale, the same logic applies. The present urgent need
for groups to trust cach other and work together at unprecedented
levels does not alter the wav we think, itself forged over thousands of
vears’ expertence of a very ditferent world “"he tensions and bicker-
g at the UNCED Conference are proof of that (Palmer 1995). There,
the ditferences between the participants, in wealth, ethnicity and
social status, were huge, and the processes by which social inequity
undermines cooperation wete even clearcr The longer-term crisis
cannot be addressed within the framework of conventional macro-
economic theory, because 1t i~ that theory tiself which is at issue. The
associated problems are not officially recHrgnized by many econo-
mists, so the literature has until recently been confined to a few
prophetic and unpopular voices such as Ehrenfeld (1981) and Daly
and Cobb (1990). They. in their turn, are ofter half-drowned in the
‘brownlash’ trom the vested interests thev criticize (Ehrlich and
Ehrlich 1996).

Genuine churches are not only beacons ot grace despite themselves,
but also secular organizations not much better than any others at
promoting naturally evolved cooperation w. Hiui groups, which is part
of social life everywhere. There is a sense in which every congregation
is a social unit no ditferent from a bridge club, and personal tensions
are rife in both. On the other hand, churches should in theory be in a
better position than most secular organizat ons to help overcome the
barriers to cooperation betweenr groups. Those barriers include racism,
moralism, local and personal sclf-interest, lack ot confidence in others’
goodwill, and many other evils that Christianity officially abhors but
actuallv often practices itself. Given the right circumstances, including
a rediscovery appropriate to Lhis age of their ancient prophetic func-
tion, the churches are often able to mobili « broadly humane senti-
ments across societv in ordetr to make a ccordinated contribution to
the public debate. Churches have made imoortant critiques of public
affairs i the Phillipines, Brasil and the USA. always working towards
peaceful revolution and plaving down old «ntagonisms (Martin 1997:
220). A Church that truly lives up to ats fouder’s values, despite his-
tory (Kee 1982), that deliberately rejects the old moralistic, doom-
laden attitudes and concentrates on its real *vork of transforming peo-
ple by grace, coidd make a ditterence.
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Conclusion

It is supremely ironic that, while so many local church communities
are widely seen to be, and many see themselves to be, irrelevant to
and disinterested in environmental problems, it is becoming increas-
ingly clear that religion has an important role to play in the debate. To
quote only a few writers who have already made this point:

There 1s something like a religion embedded 1n our commitment to
growth and modern industrial progress. For 1f it 1s true that we are com-
mitted to these values to the extent that we cannot live without them .
they have become ultimate and absolute...1n a peculiarly modern sense
they have become our gods... But our profound belief 1n those objects
has made us insensitive to the damage they are doing to that alienated
world of nature on which in fact our lives primarily depend... This
makes our crisis a spiritual one (Ambler 1990: 53-54).

The changes that are now needed in society are at a level that stirs
religious passions. The debate will be a religious one whether that 1s
made explicit or not. The whole understanding of reality and the orien-
tation to 1t are at stake. .to ignore that, to treat the issues as 1f they could
be settled by abstract reason, 1s misleading... Getting there, if 1t happens
at all, will be a religious event, just as getting to where we are now was
a religious event. Idolatry.. has brought us to the present crisis. Over-
coming [1t] is a religious task (Daly and Cobb 1990: 374-75)

We need the help of God’s grace to overcome the xenophobia and
distrust of those outside our own group that is as much part of our
biological makeup as is affection and cooperation with those inside it.
This sort of universalism is exactly what is needed to weld humanity
into a common unit capable of making collective decisions on how to
deal with the environmental crisis. Perhaps the Anglican Fifth Mis-
sion Statement, undergirded by a revitalized Christian theology of
creation, might be a powerful source of it.

The author took her first doctorate at Oxford on the biology of weasels (1971) and
is now a lecturer 1n the Department of Biological Sciences, University of Waikato,
Hamilton, New Zealand, teaching courses on animal behaviour and ecology. She 1s
the author of about 50 papers and two books and the editor of The Handbook of New
Zealand Mammals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990). She took her second
doctorate on ecotheology in New Zealand 1n 1999
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