
 

 

Religion and ecology 

Introduction: 

The environmental crisis has been pointed out in its various interconnected aspects 

of resource depletion, extinction of species, climatic changes, over- consumption and 

population explosion. The human attitudes and decisions, values and behavior are 

very crucial for survival and flourishing of numerous life forms on Earth. The 

formation of human- Earth relation is central for sustainable future of the planet. 

These relations are shaped by natural sciences and social sciences, ecological 

design, religions, technology, ethics and spirituality. 

The Role played by the Religions: Cosmologies, Symbols, Rituals and Ethics: 

 The emerging field of religion and ecology is playing a very important role because 

the world religions are being recognized in their great variety. Now a day’s religions 

are providing a broad orientation to the cosmos and to the human roles. The 

religious views shaped the attitudes towards nature. 

Definition of Religions: 

 Religions can be understood as a means through which humans can able to 

recognize the limits of phenomenal reality, deal with certain practices which will 

effect self- transformation and community cohesion. Religion also refer to the 

cosmological stories, symbol systems, ritual practices, ethical norms, historical 

process and institutional structures which help to transmit the view of human.  

Religions help to connect humans with a divine presence. Religions bond human 

communities and also help in establishing intimate relations with the broader Earth 

community. Thus religions link humans to indeterminacy and mystery through which 

life arises and flourishes. 

Various  expressions of religions and the world views:  

World views mean ways of knowing, embedded in symbols and stories in the life of 

particular cultures. World views developed out of human interaction with natural 

systems or ecologies. Another concern of the religion is to explain the emergence of 

local geography as a realm of sacred. World views help to generate rituals, ethics, 

and ways of acting, which guide human behavior, communal, ecological exchanges. 

World views are critical because it focus on discovering formative attitudes regarding 

natural habitat and our place in the world. There is a need to balance human- Earth 

relations  by re- evaluation of sustainable world views and environmental ethics.  

Definition of Religious Cosmologies:  

Religious cosmologies contained cultural world views. Religious cosmologies 

describe the experience of origination and change in relation to the natural world. 



 

 

Religious cosmologies give rise to religious rituals and symbols and they also 

provide rich resources which help in the development of spiritual and ethical 

transformation in human life. For example Buddhism, Confucianism, Daoism. Thus 

religions helped to celebrate the gifts of nature such as air, water, food which help to 

sustain life. 

Some of the Possibilities and limitations of Religions regarding Environmental 

issues: 

 There is a tension between humans seeking to transcend this world and those who 

are yearning to embedded in it. For example Christianity deals with salvation in the 

next life as well as help in celebrating the incarnation of Christ as a human in the 

world. These tensions give rise to the possibilities and limitations of religions on the 

basis of environmental concerns. On the one hand religions retain other- worldly 

orientations toward personal salvation outside this world and at the same time help 

in fostering commitments to social justice and ecological integrity in the world. 

Religions encouraged values and ethics of reverence, respect for formulating a 

broader environmental ethics like humans, eco system. Thus religions have a central 

role to play in the formulation of world views. 

 

The religious participation : 

The scientists have recognized the importance of religions with regard to 

civilizational values and also act as an indispensable motivators in  transformation of 

consumption, energy use etc. Two important documents were issued by scientists. 1. 

One is: “Preserving the Earth: An Appeal For Joint Commitment in Science and 

Religion”. This was signed at the Global Forum meeting in Moscow in January 

1990.It states that “The environmental crisis requires radical changes not only in 

public policy but in individual behavior. The historical record makes clear that 

religious teaching, example and leadership are powerfully able to influence personal 

conduct and commitment. As scientists, many of us have had profound experiences 

of awe and reverence before the universe. We understand that what is regarded as 

sacred is more likely to be treated with care and respect. Our planetary should be so 

regarded. Efforts to safeguard and cherish the environment need to be infused with a 

vision of the sacred.” ( Source: “ Preserving the Earth: An appeal For Joint 

Commitment in Science and Religion.”) 

2. The second document is called “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity”. This was 

produced by Union of Concerned Scientists in 1992. It states that “A new ethic is 

required- a new attitude towards discharging our responsibilities for caring for 

ourselves and for the Earth. We must recognize the Earth’s limited capacity to 

provide for us. . We must recognize its fragility. We must no longer allow it to be 

ravaged. This ethic must motivate a great movement, convincing reluctant leaders 



 

 

and reluctant governments and reluctant peoples themselves to effect the needed 

changes.”( source: “ World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity”.)  

Important Responses of Religious Leaders and Communities : 

More than half a century ago there were some strong voices advocating a religious 

response like Walter Lowdermilk and Joseph Sittler. The former called for an 

Eleventh Commandment of land stewardship in the year 1940 and the latter wrote an 

essay “A Theology for the Earth” in the year 1954. Since the late 1960s the Islamic 

scholar named Seyyed  Hossein Nasr called for a renewed sense of the sacred in 

nature. Similarly Lynn White’s essay “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis” 

also focused on the controversy that Judeo- Christian tradition has contributed to the 

environmental crisis by devaluing nature. 

Important Movements for removing the environmental crisis : 

There are certain key movements which are responsible for alleviating the 

environmental crisis which are as follows: The interreligious gatherings on the 

environment in Assisi under the sponsorship of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) in 

1948 and under the auspices of the Vatican in the year 1986. The Parliament of the 

World Religions also focused on global ethics.  In 1993 the Catholic theologian Hans 

Kung  focused on global ethics. The 1999 Parliament in Cape Town issued a 

challenge to lead institutions to participate in transformation toward a sustainable 

future. The Global Forum of Spiritual and Parliamentary Leaders held international 

meetings for the protection of the environment in Oxford in the year 1988, Moscow in 

1990, Rio in 1992, Kyoto in 1993. ARC has been active in England and Asia for 

environmental restoration and protection.. NRPE (The National Religious Partnership 

for the Environment) also focused on environmental issues. In August 2000, a 

historic gathering of more than 2000 religious leaders took place at the United 

Nations, where the environment was one of four major themes. 

 

Responses of the leaders of different religious communities. 

The Tibetan Buddhist leader, the Dalai Lama and Vietnamese Buddhist monk named 

Thich Nhat Hanh said that it is the universal responsibility of the human community 

to look after the environment and all sentient species of the earth.. The church 

leaders such as Anglican Archbishop Rowan Williams and Robert Edgar also 

pointed out towards the environmental problems like resource use and climate 

change. The Greek Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew sponsored a series of 

“symposia at sea”, brought together the scientists, religious leaders and civil 

servants to highlight the problems of marine pollution and fisheries depletion. 

Different Statements of World’s Religions responsible for the care of  the Earth: 



 

 

These statements range from various positions from western monotheistic traditions 

to the different sectors within Asian traditions of Buddhism and Daoism. Monolithic 

traditions reflect the originality of thought in bringing religious traditions in to 

conversation with problems of the environment like climatic changes, problem of 

pollution and loss of bio diversity. The Protestant – based World Council of Churches 

has published treatises on “justice, peace, and the integrity of creation “.. The Greek 

Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew focused on destruction of the environment as 

“ecological sin “. The Evangelical community has published letters related to care of 

earth.. The American Catholic Bishops have published several statements on 

ecology. 

 

Some of the Intellectual influences on Religion and Ecology: 

Over the last decade the field of religion and ecology has emerged within academia. 

The academic study of religion and ecology is taking help from other disciplines and 

thinkers to develop theoretical, historical, ethical, cultural dimensions. The theoretical 

and historical dimensions are pointed out in the work of Clarence Glacken who 

developed a study of nature in western culture. Arne Naess, who elaborated a theory 

of deep ecology and at the same time, pointed out the importance of the natural 

world over human prerogatives. Other philosophers such as Baird Callicot and 

Holmes Rolston have helped to develop the field of environmental ethics. The 

cultural dimensions are influenced by the work of anthropologists Julian Steward, 

Roy Rappaport. Julian Steward coined the term “cultural ecology”. By cultural 

ecology Julian Steward meant the relationship among the environment, the 

economic and the technological aspect of the society. The geographers like David 

Soper and Yi Fu Tuan pointed out the spatial and ecological characteristics of 

religion. The historians like Thomas Berry and William Mc Neill focused on  important 

role played by mutual influences in human interactions with ecosystem. Theologians 

such as John Cobb and Gordon Kaufman combined the theoretical and engaged 

perspectives and said that the Christian beliefs can be expressed theologically. Eco- 

feminists such as Rosemary Ruether, Sallie McFague and Heather Eaton pointed 

out the exploitation of the women and contested nature of the treatment of the Earth. 

The eco- justice writers like Robert Bullard , Dieter Hessel, Mark Wallace and Roger 

Gottlieb pointed out the linkages between social injustice and environmental 

pollution. According to many of them the historical, theoretical, cultural, ethical and 

engaged perspectives are not separate but mutually inclusive. 

 

The Academic field of Religion and Ecology: 

Over the last decade the academic field of religion and ecology  has been marked by 

the efforts of individuals and groups. These include organization of conferences, 



 

 

creation of forums, construction of websites, publication of books, undergraduate 

and graduate programs. 

Harvard Conference Series: 

 A three year international conference series took place at Harvard University’s 

Centre for the Study of World Religions from 1996 to 1998. The goal was to examine 

the human- Earth relations. Harvard Conference Series helped to establish a new 

field of study in religion and ecology. Religions are considered as the key shapers of 

people’s world views and help to formulate their cherished values. Thus this project 

revealed the attitudes and practices towards nature which has been sanctioned by 

the religious traditions. 

Distance between the Ancient Texts and Traditions: In order to deal with the gap 

between the Ancient texts and Traditions it focuses on the method of retrieval, re- 

evaluation and reconstruction. The Religious traditions are not monolithic rather they 

include a wide range of positions ranging from orthodox to reforms. Jewish rabbis, 

Christian theologians, Islamic imans in the west and Hindu pundits, Buddhist monks 

interpreted their respective traditions overtime. The Harvard project pointed out the 

constructive phrase. In case of constructive phrase the scholars of various religions 

pointed out the actual and potential sources of ecological awareness. 

Conferences: 

 From 1996 to 1998 more than 800 scholars participated in a series of 10 

conferences in order to examine the traditions of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, 

Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, Shinto and Indigenous 

religions. These conferences were started by John Grim and Mary Evelyn Tucker 

with a team of area specialists in the world’s religions. Conferences include a 

spectrum of positions. The conferences also include both historians and scho lars of 

the traditions. The  scientists, environmentalists, activists as well as graduate  

students were also invited. A wide range of funders ensured that participants could 

be brought from around the world. The Indigenous conference had representation 

from every continent. For example the Shinto conference was the largest gathering 

of Shinto priests. Another example is the Islam conference with representative 

across the Islamic world. The edited papers have been published in ten volumes by 

the Harvard Centre for the Study of World Religions. There are three purposes of the 

conferences and the books which are as follows:  The first purpose is to examine 

attitudes towards nature from the religions of the world. The second purpose is to 

contribute to the articulation of functional environmental ethics grounded in religious 

traditions .The third purpose is to stimulate the interest and concern of religious 

leaders, lay people, students, professors of religion. There were three 

interdisciplinary conferences which were held at the American Academy of Arts and 

Science in Cambridge, Massachusetts and at the United Nations and the American 



 

 

Museum of Natural history in New York. These conferences included scientists, 

economists, educators, policy makers from various world religions. 

Forums: 

 The forum on Religion and Ecology was announced in October 1998, at the United 

Nations Conference. This was coordinated by John Grim and Mary Evelyn Tucker. 

There are three objectives of forums which are as follows: The first objective is 

continuation of research in the area of religion and ecology. The second objective is 

to deal with the development of teaching in this area. The third objective is to 

encourage interdisciplinary environmental studies programs. The forum has 

continued its research agenda by organizing different Harvard Conferences on World 

Religions and Animals, Ecological Imagination, World Religions and Climate change.  

Widespread popularity of Forums:  

The Forum also organized panels at the Parliament of World Religions in Capetown 

and Barcelona, and at the same time environmental conferences took place in Asia, 

Europe and Middle East. It has participated in the symposiums on the Aegean and 

Baltic Sea convened by the Greek orthodox patriarch Bartholomew. It has also been 

involved in the Earth Charter Movement. In the year 2003, a group of Canadian 

scholars named Heather Eaton, James Miller and Anne Marie Dalton, Stephen 

Scharper together they formed a Canadian Forum on Religion and Ecology 

(CFORE).. They were active in Canada and helped in developing the field of study, 

talks and workshops. They are sponsoring a book series on Religion and Ecology 

from the University of Toronto Press. 

Websites:  

The Forum on Religion and Ecology under the Harvard Centre for the Environment 

created a website to assist in fostering research, education in the area of religion and 

ecology. There are also annotated bibliographies of the literature on the world 

religions. The website contains introductory essays of the world religions, traditions 

and their environmental contributions. The websites also contain syllabuses and lists 

of audio – visual resources. The websites contain introductory sections to point out 

the importance of interdisciplinary dialogue in partnership with science, economics 

and policy. It also contains annotated bibliography of the evolutionary and ecological 

sciences. 

Publications:   

The ten- volume Harvard series on World Religions and Ecology was published 

between 1997 and 2003. Two years later another major multi- year project was 

completed and was published in two- volumes Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature 

edited by Bron Taylor. A peer reviewed journal entitled World view: Global religions, 

Culture and Ecology has been published for more than a decade. 



 

 

Various Challenges to Religion and Ecology:  

On the one hand, religions have sustained human aspirations and energies for 

centuries but on the other hand religion gives rise to intolerance, violence and 

fundamentalist views of various kinds. Thus we can say that world’s religions are not 

sufficient to provide solutions for ecological problems. Some of the religious 

traditions have presented obstacles to open discussion of certain kinds of birth 

controls at UN population Conference. These include Islam, Roman Catholicism etc. 

There is another research project dealing with more plural approach to population 

control among the world religions and the name of the project is “ Religious 

Consultation on Population, Reproduction, Health and Ethics”. 

Religions help in bringing an ethical perspective to environmental issues:   

There is a need for creative humanistic and religious initiatives in order to formulate 

interdisciplinary approaches to environmental science, policies and laws. The 

directors of many environmental studies programmes tried to integrate religion and 

ethics into traditional science and policy based programmes. The environmental  

crisis is urging some scholars to become public intellectuals so that they can able to 

understand the environmental problems and can able to provide us with solutions. 

 

 

The limitations of Science and Policy: 

 

Religion and Ecology make a contribution to interdisciplinary environmental studies 

within academia as well as outside academia. Over the last fifty years science play a 

very important role in solving the environmental problems both global and local. 

Inspite of thousands of scientific studies have been published, many experts have 

concluded that they have not made sufficient progress because there is a wide range 

of obstacles like lack of political will to unchanging habits of human beings. 

According to the scientists, there are many acts about environmental problems which 

have not changed the human behaviour which are responsible for exploiting nature 

and nor have such facts affected human habits of addictive consumption. The policy 

experts claimed that legislative or managerial approaches to nature are insufficient 

for the complex environmental challenges. 

Environmentalist point of view: 

 

According to the environmentalist although science and policy approaches are 

necessary but they are not sufficient to change human consciousness and behavior 

for a sustainable future. The environmentalist are focusing more on values and 



 

 

ethics, religion and spirituality and this is being articulated in conferences, in books 

and articles and also in policy institutes like World watch. 

 

Response of Policy groups and Scientists: 

One such initiative has been promoted by UNEP i.e United Nations Environment 

Programme which has established an Interfaith Partnership for Environment which 

for twenty years distributed thousands of booklets on Earth and Faith and at the 

same time it has encouraged the participation of religious leaders, scholars and lay 

people in conferences which it has organized. 

 

a). Klaus Toepfer’s point of view:  

Klaus Toepfer, the former executive director, said that environmental ethics and 

spiritual values should be integrated in to environmental protection. He pointed out 

Hans Jonas’s principle of responsibility as the crucial point for future generations. He 

claimed that legal and compliance mechanisms are indispensable. According to him, 

resources such as water should be seen not as economically valuable but also 

spiritually valuable for human use. He gave importance on not only market values 

but spiritual and ethical values as well. He has encouraged this broader ethical 

approach in many international conferences such as those organized by UNEP in 

Tehran in cooperation with the Islamic Republic of Iran in June 2001 and May 2005. 

 

b) Mikhail Gorbachev:  

Mikhail Gorbachev also reflected this search for broader ethical approaches to 

environmental problems. Its title was “Earth Dialogues: Is ethics the Missing Link?” 

After Earth Dialogue conference another conference took place in Barcelona in the 

year 2004. 

 

c) Gary Gardner:  

The World watch Institute in the Washington DC also started realizing that statistics 

and alarming reports are not enough to start the changes needed for an ecologically 

sustainable world. In the final chapter of the world watch state of the world 2003 

report senior researcher, Gary Gardner pointed out that religion plays an important 

role in shaping attitudes and actions for a broader commitment to environmental 

protection and this idea has been published in a separate world watch paper entitled” 

Invoking the spirit: Religion and Spirituality in the Quest for a sustainable world.  



 

 

 

Role of the Human Values and Ethical perspectives in Environment: 

According to many scientists and policy makers’ human values and ethical 

perspective plays an important role in the environmental discussions. The Harvard 

biologist E.O Wilson in his book (2003),” The Future of  Life” pointed out the power of 

the religious beliefs and institutions to mobilize large numbers of people for 

ecological protection. James Gustave Speth, Dean of Yale’s School of Forestry and 

Environmental Studies in his (2004) book named Red Sky at Morning also pointed 

out that ethics and values play a very important role in environmental discussions. 

The Stanford biologist Paul Ehrlich also observed that “for the first time in human 

history, global civilization is threatened with collapse.” He observed that Millennium 

Ecosystem Assessment Report was undertaking an evaluation of the condition of the 

world’s ecosystems. He also called for the establishment of Millennium Assessment 

of Human Behaviour (MAHB) to solve these problems. 

 

Conclusion: 

We can conclude by saying that environmental changes need to be assisted by 

variety of disciplines in very specific ways, like scientific analysis is crucial for 

understanding nature’s ecology. Economic incentives are central to adequate 

distribution of resources, moral and spiritual values are crucial for transformations 

both personal and communal. Moral and spiritual values are important for flourishing 

of Earth’s ecosystem. Thus the field of religion and ecology is making important 

contributions within academia and beyond. 
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