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In a recent appeal launched on the occasion of a conference in Moscow, Dr. Carl
Sagan, Director of the Laboratory for Planetary Studies at Cornell University, called upon
scientists and religious leaders to find ways to join forceS in a concerted effort to save the
planet from irretrievable anthropogenic degradation. Mr. Gerald Barney, author of
President Carter’s famous Global 2000 Report, similarly hopes to approach leaders of the
world’s leading religious faiths in order to challenge them to inspire their flocks of faithful
to confront and address global environmental issues.

Religious leaders themselves have also taken steps in the direction of consulting
scientists; and virtually anyone dealing with public policy, engineering or future-oriented
business and management responsibilities is having to develop some understanding of
ethical principles for behavior in an environmentally precarious world. In effect, everyone
from environmental archaeologists to groundwater hydrologists and plant genetic biotech-
nologists now realize that humankind must come to terms with a major transformation of
cultural values systems if it is going to survive very much longer as a species on this
planet.

So much for the urgency issue. But how are we to proceed? Many of our central
beliefs about the role of humans in an ecosystem may be radically out of touch with basic
ecological insight, but can we realistically expect the kinds of cultural and value changes to
occur in the window of time remaining for us to engineer a transition to sustainable systems
of matter and energy usage? Is it not already too late? Aren’t we beyond prophecy and into
the realm of apocalypse?

The fact is, we do not know. Answers to this one reflect individuals’ most dearly
held beliefs, and we are not likely to get a consensus on such a broad question. Neverthe-
less, despite disagreement on the ultimate outcome of mankind’s historical trajectory, there
is now emerging from a variety of fields a convergence of views on three themes: first, it
is increasingly recognized that if we are going to survive we will need to experience a
profound, wide-scale and rapid transformation of our cultural value system; second, human
cultures in the past have not been notably successful at accomplishing this kind of transfor-
mation; and third, the cultural transformation required will probably not occur spontane-
ously--explicit efforts to reforrn human values within the operating parameters of the
ecosystem will have to be consciously initiated in the very near future.

~ However the transformation is undertaken, it is clear that all existing systems of
ethical behavior need to be examined in the light of what we now face as a species. In this



process of self-scrutiny, it may well prove to be true that the Western world is very poorly
equipped to undertake the needed cultural transformations precisely because their dominant
ethical traditions have had such a limited appreciation of ecosystemic process and human
agency.

In the Judeo-Christian tradition--which characterizes much of the Western world--it
could be argued that at the heart of our current ecological crisis is a broader, more funda-
mental theological problem of Divine control and human limit. Our inability to respond to
or even to recognize this dimension of the problem has tended to exacerbate the multiple
manifestations of our environmental crisis. We seek feverishly to meddle with ecological
processes and channel the entropic flow of energy to our own intentions as if the entire
handiwork of creation were put in place simply for our human purposes.

This is, of course, not a new conceit. Humans have engaged in it for as long as
history has been recorded in agricultural civilizations. Indeed, it represents the oldest and
most profound theological problem in world religions, for at stake is a fundamental theo-
logical assessment of Divine intention and human agency in the natural history of our
world. Pre-literate religious traditions of foraging societies or non-grain-based agricultures
(by far, the majority of total human experience) may well have avoided these theological
quandaries, but these problems have become pervasive in the modern world because over
the last five hundred years grain-based agriculture has marginalized or exterminated ail
other forms of production on a world-wide scale.

We can no longer, therefore, embark naively upon an analysis of our ecological
circumstance as if it were a simple techno-scientific or managerial problem. We must
acknowledge that we come to the problem with a particular set of beliefs. As feminist
theologians have so successfully pointed out, we all emerge from a tradition with all its pre-
conceptual baggage. This 100, then, must be accounted for and examined in our inquiry.
We cannot simply assume that our cherished religious beliefs will be helpful in addressing
our environmental crisis, for they may, in fact, be a major source of the problem at hand.

The nature of our predicament becomes apparent when we view the emergence of
Judeo-Christian beliefs in their historical context. Briefly put, it can be said that several
important world religions emerged out of the specific phase of human socio-political evo-
lution associated with the rise of grain-based agricultural states and trading polities in the
circum-Mediterranean. This period represented a remarkable breakthrough in the ability of
mankind to organize itself socially and politically in order to hamess new forms of energy
and modify local ecosystemic processes.

Not surprisingly, the social formulation of belief systems over this period broadly
paralleled the techno-social evolution in circum-Mediterranean. In general terms, the
religious traditions of this region have canonized mytho-poetic narratives that serve to
foster and bolster a sense of human self-importance in the ecosystem. In several of these
traditions, mankind is conceived as having been created in the image of the Divine creative
power. Humans are, in a sense, a little lower than angels. Moreover, several of these
religions invest history itself with particular importance because in history, they assert, lies
the manifestation of Divine intention. Thus, passages from sacred texts within these tradi-
tions are frequently cited by devout believers for the purpose of investing various forms of
human ecological arrogance with Divine intention, as if the human purposes of a “chosen
people” mirror and manifest Divine intention for the system as a whole.



Emphasis throughout the narrative canon is placed initially on the importance of
covenant and subsequently on the parallel importance of confession. The act and fact of
covenant between a God and “his people” empowers and authorizes them to act in the
Hebrew tradition. Simultaneously, this covenant renders their actions meaningful in
history, for they manifest God’s reputed intent.

In the later Christian formulation, the engagement between mankind and God is
more individualized and personalized, as befits the increasingly urbanized historical context
of the late Roman empire. Christ’s challenge, “Follow me,” is a personal appeal. More-
over, the confession of faith is essentially a political act, as Peter’s denials so clearly under-
score. The act of faith is marked by an individual recognition of Jesus as the Christ and a
confession of him as the “Risen Lord.”

Thus, in both the Jewish and Christian traditions, the salvational message is
focused upon the devotion, the will, the focused intention and the commitment of a faithful
community or individual. In broad terms, as the socio-political organization of the Pales-
tine region became transformed from pastoral nomadism to sedentary agriculture, religious
imagery reflected a move from pastoral and natural metaphors to political kingdom meta-
phors. The pastoral tradition is not fully lost, but it is submerged in a larger vision of
political triumph. Christ is depicted as “the Lamb of God” on the way to becoming the
“King of Kings” and “Lord of Lords.” For Christians, salvation is assured to those who
confess the “Risen Lord.” By the time of the Christian scriptures, several new moral
injuctions are added to the received Jewish commandments, and central to these is the love
of one’s neighbor along with a love for God with all one’s soul, heart and mind. But once
again, the focus is almost exclusively upon what one might call the moral politics of inter-
action between putatively personalized beings. Moral norms for behavior are spelled out in
terms of appropriate social relations between persons.

Where in all of this, one might ask, is one’s obligation to the natural world? or the
myriad of creatures that inhabit it? Why is not salvation formulated in terms of moral be-
havior with reference to them? or with reference o a larger logic of sustained husbandry of
natural resources? The answers to these questions, I suspect, are that, although these ele-
ments are not entirely absent from the received Judeo-Christian tradition, they are minor by
comparison with the burden of the salvation narrative in the canon. Where these elements
do exist they have historically been marginalized in subsequent interpretive traditions.
Jesus may have spent forty days in the wilderness in order to focus his thoughts and will
on the mission before him but, despite occasional nature-based parables, he does not point
to the natural world for sustained insight, counsel, or the source of moral imperative in his
teaching. Emerging as a prophet figure in the context of a peripheral province of the late
Roman colonial empire, his message is largely one of a new politics of justice and love--not
a new poetics of human limit in the natural world.

It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that in the modern world we in the Judeo-
Christian tradition are so deaf to the natural world. Then-Vice-President Bush, while talk-
ing of toxic waste and that summer’s ocean beach pollution, announced in his campaign
that 1988 was the year that our environment began to “talk back” in response to the abuse it
has suffered. In reality, the environment has been “talking back” to mankind for centuries,
indeed millennia. What is striking in retrospect is our seeming inability or stubborn refusal
as a cuiture--and perhaps even as a species--to hear what it has been saying.

The message we should have heard is simple: all civilizations depend ultimately on
the ecological viability of their primary productivity, that is, their agricultural base and their



forest regeneration. Those cultures whose agro-ecosystems function so as to destroy top-
soil, squander fossil water, or deplete plant genetic resources are destined over time to
experience either permanent dependence upon other cultures or certain and often sudden
ecological collapse on their own.

The environmental archaclogy of ancient civilizations makes this dramatically
apparent. Urban-based agricultural societies of the ancient Near East frequently reached
population densities that exceeded the capacity of the land to produce food on a sustainable
basis (its “camrying capacity”). Techniques of agricultural intensification--terracing, crop
selection, animal husbandry, irrigation, and the like--were devised to meet repeated crises
of production. Despite short-term improvements in output, however, the long-term conse-
quences of these technologies were not foreseeable by early agricultural innovators. In
subsequent decades or centuries, problems of over-grazing, water-shed deforestation, soil
erosion, siltation, water-logging, soil salinization and crop blight often emerged as the
long-term consequences of earlier innovations, sometimes leaving whole regions perma-
nently destroyed for agricultural use. The dynamic involved in the rise and fall of ancient
civilizations contained an irreducible ecological component.

Since the discovery of the New World, predatory expansive agriculture and
parasitic resource use have characterized European civilization, leading some emergent
cultures--including our own--to believe in a mythology of expanding “frontiers.” It is
important to realize that increases in agricultural output over most of this period were
accounted for not so much by improvements in basic agronomic technology as they were
by the overall expansion of the land surface under cultivation. While total production rose
dramatically, productivity per acre and productivity per unit of energy input often declined.
Nevertheless, profits from total agricultural surpluses helped to finance the emergence of
urban-based industrial systems. The dynamic of industrial growth served, in turn, to
sustain the mythology of “unlimited frontiers” and further transformed these formative
frontier myths into a belief in perpetual economic growth. Having expanded upon the
things of nature, the West came to believe that expansion was in the nature of things.
Perpetual growth was considered both natural and good.

The European experience of overseas expansion and the ensuing pattern of
industrialization has engendered deep-seated habits of thought and images of cultural self-
perception. In our day these images and mental metaphors leave the industrial world very
poorly equipped to construct a viable system of stable production in our finite circum-
stance. In effect, we are trying to sustain a “frontier culture” in a post-frontier world.
Little wonder that our environmental policy is so embarrassingly immature.

We need urgently to reassess this circumstance, for the world cannot long endure
our blind environmental blunders. Simply put, we need to learn that ultimately there are no
frontiers in an ecosystem. Moreover, no one element in an ecosystem can continue to grow
indefinitely--including human populations. To pretend otherwise will simply contribute to
the system’s overall instability and eventual collapse. These are basic ecological insights,
yet in the Judeo-Christian tradition we are a long way from acknowledging their fundamen-
tal truth, partially, I suspect, because of our enduring belief in covenantal and confessional
religion. These kinds of religion are grounded in the socio-politics of social justice and
personal love, but they often ignore or seek implicitly or actively to refute the eco-logic of
human limit.

In reality, no amount of re-affirmed covenants or personal confessions will assure
mankind salvation from the large-scale ecosystemic transformations that currently face us



as a people and a species. Mankind will not be an exception to system-wide perturbations
that seem imminent on a global scale. Covenantal exceptionalism, Christian exceptional-
ism, American exceptionalism or techno-rational exceptionalism are forms of belief that
only serve to hinder a sober assessment of human limit in our day.

In the contemporary world, ecological problems are global in scope, and we will
need to develop a matching vision to address them effectively. Tropical deforestation
affects both local weather and world-wide climate patterns. Food from Iowa feeds both
Boston and Burundi. Currently, it is in the Third World that global ecological crises
become most pronounced. This is not surprising because these regions have the most
fragile ecosystems and the weakest economies in the modern world. The tragic floods of
Bangladesh make this brutally apparent, exposing the vulnerability of agricultural produc-
tion for millions of people. Such regions constitute the “weak links” in an ecological chain
that binds us all to each other in the contemporary world. Even if only for reasons of
public health, we cannot afford to think--as the AIDS epidemic so amply demonstrates--that
problems in the Thrid World are merely the Third World’s problems.

Perhaps most important, in order to survive in the coming decades, we will need to
engineer the transformation of global agro-ecosystems away from petro-subsidized and
toward bio-sustainable forms of agricultural technology. We cannot predicate our agricul-
ture on fossil fuels and expect that agriculture to outlast the suppy of this resource. Unless
steps are taken in the near future to reverse the rapid increase in global dependence upon
petroleum-based agriculture, we can expect wide-scale dislocations including famine,
ensuing disease and armed conflict to emerge on an expanding scale as supplies of that
non-renewable resource decline and competition to control its use intensifies.

We live in a highly industrialized, urban culture, but it is important to remember that
there is no such thing as a “post-agricultural” society. Policy decisions concerning agricul-
ture, our environment and the future provision of public works (water projects, transport
systems, land-use patterns, etc.) need to reflect this fundamental truth. Cultures that failed
to understand this in the past have proved to be short-lived, often suffering rapid collapse
as warring polities challenge one another for control of dwindling resources. We will be
no exception to this general pattern.

It would be extremely foolhardy in the coming years to shape our environment and
continue to construct the infrastructure of our society in a manner that commits global
agricultural production irretrievably to a non-renewable resource. This is a recipe for
extinction. With current patterns of resource-depleting, petroleum-based agriculture, it is
as if we are traveling down a dimly lit, one way street at 90 mph, and we are just beginning
to realize that the sign post we passed a while back said “Dead End.” Action to avert future
catastrophe in this circumstance must begin now. There are those who would argue that
African famines are already the advanced signs of a hypercoherent and highly vulnerable
world food system subject to wide-scale catastrophe in the coming decades.

If the Christian community is to have anything to offer its adherents in the decades
ahead, specific efforts will need to be made now to reformulate fundamental images and
operative concepts in each of the fields of ethics, theology, and biblical scholarship. It is
perhaps useful to reflect upon each of these areas in turn and then consider what the eco-
logical crisis may mean for organized religion in the parish church context.



The Ethical Challenge

It is by now ciear that a new ethical imperative is imposed by the global nature of
the ecological crises we confront, but just what kinds of behavior are morally defensible is
not yet clear. Consider, for exampie, the problem of tropical deforestation.

Why should you care, why should I care about the rose-colored periwinkle? It is a
plant in danger of extinction on the island of Madagascar, but so what? who cares? Is this
really a moral problem? In answering these questions, one immediate line of argument is
that of self-interest. As it turns out, the rose-colored periwinkle, and many other plants that
share its endangered status, is the primary source of a natural anti-carcinogen now used to
treat cancers in humans. For straight-forward selfish reasons, therefore, you and I and
caring human communities everywhere would be wise to enlarge our realm of concern to
include the fate of the rose-colored periwinkle. To be indifferent in this case--and others
like it--will potentially limit our own capacity to live out healthy and productive lives.

Beyond reasons of selfish interest, however, are there any other compelling reasons
to be concerned about tropical deforestation? Do we have ethical commitments and moral
obligations to stop ecosystem destruction in tropical regions remote from our own daily
existence? The answer, I believe, is yes. The reason for this becomes clear as we examine
the way in which the global character of ecosystemic phenomena requires us in our age to
expand our concepts of ethical commitment and moral obligation.

Enlarging Our Awareness of Moral Obligation:

Traditionally we are accustomed to discussing ethical commitments and moral obli-
gations on a person-to-person basis. I, as an individual, have ethical commitments to my
wife, family, friends and associates, and they, in turn, are bound by ethical commitments
to me. Together we constitute a sort of moral community within which we acknowledge
moral obligations to one another. This seems simple enough.

But our ethical commitments and moral obligations clearly do not stop at this level
alone. As individuals situated in a particular community, we have nonetheless come to
acknowledge that our community as a whole incurs ethical obligations not only to its con-
stituent members but also to other communities as wholes. In fact, in order to fulfill its
ethical commitments to its own members, all communities necessarily incur moral obliga-
tions to other similarly constituted communities in the outside world.

This can be seen most clearly, perhaps, in reference to problems of water flow and
contamination. In both an actual and a figurative sense it can be said that we all live
“down-stream” and we all live “up-stream.” That is to say, there are always communities
“up-stream” that are creating conditions that impinge upon our existence, and we in turn are
always creating conditions for the existence of other communities “down-stream” from
ourselves. In order to ensure clean water to individuals within our community, we must
enter into agreements that reflect ethical commitments to other communities, since the re-
source of water is flowing through all communities. Typically, each community agrees not
to pollute the water of the community down-stream from itself and, in turn, it can expect
that communities up-stream from itself will not pollute its supply. In this instance it is clear
that a community’s obligation to provide clean water to its own members can only
effectively be fulfilled to the extent that the community as a whole recognizes ethical
commitments and moral obligations to other communities beyond itself.



The necessity to expand the realm of moral obligation even further becomes all the
more apparent when issues of ethical commitment and moral obligation reflect inter-genera-
tional concerns. Suppose, for example, I wanted to provide for my children and grand-
children after my death. Since I will be dead when the commitments are to be delivered, 1
must necessarily engage in an intermediary set of commitments and obligations with
“trustees” or “executors” of my will in such a way that they will be able to deliver to my
descendants what I wish to bequeath to them. There is, in this instance, a kind of indirect-
ness to the delivery system of ethical commitment. I wish to deliver goods or services to
descendants, but I can only do so by constructing commitments to a group of intermedi-
aries who are in turn morally obliged to deliver to those I designate.

Beyond questions of personal inheritance, the same principles of indirect delivery
apply as whole groups are related across generations. In orcrel;m to ensure that our group or
community can provide for future generations, we necessarily incur ethical commitments
and moral obligations to “third party” groups or communities in order that the transaction to
our descendants can be fulfilled. Just as a will depends upon an executor for its execution,
$0, too, we as a community depend upon other communities faithfully to deliver desired
conditions for the existence of our own future generations.

Not all of our dependence in this regard is merely upon other human communities.
In fact, it can be argued that our ethical commitments and moral obligations need now to
extend to non-human communities simply to execute our obligations to our descendants.
Mankind can not long exist on the surface of the earth without a complex support system
provided by a web of life forms that serve to cleanse water, purify air, and enrich impover-
ished topsoil. Without guaranteeing the functional integrity of that complex web of other
life forms, we are not likely to survive as a species long into the twenty-first century. In
short, we will have failed in our obligation to our descendants if, in our own day, we fall
short of our ethical commitments to non-human comrmunities.

Elective Democracies and the Enlarged Moral Dilemma:

The question remains whether we can devise effective social institutions and polit-
ical action in time to avert collective crisis. The scientific community can demonstrate the
necessary connectedness of all forms of life. The theologians and moral philosophers can
similarly demonstrate that we need to expand our sense of moral community to match the
full extent of the physical and biological communities in which we participate. But the
question endures: can elective democracies devise effective responses to the crisis? We
live in an electoral system which is, at least in principle, responsible to its constituency.
People can elect new leaders when old policies fail. But for the elected official, the
quesdon is this: “What have future generations done for me lately?” The rose-
colored periwinkle not only does not vote, it cannot vote. Yet, unless its “voice”--and the
voices of other species in tropical forests--is heard, we will not ourselves last long as a

species.

How can elective democracies reflect the communities of the “unvoiced” in order to
ensure their own survival? Only, I would argue, by expanding our sense of morai com-
munity to match our effective participation in the global ecosystem. This will require
insight and planning on the part of our scientific and policy-making communities as well as
vision and courage on the part of our political leaders. In every instance, however, we will
need expanded public discussion and increased public awareness that in tropical deforesta-
tion we face the moral problem of limit as a human community. Many of our cherished
political beliefs, including such fundamental ones as our public commitment to the value of



elective democracy, may have to be rethought to determine whether they reflect the needs of
the larger moral community we now recognize to be implicated in the world’s ecological
crisis.

The Theological Challenge

Our concern for reassessing Christian thought is not limited to the field of ethics.
Fundamental theological understandings will need to be reformulated as well. It is the task
of the theologians to forge convincing and compelling imagery of Divine intention and
human responsibility in the concrete circumstances they encounter within their faith com-
munities. They must of necessity draw upon the tradition from which they come, but there
is a rich variety they have largely left un-tapped in the Judeo-Christian and broader Near
Eastern traditions. In this region, periods of ecological decline in the past have generally
led to fundamental theological reformulations in agricultural societies. This is so because
basic operating principles have had to be rethought in the context of what is presumed to be
Divinely intended and what is known to be the humanly possible.

That new, more generalized, less personal, more judgmental and more terrible
images of God appear from these periods is not surprising. Humans need to make sense of
the inevitable limits they suddenly and rudely encounter as urban-based agricultural civiliza-
tions repeatedly overshoot their carrying capacity and collapse. “Acts of God” commonly
provide meaning in the explanatory void, and God gains quite a severe reputation in the
process. Whether contemporary liberal Christians can conceive of collective human
destruction as an “Act of God” remains to be seen. System-wide destruction has remained
comfortably remote since the time of Noah. Even in retelling this myth, we reassure
ourselves that God saved a faithful servant. In fact, it would seem that covenantal and
confessional faiths may be inherently ill-equipped to envision this possibility because of
their lingering and desperate belief in various forms of exceptionalism. From the Exodus
tradition, to the Noah devastation myth, through the prophets, to the Christian narratives
themselves, salvation is assured in this religious tradition to those who reaffirm the cove-
nant, turn from their “sinful” ways, and personally confess their faith. The “faithful,” it is
thought, will be exceptions to the general devastation that will be wrought by a jealous,
judgmental and vindictive God. ‘

But it may be to other aspects of our own tradition or other traditions altogether that
theologians need now to turn to assess our environmental circumstance. It will not do to
leave the public articulation of belief to the scientists or politicians. Their belief in techno-
rational exceptionalism is occupationally instilled and is likely to harden as the crisis deep-
ens around us. As voices become more shrill in the public debate in the coming years, we
can probably expect a new kind of techno-scientific fundamentalism to arise and appeal for
our belief and support along with other more conventional forms of religious fundamental-
ism. In Judeo-Christian religion, however, we at least have a tradition of prophecy,
judgment and apocalypse to call upon for discerning and articulating meaning in troubled
times. It is time to get down to this task.

Our theological imagination will have to stretch itself to include in its explanatory
framework the large-scale and seemingly imreversible ecological perturbations that are likely
to occur within our lifetime or that our our known descendants. Even if the tragedy of a
“nuclear winter” is averted through the effective control and progressive dismantling of the
nuclear arsenal, ecological reversals of global scope nevertheless seem imminent.



