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Research Question
Why is there such a dissonance and lack of dialogue between the (overwhelmingly secular) environmental movement and America’s evangelicals?  If evangelicals are a demographic needing especially to become sustainable, yet ripe with the potential to be provoked with religious rhetoric, why haven’t we seen the mainstream environmental movement reach out to them?  What agents and attitudes in each group lead to this dissonance, and what misunderstandings inhibit warmer relations?

Thesis Statement or Abstract

The dissonance and lack of dialogue between the environmental movement and American evangelicals is a failure by both groups to be relevant to one another.  The environmental movement fails to be relevant because it is dominated by secular fundamentalists, by those in the tradition of Lynne White who blame ecocrisis on the monotheistic faiths, by those partial to infuse environmentalism with pagan traditions, and by academics whose work seems only to preach to the choir.  Likewise, evangelicals and many of the Protestant traditions have lost relevance by being hijacked by rigid fundamentalism, by bad pop/pulp eschatology, by a conservative political agenda, and by a general wariness of science.  Both groups fail to understand one another, often attacking straw men or identifying the other group with their loudest demagogues.  Active environmentalists would find great success in making a more concerted effort to be relevant to evangelicals.  They may do particularly well to understand the changing face of the church, as baby-boomer churches are replaced by so-called ‘emergent’ churches.
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“Faith-based environmentalism … is a path that requires further study in order to understand the best ways to reach people.  Future research should include more qualitative work that seeks to better understand how to reach non-mainline Christians.”

Gretchen Hughes Lieberman, Caring for Creation: Investigating Faith-Based Environmentalism in Four Congregations.  UO master’s thesis, 2004.
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Irrelevance

“I become all things to all people, in order that I might save some.” Paul the Apostle, First Letter to the Corinthians1

I was raised a fundamentalist evangelical Christian.  I grew up attending creationism seminars, was led to believe that a liberal Christian was a contradiction in terms, told that watching Ghostbusters led to evil things, and that the social field on which I was to go out on and win people to Christ was overwhelmingly framed by competitive, logic-based worldviews.  In a tragically modern way, I grew up believing that the way to bring people under the wings of my loving God was by telling them how incredibly wrong they were, how their humanist or Darwinist suppositions of the world were completely bunk.  In middle school and high school, I found myself squabbling over hot-button issues with non-Christians, thinking that would convert people.  I would earnestly defend the inerrancy of God’s Word and the inerrancy of His moral code, and then attack the sinister despotism of evolution, liberalism, and pluralism that I was told was ruining their lives.  I believed I was right and they were wrong, and pointing that out seemed like a sound strategy.  After all, if God is real and the Bible is true, then surely my arguments would win sinners over by the bushel.  This militant social posturing – defending my worldview by undercutting those of others – seemed to me a valid way to win for Jesus the favor of the masses.


Of course, none of this worked.  My grandest schemes for the salvation of my peers never bore much fruit.  Looking back on those years, I get it.  My failure to provoke change in others and to draw them closer to God was overwhelmingly rooted in my wanton failure to make the cross relevant; I was more concerned with proving myself right.  Much of my rhetoric felt more like patting myself on the back for being so pious and right, rather than following the Bible’s apostolic model of reaching people through love on terms and in contexts that were meaningful to them.


This is the context of the word relevant for this paper: when attempting to incite change in a stagnant or adversarial Other, being relevant is going forth to engage in direct dialogue with inclusive rhetoric that is meaningful to that Other.  The opposite of relevance is fundamentalism, which is a stubborn unwillingness to prune the vines of a cause which do not bear fruit, or are even diseased and damaging to the whole.  Moving toward relevance fosters innovation and can let a cause thrive; moving toward fundamentalism begets complacency and is the basest way to survive.


Religious folk like me are not the only people who fall prey to irrelevance or fundamentalism.  It affects everyone.  No one should have a more acute understanding of the vital need for relevance than political groups and movements.  From labor organizers to pro-lifers, all activists and contributors to the public discourse can and have, at times, tended towards fundamentalism.  Thankfully, the choice of relevance is always there.

The Irrelevance of Contemporary Environmentalism


Sadly, the American environmental movement is losing its grip on relevance and is declining into fundamentalism.  Many of its loudest proponents, best-selling authors, and greatest thinkers have pulled environmentalism further from broader American society.  In America, where 83% of the people identify as Christians and 31% identify as evangelicals, I posit that the environmental movement has done little to reach out to this expansive American subculture.2  In fact, they have done many different things to alienate their cause from this large segment of society.  In Chapter 2 I will outline this dissonance in the following general points: the environmental movement is dominated by secular fundamentalists, by those in the tradition of Lynne White who blame ecocrisis on the monotheistic faiths, by those who infuse environmentalism with pagan traditions, and by academics whose work seems only to preach to the choir.


This rift should not be so, particularly considering that the environmental movement has an honorable history of including many other movements, causes, and issues.  Feminists have been brought into the fold through the works of ecofeminist activists and writers.  Fishers and hunters have been included in conservation movements.  New coalitions are being built between racial reconciliation groups and environmentalists by pointing out that pollution and human-induced environmental damage disproportionately affects people of color.  This convergence of causes points to one of the most foundational lessons of ecology: that we are all in it together.  Indeed, more and more politically active communities are recognizing, as Wendell Berry says, “that all its members have a common ground, and that this ground is the ground under their feet.”3  The crucial need for sustainability underlies all cultures, faiths, and movements, because  no culture, faith, or movement exists apart from the earth.  Why, then, have environmentalists failed to include evangelicals into this broader spectrum of constituents?  Why, even, is Christianity so consistently blamed for ecocrisis instead of being reached out to, to become part of the solution?  Particularly considering the vast numbers and sheer collective potential of evangelicals in America, it seems like common sense – yet they are not.  Environmentalism, if it is to become anything, must become as inclusive as the environment itself.


Many readers will be quick to contest that the environmental movement is failing to be relevant, and that even if that were the case, that intentionally including evangelicals will not solve ecocrisis.  This second point is conditionally granted, and shall be addressed later.  To the first point, I redress that the environmental movement has been stagnant for years.  Much was done in previous decades to avert more overt forms of ecocrisis – for example, our rivers have not burst into flames for over thirty years, and many charismatic megafauna are retreating from the brink of extinction humans had pushed them to.  Most of the changes we saw in society and government which had staved off ecocrisis are now many years in the past, with relatively few major environmental bills passing in recent memory; in fact, the reverse is happening, with many of America’s greatest legal barriers to ecocrisis being rolled back even as I type this.  James Johnston, Executive Director of the Cascadia Wildlands Project, mused in winter 2005 that “environmentalists got our butts kicked in the last election.  Our candidates, for the most part, lost.  And our issues, almost across the board, were irrelevant to the outcome.”4

Governmental regulations and reliance on bureaucrats, experts, and politicians have gotten environmentalists only so far.  In spite of America’s stated commitment to protect the environment (67% believe the government does not do enough to protect the environment and should do more5), Americans have done relatively little outside the voting box to live more sustainably.  We seem only interested in being as sustainable as government tells us to be.  Although, for example, point-source pollution is much less dirty than it was 40 years ago, Americans still cut down acres of forests, erode tons upon tons of topsoil, burn millions of barrels of oil, spray thousands of gallons of pesticide, and pave untold acres of farmland every day to ensure their way of life.  A sustainable society is not just one with relatively clean air and water, yet that seems (with few notable exceptions) all that American environmentalists have accomplished.  That through government Americans saved the bald eagle from extinction is marvelous, but it still takes ten fossil fuel calories to produce one food calorie; we environmentalists must constantly be looking for new changes to provoke, not merely protecting past changes.

Face it – America is full of Christians
Thus, the strength needed for environmentalism to truly succeed is not found in government regulation.  While these rules may stay our hands from abetting and hastening more ecocrisis, continued environmental destruction points to the conclusion that environmentalists have largely failed to reach the souls of Americans.  “By all available evidence,” Max Oelschlaeger notes, “the environmental intelligentsia have been unable to muster the political support necessary to redirect American society toward sustainability… The environmental movement has not proven itself adequate to the task of creating a democratic consensus on sustainability.”6  Truly sweeping success for the environmental movement must come from the hearts of Americans, not just their votes, and the key to people’s hearts is faith.  Religion, rather than being cornered as a chief culprit for ecocrisis, must begin to be viewed by environmentalists as a necessary, integral part of solving ecocrisis.  As Sojourners editor and founder Jim Wallis writes,

The truth is that most of the important movements for social change in America have been fueled by religion – progressive religion.7  History is most changed by social movements with a spiritual foundation.  Look at the social movements that have made the most difference for social justice and that is what you find.8 … The United States has a long history of religious faith supporting and literally driving progressive causes and movements.  From the abolition of slavery to women’s suffrage to civil rights, religion has led the way for social change.9
Though we live in what some might term a “post-Christian” society,10 American culture is still foundationally built on Biblical precepts and narratives, and is today propped up by a power structure which justifies itself with a snide veneer of Christian icons and language. Moreover, Western civilization is still indecipherable without what Northrop Frye calls the Great Code11 or, as Robert Bellah calls it, our biblical tradition.12  Consider that the works of Shakespeare, Locke, Jefferson, and Twain would all be muddled without Biblical literacy.  Furthermore, a cursory observation of today’s right-wing politicians authenticates the inextricability of Christianity from contemporary politicians.  And where would the civil rights movement be today without the courage of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and southern black churches?  If Biblical narrative and tradition is so foundational to understanding American society, then it follows that it would be a powerful touchstone for anyone seeking broad social change.  As the environmental movement attempts the most encompassing political and social shift in American history – from global ecocrisis to sustainability – we can better understand its shortcomings as failures to effectively wield the Great Code.  Indeed, the goal of sustainability is so deep and demanding, it will take the utilization of foundational convictions to draw people in.  If trying to interpret western societies outside the biblical tradition is like trying to understand fish without first understanding water, then environmentalists are going to have to concede the Christianized nature of the water without condemning it if they ever hope to appeal their cause to all the (Jesus) fishes.

Evangelicals: the Crux of Action
Amid the myriad of faiths, denominations, and spiritualities alive in America, the Christian faith is the political and cultural hegemon.  Though most faiths provide some theology or deontology for treating the more-than-human world (and, indeed, some with higher esteem than the Biblical narrative), none has as much political potency in America as Christianity.  This particularly applies to evangelicals.  “Even if you’ve never met one,” the Willamette Weekly’s Zach Dundas writes, “evangelical Christians are arguably the most powerful subculture in America, maybe even in Oregon.”13  Within the diversity of American Christianity, evangelicals in particular may provide the key swing in votes and lifestyles which could begin to meaningfully tip America towards sustainability.

Evangelicals are presently politically far from joining the environmental movement; according to the Pew Research Center, four out of five of them voted for President Bush last year,14 a man who has been consistently painted as the most anti-environmental American president in recent history. 15  Increased efforts to include evangelicals in the environmental dialogue may divert some of those votes toward greener candidates.

America’s lifestyles, as environmental activists are quick to point out, must also change if sustainability is to come to fruition.  Americans are 5% of the global human population, but consume a quarter of its fossil fuels and produce half its anthropogenic waste.  Though overpopulation in other parts of the world presents indisputable unsustainability problems, the consumption rates per capita of Americans present an immense opportunity for environmentalists to provoke the most change per-person-persuaded.  Our way of life reifies as unsustainability, which increases generally as affluence does (this applies at both global and domestic levels).  Thus nudging (affluent) Americans to choose to live more sustainably is a great victory.  “Still, most Americans and, disproportionately, most … affluent Americans are Protestant,” observes Mark Stoll. “The Calvinist tradition has yet a great deal of cultural power.”16
Beyond their demographic and political potency, evangelicals offer a class of people who are generally not intentionally trending toward sustainability but who have the cultural and spiritual unction to do so in a radical way.  As evangelical writer Brian McLaren relates, “when evangelicals decide something is worth doing, they do it.  They don’t tend to establish committees to study the feasibility of doing it.  They don’t ask permission from the bureaucracy to do it.  They don’t get a degree that qualifies them to do it.  They just do it – and with passion.”17  This passion, as I will discuss in better detail later, has the vibrant willingness needed in America for sustainability.  Environmental activists would be fools to not make their cause relevant to such a group.

Irrelevance Cuts Both Ways

That so many American Christians are not part of this struggle to make the world a more habitable, life-affirming, and sustainable place is not just the fault of environmentalists.  Truthfully, Christians, and particularly evangelicals, have done little to try to understand or engage with environmentalists.  As Oelschlaeger notes, “divinity schools do not usually teach ecotheology or environmental ethics.  Neither do lay people usually examine the ecological implications of their faith.”18  Evangelicals’ own form of fundamentalism has also limited their schemes for spreading salvation.  For as inclusive and necessary as their theology makes it, many evangelicals have failed to make Christ’s cross relevant to people – consider my personal story at the start of this chapter.  Fundamentalism has also kept them rigidly, stubbornly nervous and suspicious of the environmental movement.  Furthermore, there are many worrying trends in contemporary evangelical circles which have all worked against cultivating a better and more intentional sustainability ethic among them.  These trends range from pulp-pop “end times” eschatology to the highly neurotic subculture of creationism to a strong husbanding with the Republican Party.  I will pursue these trends further in Chapter 3.

Like many in the environmental movement, some evangelicals have tended towards righteous indignation – just as environmental activists can try to trump with the “if humanity doesn’t change we will die” card, evangelicals can trump dissenters with the “my God is bigger than yours, and you are going to Hell” card.  Though both are right from their point of view (imagine my personal predicament of being in both camps!), they are both failing to authentically consider the others’ point of view.  It is as if both parties think their causes (sustainability and the Christ crucified) exist vacuously apart from the other.  Christianity, though it deals largely with issues of the heart, is still expressed on a finite and limited Earth, of which we are still yet parts.  Likewise, environmentalists must note, “there is an inescapable moral dimension to ecocrisis: no strictly technological solutions exist.”19
Terre Satterfield’s Anatomy of a Conflict relates a similar circumstance as she presents an ethnographic study of the interaction between environmentalists and loggers amid the disputes over logging in old-growth forest.

“Loggers and environmentalists seemed to talk past one another; each would talk about politics, science, and the forests as though the other didn’t exist… Paradoxically, both would be right, and both had managed to ignore (talk past) the other’s charge.  At the same time each party sounded oddly similar, as though each were notably aware of the other’s positions.”20
Evangelicals and environmentalists similarly fail to understand one another, often attacking straw men or identifying the other group with their loudest demagogues.  They seem to have a lot of common ground, yet both parties seem most interested in usurping the reputation of the other instead of working together for the common good.  These are themes which are present throughout this paper.  My attempt to deconstruct and expose the ‘irrelevance trends’ in both groups, and often from the perspective of the other, should help in these ways.

Fortunately, the choice of relevance is always there.  An effectively-mobilized evangelical population in America provides the moral, morale, and means necessary to redirect America toward sustainability.  Already there are signs of hope as more and more environmentalists wake up to this.  Also, recent trends in evangelical circles point toward an emergent church which is zealously reimagining their faith in contrast to the status quo of baby-boomer churches that have so compromised their ability to be relevant.  This will be fully outlined in Chapter 4.
I hasten to add that environmentalists do not have to be or become Christians to work toward this kind of relevance.  Using sign-language doesn’t make you deaf, and communicating with clarity to the surrounding Christian culture doesn’t make you a Christian.  A change in style does not mean a compromise in substance.  Let me stand in agreement with Max Oelschlaeger,

“that my thesis has nothing to do with being either a believer or an unbeliever, or with theism and naturalism per se. … In context, it makes no difference whether readers believe that the Bible is the inerrant word of God or simply literature.  If anything, the text is directed at both people of faith and those who question such belief, since they share a common environment.”21
This paper is written to two audiences – active environmentalists, and evangelicals.  I hope to exploit my relatively unique position of being both a radical environmentalist and a committed evangelical Christian to be able to mediate a sort of reintroduction between the two.  Both groups have strengths, weaknesses, heroes, and villains – all fall short, as the scriptures say – and the truth is that both sides need to get over themselves and realize that we get there together.  However, my concern is largely with the need for change among environmentalists.  I have seen the vibrant success of evangelicals making concerted efforts toward relevance, and believe that it is a lesson that environmentalists by-and-large are well overdue for learning.  As the shadow of ecocrisis looms over us, the stylistic innovation of religious relevance could be the environmental movement’s greatest hope for reifying the substance of their cause.
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Gaia’s Fundamentalists

“When it comes to protecting the future of life on this planet, solidarity is more important than ideological supremacy.” – Max Oelschlaeger1

My good friend Tom Marsh attended a nationwide seminar on forward-thinking evangelical Christianity in June of 2005.  One of the most incisive moments, he said, was when one speaker stated plainly that the church, if it wishes to survive, is going to have to stop bickering about minutiae of theology and methodology, and ask itself in contentious cases, “What am I willing to die for?”  Tom said the room of Christian leaders was hit hard by this, but they knew what the speaker was getting at: Christians (myself included) have struggled and continue to struggle with, giving up our small ambitions, agendas, and nuanced points, and ceding our energy for the bigger picture.  Everyone in that room would die for the sake of Christ, but how many there would die for the sake of the specific nuances of their faith-walk?  For example, I deeply favor and admire Christians living in intentional community, but I am not going to hold intentional community as the litmus test for what makes a congregation effective or legitimate.  If for whatever reason my penchant for community keeps someone from being closer to God, then of course I will tone down or silence my volume and rhetoric on the issue.  As noted evangelical pastor Rick Warren writes, “the only way to stay relevant is to anchor your ministry to unchanging truths and eternal purposes while being willing to continually adapt how you communicate those truths and purposes.”2

This is the core of the lesson of relevance which the environmental movement must get a hold of.  In addition to the need for intentionally framing ecocrisis with Christian rhetoric, which I will address in chapter 5, environmentalists must understand that they are exerting incredible sums of time, energy, pages, and money on extrapolating their cause in ways that are needlessly alienating and offending a large sector of the American people: evangelicals.  Thus, in this chapter I will show what trends, penchants, agendas, and small ambitions that the American environmental movement must seriously reconsider and tone down if they hope to attain relevance.  I identify these trends summarily as blaming the monotheistic faiths for ecocrisis; secular fundamentalism; pagan practices, ideas, and imagery; and by academics (and their publishing climate) which seems more interested in preaching to the choir than in proselytizing the masses.  These trends are pervasive, but generalized, and my implication is not that any of them are present in a majority of the environmental movement.  Often, however, their influence does show up in the mainstream environmentalist culture. For example, pagan environmentalists almost as a rule have very cold words for Christian culpability in ecocrisis, a feeling that is emulated often in mainstream environmentalist thought.  The common thread among these trends is a compromise in relevance for the movement proper.  Some pruning is in order.

This doesn’t mean we are losing our individuality for the cause, or that we are purging the “undesirable” elements from environmentalism.  Rather, this is a reassessment of what really matters: caring for all forms of life, and future generations of it.  We’ve got to keep the meat, but spit out the bones (apologies to vegetarian and vegan readers).  Ending the fundamentalism which has mired American environmentalism means (ironically) we return to the fundamentals, and grant contextual consideration to their expression.  This should not be read as compromise.  What I am advocating is an increasingly diverse, dynamic, organic, and inclusive environmentalism.

Blaming Yahweh

The biggest inhibitor I perceive among environmentalists for moving toward relevance is the rampant reflex to blame ecocrisis on Christianity.  The critique sometimes also includes the other monotheistic faiths of Judaism and Islam.  In all the intro-level classes contributing toward my Environmental Studies major at the University of Oregon, for example, nearly all of them at some point painted Christianity as being adversarial to nature, to the study of nature, or both.  Often, the only dissenting voices against this perspective came from one or two students.  Were it not for my own religious experience, my education in environmental studies would have left me to believe that there are no good avenues in Christianity for solving ecocrisis.  The conclusion I would have most certainly come to is that monotheism, and especially Christianity, is a part of the problem, not a part of the solution.

This outlook on Christianity is most widely published in the form of Lynn White’s 1967 essay The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.  In it, White posits that the Christian worldview is of humanity separate from Creation and having absolute and boundless dominion over it.  He posits that Adam “named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God planned all of this explicitly for man's benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man's purposes. And, although man's body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in God's image.”3  White also concludes that the duality of spirit and matter is another root cause of ecocrisis; he is accurately concluding that keeping the moral realm outside of the created realm is a bad thing.  He also points to the sad history of “chopping down sacred groves, which are idolatrous because they assume spirit in nature.”4 At his most controversial, White proclaims that “Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen.”5  Finally, the point is made that natural theology was used to justify an accelerated union of science and technology, and their utilization against nature.  The Enlightenment and Scientific Revolutions, and capitalism itself, were all built on the shoulders of and justified by a Judeo-Christian theology, and so the conclusion is that that theology is the final root of the issue.  White’s remedy is to redirect Christianity to more appreciate and follow the humble and good ways of St. Francis of Assisi, a monk revered in church history for preaching to birds and declaring kinship with animals, elements, and celestial bodies.

I am not compelled to respond here to White’s arguments, or those of others who, like Donald Worster in his Nature’s Economy, believes that Christianity “of all the major religions in the world, it has been the most insistently anti-natural [and] has maintained a calculated indifference, if not antagonism, toward nature.”6  Other and more qualified authors than myself have, countless times over, compellingly dismantled “the White thesis.”  My goal here is not to present the theological case for Christian environmental ethics, but to show the vital necessity of their practice in contemporary America.  It is not that White’s arguments are too inaccessible to the layperson; they are simply not applicable to the contemporary layperson.  Thus, two observations are in order.

First, Lynn White and his disciples’ thesis that Christianity paved the way for a more reckless use of technology, and that it buttresses so many of the philosophical frameworks which justify today’s earth-exploiting systems (laissez-faire capitalism and private property come to mind) is coming from a far too erudite perspective.  Today’s power systems and methodologies were justified by their founders with Judeo-Christian dogma – Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, Newton, and many others all attest to this.  However, it is fallacious to assume that today’s ardent defenders of the ways of science and capital justify these systems by singularly and canonically pointing to these works of the Enlightenment.  Today’s generations are required to read Locke and Smith because of their historical relevance, but most modern laissez-faire folks are more likely to quote Ayn Rand, Ronald Reagan, Milton Friedman, or Rush Limbaugh than these icons of history’s hallowed gentries. Simply put, historic contribution to something does not equal causation of its contemporary uses.  If anything, capitalism and scientism today are blindly accepted by many as prima facie as the way things are and more-or-less ought to be. Apropos, the claim of Christian culpability in the historic roots of eco-catastrophic hegemonies (capitalism, etc.) does not have any bearing in contemporary attacks on Christianity.  The Christianity practiced by the elite in the Enlightenment is a world apart from contemporary American lay-Christianity. If anything, viewing Christianity as a historic root of ecocrisis should compel us to nurture and heal that root, rather than sever it outright, as many of White’s adherents (but notably, not White himself) would have.
Second, Christianity being “the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen” is a portrait, depending on what blend of Christianity is being considered, which ranges from caricature to absurdity.  Certainly many Christians today suffer from an undervaluation of God’s Creation, which I will address in the next chapter.  However, the dominant view among evangelicals and Christians today is that their faith and the cosmos are deicentric.  Anthropocentrism is in many ways plain-spelled sin: consider the first lines from the Christian best-seller (tenth in sales as of this writing) The Purpose Driven Life: “It’s not about you.”7  In fact, there is an emerging notion of ‘relational theology’ among active and young Christians which, like ecology, focuses on the interdependence of everyone and everything in the cosmos.  Congregations are beginning to see Creation as God’s good art, worthy of appreciation and wonder, and they are taking field trips into nature to “encounter God through creation.”8  This stereotype of Christianity as being just about humans is increasingly false, and those who zealously espouse the Lynn White thesis must fess up to this.

The plain matter at hand is that we environmentalists will not attain relevance so long as we are blaming a history, a book, and a system which so many Americans find deep identity in.  We must not settle for, “You are still part of the problem, but here is why you should be with us.”  The stated message must be, “Come join us, we are fighting for so much of what you believe in as well!”  The shift toward sustainability will be marked by its inclusiveness, not by its exclusiveness.  As Oelschlaeger notes, “whatever religion’s responsibility for ecocrisis has been or even might be, it is important to emphasize the role religion can now play in helping society ameliorate that crisis.”9

Secular Fundamentalism

Similar to the antagonism many environmentalists have toward Christianity, the left wing of American politics in which environmentalism has found sanctuary has a steely fear of using religious rhetoric whatsoever.  Sojourners founder Jim Wallis writes that there is a

“secular fundamentalism” among too many of our liberal elites who seem to have an allergy to spirituality and a disdain for anything religious.  In particular they have such a visceral reaction to the formulations of the Religious Right that they make the mistake, over and over again, of throwing all people of faith into the category of right-wing conservative religion.  That mistaken practice has further polarized the debate over religion and public life and has even deepened the impression among many Christians that the real battle is indeed between belief and secularism.10
This secular fundamentalism is remarkably paralyzing among its own, and tragically offending to those of faith.  The conspicuous absence of religion in the speeches and platforms by candidates for the Green and Democratic parties does not go unnoticed by people of faith.  Recent polls show that the more religious voters are, the likelier they are to vote for conservatives.11  “Given how negatively much of the political Left seems to regard religion and spirituality, this is not surprising.”12
Granted, this is a problem perhaps more with the Democratic Party or modern liberals generally, and less so among dedicated environmentalists.  “As some environmentalists note, there is an inescapable moral dimension to ecocrisis: no strictly technological solutions exist.”13  This moral dimension has demanded that environmentalists and ecologists move beyond scientific jargon and explanations to justify their agenda, has been expressed in such forms as deep ecology (see below) and pagan spiritualities (also, see below).  Those environmentalists who have chosen these or other paths get it, that their agenda must have some moral framework by which to advance it.  Enter Irony: because the environmental movement has wedded itself to a political party whose leaders are so averse to religious rhetoric, often those Democratic politicians many of us have worked so hard to elect then fail to morally frame the environmentalist agenda.  The Democratic Party’s timidity to morally frame ecocrisis, and environmentalists’ unwillingness to provoke them to do so, means more Christians will continue to feel left out of the dialogue.

The Democrats’ silence has also been the Republicans’ gain.  The Republicans, of course, do get it, and are sapping religious rhetoric for all it’s worth.  Issues of outcome aside, the incredible turnout among evangelicals in the 2004 election for George W. Bush’s reelection show that the likes of Bush and Karl Rove and the rest of “the Republicans virtually claim to own religion.  And the Democrats still don’t seem to know how to take back the faith.”14  Bush and Rove’s abuse of the Bible and the name of Christ for such political ends is certainly the last thing I am proposing that Democrats or environmentalists pursue.  However, this abuse would not have been so wanton and effective had Democrats, Greens, and progressives of all stripes taken a stand and parried with a more responsible wielding of Scripture.  Instead, they avoided the subject of religion almost entirely, sometimes even ridiculing it.  This is not how you win political converts.

The lead-up to the 2004 election showed that “too many Democrats still wanted to restrict religion to the private sphere and were very uncomfortable with the language of faith and values even when applied to their own agenda.”15  If environmentalists, progressives, and “the Democrats could take the opportunity of a political defeat to really reassess their language and style, the way they morally frame public policy issues, and their cultural disconnect with too many Americans including many people of faith, they could transform the political discourse.”16  A strong contingency of secular fundamentalists in both the Democratic Party and separately the environmental movement are fighting bitterly to keep this shift from occurring.  Ergo, if the environmental movement begins to reach out to communities of faith and begins to biblically frame ecocrisis, they must face the sober reality that the political party they are most invested in is still dancing to the beat of secular fundamentalism.  If the Democratic Party does not show a willingness to tolerate or embrace this shift toward relevance, then environmentalists should be prepared to jettison the party.
Gaia and her discontents

As I said before, many environmentalists have admirably recognized the inescapable moral dimensions to finding a solution to ecocrisis.  The need for a broader moral and ethical framework is therefore usually pursued in two directions: scientism and paganism.  The first is perhaps best witnessed to by Edward Wilson’s Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge.  The latter, paganism, can be seen in published form in the works of Susan Griffin, Starhawk, Vandanna Shiva, James Lovelock, and Ed McGaa.  These authors and many others have fused paganism, Far East faiths, Gaia/goddess spirituality, and Native American spirituality into their environmentalism, in large part, I believe, to provide it a more-than-natural moral framework.

Pagan authors and activists variously preach animism and pantheism, and their disposition towards lending a more eco-conscious face to indigenous religions over dominant ones (Christianity), has had a lasting impact on the environmental lay and elite, allowing a tolerance of these faiths to be specially welcome in the movement. This has served to selectively and exclusively unify the rhetoric of the two groups.  This merging of rhetoric reaches the ears of evangelicals as being that, as two evangelical speakers note, “the more animistic, nature-worshipping cultures have an intrinsically greater respect for their environment.”17  Whether Wicca, tribal cults, Asatru, or the Greco-Roman pantheon, many of today’s pagans seem to believe – in a quite fundamentalist way – that their faith has the answers to ecocrisis.  Indigenous peoples’ Filipino advocate Victoria Tauli-Corpuz writes “The struggle for the defense of the ancestral domain, which is participated in by whole communities, is in itself a defense of this earth-based spirituality.  It is a defense of the whole philosophy, religion and lifestyle which is sustainable and viable.  It is a defense of the indigenous people’s spiritual relationship or partnership with the land.”18
Other environmentalists find the moral framework for their agenda in the more widespread faiths of the Far East; namely, Taoism and Buddhism.  They see a deontology in such systems that are friendly to environmental imperatives to care for non-human biota, live in harmony, and appreciate our interconnectedness.

Many environmentalists also enjoy promoting the metaphysical metaphor of Mother Earth, often associated with the Gaia hypothesis.  The Mother Earth imagery and rhetoric draws on the parallel across continents in which so many cultures identify the earth as feminine, nurturing, and motherly.  This imagery was most widely circulated in the 1980’s with a bumper sticker of a photo of Earth and the phrase “Love your mother”.  Whether the individual interprets this imagery as trite metaphor, sage insight, or speaking to a greater metaphysical truth, it certainly connotes paganism by anthropomorphizing Earth.

Meanwhile, “the Gaia hypothesis compliments the thinking of many of today’s environmentalists”19 positing that the Earth is one large organism.  It holds that “the evolution of the species of living organisms is so closely coupled with the evolution of their physical and chemical environment that together they constitute a single and indivisible evolutionary process,”20 and that “living matter, the air, the oceans, the land surface, were parts of a giant system which seemed to exhibit the behavior of a living creature.”21  Although ridiculed by many for many reasons, the idea, scientific hypothesis, and metaphor of Gaia lives on among many environmentalists today.

Finally, and perhaps most pervasively, Native American spirituality is also used to provide the moral framework necessary to solve ecocrisis. I separate Native American spirituality from paganism because there are many sects and religious groups who still adhere to only one form of indigenous religion, while those who self identify simply as “pagans” often have a more eclectic, buffet-style faith which incorporates concepts and ideas from many others.  The affection many environmentalists give to Native American spiritualities is at least partly rooted in the myth of the “noble savage” living in harmony with nature; much has been written elsewhere to dispel this ill-advanced nostalgia.  Many activists and authors look past the arguments against the myth of the noble savage, embracing what they see and experience as beauty in their deontology and ritual, over the historical facts of environmental destruction by Native Americans.

(I will now refer to the above sects collectively as paganism, for brevity’s sake.)

This is a source of widespread offense by many environmentalists to many Christians.  The most frequent and reflexive response I get from Christians when I mention my environmentalism is that, “Well, just as long as you’re worshipping the Creator, and not the Creation!”  I can only attribute this reflex to an overexposure to the pagan infusions so pervasive in environmental thought, creed, and praxis.  Many Christians, particularly more conservative evangelicals, believe that environmentalism is a vehicle for paganism, rather than paganism as a vehicle being used by some environmentalists.  To them, environmentalism feels like one part of a broader spiritual attack on Christianity, often lumped together as “New Age pantheism.”22
Admittedly, their position is understandable, if imperfect.  Their perception of which group is more an agent of the other is flawed.  Environmentalism is an imperative which, as I have stated earlier, is as inclusive as the environment itself, and it is something which is ultimately bigger than any other system or agenda which tries to wield it, including all breeds of paganism and the Yahwist faiths.  However, the environmental movement has willfully and intentionally assimilated into itself a group of beliefs which deeply offend many of those we are most hoping to change.  If something even smells of worshipping anyone but Jesus Christ, many evangelicals will throw the whole thing out – bathwater, baby and all.  Thus, the more environmentalists continue appear to have a preference for Gaia, Ganesh, or Gautama Buddha over (or even among) the God of the Bible, most evangelicals will continue to resist associating with the cause.

The prominence, power, presence, and time we give to paganism in environmentalism is more than a failure to be relevant, it is an act of repulsion.  These parts of the environmental cause have done much to help the movement; I appreciate their contributions toward a more spiritually-charged environmentalism.  None of them should be wholly disposed from the movement.  Still, it remains that a pagan is no more likely to find political success in America than an evangelical is in Iran.
The Spell of the Senseless

Environmentalists have an astounding ability to be distracted by the inanest of ideological iota’s, and pursuing them further and further down rabbit holes.  Instead of working to include more citizens in the shift toward sustainability, these environmentalists cater instead to their own increasingly eccentric fetishes.  To be sure, these topics of research, publication, and rhetoric are often insightful and fine contributions to the movement proper.  Many within the movement have been intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually nourished by these obscure niche ideas and publications.  But they are not winning converts.  Their praxis is near nil.

The two areas of research which deserve special attention for their celebrity and political uselessness are ecofeminism and ecophenomenology.  These arcane, offbeat branches of environmentalism are among the purest forms of “preaching to the choir” I have yet found.  Both are erudite beyond need and so bizarre that they even repel (or sometimes morbidly attract) some fellow environmentalists.

Ecofeminism is the study of the interrelationship between women and nature; it is concerned with the gendered body and how it alters our relationship with nature.  Ecofeminism varyingly claims that women are closer to the Earth, that the Earth is feminine (nurturing, providing, breast-shaped, etc.), and/or find solidarity in paralleling the oppression of the Earth with the oppression of women (particularly women of pagan faiths and cultures).  The culprit for ecocrisis is overwhelmingly patriarchy for the ecofeminist.

Ecofeminist writing is often incredibly thoughtful, but is also incredibly bizarre and laughable. Consider Susan Griffin’s Woman and Nature: The Roaring Inside Her.  In it, Griffin chronicles “a history of patriarchy’s judgments about the nature of matter, or the nature of nature, and place[s] these judgments side by side, chronologically, with men’s opinions about the nature of women throughout history.”23  Much of the book is also spent expressing the experiences of said oppressions by fictionally giving voice to those oppressed.  One particularly shocking passage in Woman and Nature synthesizes a cow’s monologue:

“Our noses were wet, we know that, we know we once nuzzled you as you pulled with your hands on us, as the milk rushed warm against our bellies, rushed through us, sighing, sighing within us as it flowed, or as the tongues of our calves licked our teats and our skin shivered, and the calf’s mouth closed over us, and we remembered the shaking body as it slid from our thighs, and…”24
I’ll stop there – she goes on like that for some while longer.  But you get the idea.  Griffin has gone so far down the rabbit hole of her literary fetish that she has left the realm of study which may actually contribute to the forward inertia of the movement.  Are Griffin and her cohorts contributing to environmentalism?  Certainly.  I have a better and more diverse understanding of ecocrisis because of ecofeminist writers.  But is the purpose of the environmental movement to preserve and save all forms of life on Earth, or is it to smash patriarchy?  Though ecofeminism’s critiques and conclusions about patriarchy’s culpability in ecocrisis have much merit, environmentalists must stop being hijacked by their stubborn fetishism.  These authors and those in academia who continue to feed students and activists their publications are leading us further toward esoteric niches, and farther from relevance.

The other example of inapplicable academic obscurity in environmentalism is ecophenomenology, a branch of philosophy founded on the works of Edmunt Husserl and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and popularized in David Abram’s 1996 The Spell of the Sensuous.  Ecophenomenology holds that it is implausible to imply that we humans, or anything else, are anything but sensory beings.  We are not the causal machines of scientism and naturalism, nor do we live in the “material reality [which] is itself an illusory effect caused by an immaterial mind or spirit” of asceticism and New Age spiritualism.25  While Abram’s “body-subject”26 has “finite body and character,”27 they do not limit us to a deterministic robotic existence.  Rather, “on the contrary, my finite bodily presence alone is what enables me to freely engage the things around me… Far from restricting my access to things and to the world, the body is my very means of entering into relation with all things.”28  All things, Abram maintains, are composed of the same essential “flesh,” and engage in dialogue with one another.  I do not just see the puddle, but the puddle cries out to be splashed in.  “To touch the coarse skin of a tree is thus, at the same time, to feel oneself touched by the tree.”29  Any relationship, by definition, is two-way.  According to Vanderbilt Professor David Wood, ecophenomenology “opens up and develops an access to the Nature and the natural that is both independent of the conceptuality of the natural sciences, and of traditional metaphysics.”30
This, like ecofeminism, is another arcane, erudite study which has little real on-the-ground potency.  I find the writings of Abram and Merleau-Ponty to be fascinating, mind-bending reads.  But it remains that ecophenomenology doesn’t win many converts.  How I experience nature is important, but the environmental movement isn’t creating change outside its ranks, or increasing its ranks, by such bookish fetishism.

I stress, and by now the point must feel labored, that I am not advocating we relinquish any of these niches.  They have all added vibrancy, diversity, and knowledge to contemporary environmentalism, and I would be sad to see them go.  However, that these two esoteric areas of study are such prominent and budding schools of thought in our movement, and at the same time we are experiencing stagnancy in outreach and cultural change, is no coincidence.  As activists, citizens, and professionals, we can either spend our time preaching to the choir or proselytizing the unconvinced, unsustainably-living masses.  These directions are of course not mutually exclusive.  But in an academic and publishing atmosphere which rewards niche research and writing, time and energy go to the loudest and oddest.  Peculiarity wins out over pertinence.  Environmental publishers will sell more books, and professors secure better tenure and salaries, if their work continues to reinforce those already on the side of sustainability.  There is little profit or professional security in including more people, like evangelicals, in the cause.

Ultimately, the environmental movement has got to get out of the Ivory Tower and onto the street corners and into church foyers, if it wants to succeed.  While progressives go blue in the face overthrowing the linguistic confines of patriarchy and modernity, nobody’s going green.  We “march on the English Department while the Right takes the White House.”31  Environmentalists must overcome the academic-publishing culture and the ideological stubbornness of some within which have so preoccupied any move toward an  increasingly relevant cause.

An issue of style
The diversity of schools, attitudes, and ethics outlined above is only a partial list of the varied cliques in the environmental movement, and they have all nourished the trunk of environmentalism.  It would be weaker without the energy and resources accrued by ecofeminists, pagans, secular fundamentalists, and Lynn White.  They have certainly done their part.  But the tree of environmentalism is growing weaker as these once practical offshoots have begun to significantly inhibit growth elsewhere.  As apple trees bear fewer, less mature fruits without the diligent and considerate pruning of otherwise fine branches, environmentalists must begin to start pruning these branches back in order to reinvest their energy into emergent shoots.  We’ve got to prune in order to grow.  How to invest energy into new shoots – how to be relevant – will be discussed in chapter 4, but for the time being the environmental movement will do well to start seriously reconsidering which of its branches are inhibiting overall growth.

In fact, no matter how much environmentalists make concerted efforts to invoke religious rhetoric and include Christians, many will still be put off by the above flavors of environmentalism, particularly paganism.

I am reminded of an old man who sits, hunched-over, daily on the west edge of the University of Oregon and begs for change.  No problem, I think: plenty of good-hearted folk give what they can to the poor and homeless.  The catch with this gentleman is that he looks nothing like a typical homeless person.  In fact, he wears a good suit and a nice khaki trench coat with a shaved face and well-kept hair.  Thus I’ve never seen anyone give this man money.  I have no reason to believe this gentleman actually needs my money, and so I regretfully defy conventional Christian wisdom and don’t give him money.  Jesus’ imperative to give to all those who ask is there, but his appearance makes me suspicious that I’m being had.  Likewise, there are a lot of Christians who are going to agree and sympathize with environmentalism – often even radically – but may be offended or feel duped by the presence of, say, the celebration of paganism in the movement.  The impetus to act in both situations is there, but parts of the style in which it is presented causes suspicion, and ultimately inaction.  The next chapter deals with Christians’ need – with my need – to look past these inhibiting traits, and look inwardly at what parts of contemporary Christianity are keeping the faithful from a fuller embrace of sustainability.  For now, though, environmentalists must meet Christians halfway.
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God’s Fundamentalists

  “You can’t put something new into a hand that is holding on to something else.”               – Michael Ruppert, peak oil lecture, June 2, 20051
It pains me to write this chapter.  I don’t want to; I am embarrassed for the deadly irresponsibility Christians, evangelicals especially, have had in their shameful response to ecocrisis.  For following someone hailed as the Savior of all things, American Christians in the past several decades have overwhelmingly sat on their hands or thumbed their noses at the prospects of themselves working to save the world.  Evangelical author and pastor Brian McLaren waxes that

“the surface causes of environmental carelessness among conservative Christians are legion, including subcontracting the evangelical mind out to right-wing politicians and greedy business interests.  Too often we put the gospel of Jesus through the strainer of consumer-capitalism and retain only the thin broth that this modern day Caesar lets pass through.  We often display a reactionary tendency to be against whatever “liberals” are for.”2
McLaren’s diagnosis of the legion of causes for Christian inaction to ecocrisis as “surface causes” is, I think, accurate.  As stated earlier, the Christian meta-narrative has a strong environmental ethic, one which affirms all life, and it is only waiting to be fully exercised and deployed in America.  Thus, the obstacles between the bulk of contemporary evangelical Christianity and an embrace of sustainability as a spiritual cause are issues of fleeting style, flair, and fad.  I identify these surface causes as being hijacked by: rigid fundamentalism, bad pulp/pop “Left Behind” eschatology, and a conservative political agenda.

That these are “surface” ills, however, does not mean their removal will be easy, clean, or confined to the surface; this journey would challenge and demand much of what contemporary ministry and ecclesial praxis look like.  Shifting from emphasizing personal morality issues to making personal consumption habits a moral issue, or from an eschatology of rapture and destruction to one of hope and renewal in all Creation, are both massive shifts.  But they are still essentially topical, and so can be remedied.  As environmentalists must escape fundamentalism by returning to their fundamentals, so Christians can do likewise by returning to the fundamentals of “what it means to follow Jesus: loving God and loving others.”3
There is more for the Church, should they take these steps toward embracing environmentalism, than “just” saving the planet.  This shift could also satisfy Christ’s “Great Commission,” His mandate to reconcile souls to their Creator through Him.  In a bizarre form of quid pro quo, liberation from the surface causes regarding ecocrisis will also increase the Church’s ability to make Christ’s Cross relevant; the two aren’t mutually exclusive.  The very steps Christians would take to more willingly accept the relevance of environmentalism are often the same steps which would allow them to express their cause in a similarly meaningful, relevant way.  This shift will help get us all out of this absurd secular-sacred culture war that has left both groups – Christians and environmentalists – self-righteously harrumphing at the other.

The F Word
First among the surface causes is a broad tendency among evangelicals toward a rigid fundamentalism which is characterized by militancy, a strict literal interpretation of the Bible, and of feeling threatened by outside sources.  According to Duke Professor George M. Marsden, “a fundamentalist is an evangelical Protestant who is militantly opposed to modern liberal theologies and to some aspects of secularism in modern culture.”4  Alliances, the perception of compromise, and a more generous orthodoxy (Brian McLaren’s term) are all dangerous things to fundamentalists because they perceive themselves “to be in the midst of religious war.  Fundamentalists are particularly fond of the metaphors of warfare.  The universe is divided between the forces of light and darkness.  Spiritually enlightened Christians can tell who the enemy is.  In such war, there can be no compromise.”5  They often are God’s sole defenders, and see themselves as carriers of truth in turbulent darkness, pilgrims in an unholy land.  Their battle is primarily over the Bible, and “a particular type of interpretation of the Bible.”6  Any threat to a fundamentalists’ interpretation of the Bible is taken as a threat to the Bible, and so too a direct threat from darkness to Yahweh. “Fundamentalist in the broad sense we have used so far can refer to anyone who takes a militant stance for the defense of a literally interpreted Bible, fundamental doctrines, and soul saving.”7
Fundamentalism is certainly not something which affects all, or even most, evangelicals or Christians.  Some denominations – Baptists, for example – have stronger fundamentalist tendencies than others.  But the potential for it is just below the surface.  In nearly all evangelical congregations the temptation and the slant toward fundamentalism are present.  For example, Protestant evangelicals overwhelmingly take the Bible literally, as an ABC News poll confirms that 87 percent of evangelicals believe Genesis’ Creation and Noah’s Ark stories to be literally true.8  Thus, a minority of fundamentalists in a local congregation can plant their stubborn seeds into a tolerant spiritual soil that is otherwise fairly inert.  Because they don’t take the Bible literally, a politician or cause can be castigated and demonized with relative ease among some evangelicals.  It’s the hogwash of liberals or humanists, they’ll say.

This fundamentalism keeps those under its sway from working against ecocrisis because it prohibits adherents from meddling in the ideas and ideologies of those outside their exclusive camp, including nearly all environmentalists.  Because they frame the debate as between competing comprehensive worldviews – which to them cannot vary according to individuals or their experiences (this would be heretical relativism) – the assumption is that if an idea comes from someone whose worldview’s foundation isn’t the Bible, it is somehow wrong.  An otherwise splendid idea, like preserving soil for future generations, can be decried as secular humanism if its proposer does not accept the fundamentalist’s view of the Bible.

This idea is nowhere clearer to me than in the debates over creation versus evolution.  This is arguably the issue that started American fundamentalism in the first place – many researchers have concluded that “fundamentalism crystallized in response to the liberals’ eagerness to bring Christianity into the post-Darwinian world by questioning the scientific and historical accuracy of scripture.”9  Rather than taking Darwin’s work as a threat to their interpretation of the Bible, they took it as a threat to the Bible itself.  In the contemporary fundamentalist lexicon, their worldview was under attack.

Creationism is still alive and kicking today, with a cottage industry behind it.  I grew up attending annual creationism seminars, but in all those years of learning the wonders of God’s Creation, there was no mention of the subsequent moral imperative to save and protect it.  The manifold splendors of Creation were not missed, but humankind’s elimination of them was.  Rather, Creation became something which was exploited to bolster the conservative hermeneutical and sociopolitical agendas of creationism’s leaders.   The seminars’ speakers and authors described evolution as the foundation on which all sorts of sin and debauchery are built – one popular creationism book lists abortion, pornography, homosexuality, lawlessness, Nazism, racism, drugs, ruthless capitalism, male chauvinism, divorce, and euthanasia as all rooted in “evolutionism.”10  That is quite a list, and because fundamentalists see the plain link environmental ecology has to evolution, it is often correlated to such hosts of issues (this of course is ripe with the logical fallacies of post hoc and hasty generalization).  One of creationism’s most charismatic but increasingly unpopular speakers, Kent Hovind, captured the wild absurdity of some of the movement’s conclusions quintessentially: “most of the environmental hype is really to help bring about Karl Marx’ dream (nightmare) of a Communist world.  His first of 10 planks was the abolishing of private property.  Though there are many sincere people in the environmental movement, I believe the real agenda is Communism, not saving the planet.”11
All this fundamentalism is not, fundamentally, a form of Christianity; it is a style of communicating the same basic message.  It is therefore a fallacy by those who loathe contemporary Christian fundamentalism to attack their cherished fundamentals, somewhat like killing the model for the fashion.  Any attacks should be directed toward how they present their faith; attacking a faith itself is a chasing after the wind.

In reality, many people are devout evangelicals without wearing the style of fundamentalism; it is entirely possible to hold to the fundamentals truths of Christianity (Virgin Birth, the Resurrection, etc.) and not come across as a fundamentalist.  Christians do not need to continue to frame their faith with war metaphor for it to withstand the times, as love and peace, not war, was Christ’s message.  Christians also should not so dearly cling to one absolute interpretation of the Bible, or to a literal six-day creation 6,009 years ago.  Example: the fundamentalist would rise in protest to that last statement, with the rationale that by their definition you can’t deny the literal creation and still be called a Christian.  Yet fundamentalists must concede that there is a mischievous validity and place in Jesus’ arms even for folks like evangelical environmental activist Peter Illyn and myself, who “believe that God created a continually evolving world.”12  Even C.S. Lewis, much revered and quoted by evangelicals, didn’t prescribe to a literally-read Genesis.  And that is okay. Christians can agree with movements and ideologies whose activists otherwise disagree with the Bible.  Furthermore, not believing in Jesus doesn’t mean being against Jesus’ ways, and so doesn’t mean we should cast all their wisdom aside (Gandhi is a wonderful example).

Finally, fundamentalists can’t be scared of every idea which questions their interpretations.  Truthfully, Christianity as we know it wouldn’t be here if it were not for a long list of people with the courage to dissent against a conservative, controlling hegemony – Moses, Martin Luther, the Biblical prophets, and Jesus of Nazareth all ruffled the feathers of powerful religious and political authorities.  To be fair: just as not every dissenting voice from the wilderness should be cast into the fires as heresy, neither should every fart in the winds of Christian literature and methodology be smelt as roses nor embraced cheekily.

The key to relevance, and a key toward averting ecocrisis, is that we hold our own agendas in an open hand.  Whether political, social, hermeneutical, or whatever else, these agendas must not compromise greater imperatives; in the Christian faith, these are the commandments to love God fully and love your neighbor as yourself.  And it is okay to not compromise on some things – nobody would fight for anything if it weren’t – but a ceaselessly closed hand clasped over a human-made theological and exegetic Standard that subordinates and castigates all others is tyrannical and unbiblical.  In fact, it’s exactly the kind of thing Christ got feisty about with the Pharisees.  Paul wrote to Christians in Rome: “Live in harmony with each other.  Don’t try to act important, but enjoy the company of ordinary people.  And don’t think you know it all!”13
Being free from these treacherous bonds of the style of fundamentalism (and resisting the temptations to slide towards them) can free Christians to more honestly, actively, and maturely consider environmentalism, and in turn be more honestly, actively, and maturely considered.

Chicken Little Christians and the All-Destroying Jesus

Often connoted with biblical fundamentalism, but more pervasive, is the best-selling dispensationalist eschatology (study of the end of things).  This end-times script and hermeneutics was birthed in the 19th century by British evangelical preacher John Nelson Darby, whose ideas were later popularized in the 1909 Scofield Reference Bible.14  The dispensationalist theology Darby and the Scofield Reference Bible so espoused has since their popularization been refuted by most biblical scholars – Catholic, Protestant, and evangelical – on hermeneutic and exegetic grounds.  Dispensationalism’s rise in popularity during the 19th and 20th century is cited by historians of American Protestantism as a responses to modernity; its survival hedged on the rise of urbanization, immigration, consumer culture, and techno-industrial capitalism.15  It has been an overwhelmingly American phenomenon.

The dispensationalist script is perhaps most recognizable in the form of the Left Behind fiction series by Christian authors Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins.  In the 12-book series, Christ’s second coming is upon mankind, but is preceded by the Rapture of the faithful to heaven, and a violent seven-year ‘Tribulation’ in which the Antichrist uses his power as Secretary-General of the United Nations to take over the world.  The Temple Mount is rebuilt in Jerusalem, millions of people die, and nuclear bombs fly.  Meanwhile a group of new Christians use “bunkers, Range Rovers, high-security satellite phones, and computers to out-smart the Antichrist.”16  It is a bloody, violent, and necrophilic vision of the future which culminates in the Battle of Armageddon, after which God destroys the world, recreating a New Heaven and a New Earth.

What is terrifying isn’t merely that such a violent script is a best-seller: the real kicker is that many evangelicals and Christians believe that such an ending is coming soon – certainly in our lifetimes, likely within a decade.  “Most of the roughly 50 million right-wing fundamentalist Christians in the United States believe in some form of End Time theology”17 Many Americans expect the Jenkins’ and LaHaye’s script for apocalypse any time now.   Websites such as www.RaptureReady.com and www.ApocalypseSoon.org update the devout daily on what world events the sites believe are further signs that the end is nigh, occasionally even citing climate change as pointing to God’s imminent, allegedly violent crescendo.  

Issues of interpretation, scholarly soundness, and necrophilia aside, the dispensationalist script dangerously draws Christians away from solving ecocrisis.  Indeed, PBS journalist Bill Moyers recently spoke that “millions of Christian fundamentalists may believe that environmental destruction is not only to be disregarded but actually welcomed – even hastened – as a sign of the coming apocalypse.”18  There are two primary reasons this pulp eschatology hinders authentic Christian pursuit of sustainability.  First, if the world is going to be destroyed, then to the dispensationalist there is no point in saving it.  Brian McLaren (who is not a dispensationalist) explains:

“There is virtually no continuity between this creation and the new heavenly creation in this model; this creation is erased like a mistake, discarded like a non-recyclable milk carton.  Why care for creation?  Why get sentimental about a container that’s served its purpose and is about to be discarded into the cosmic trash compactor of nothingness?”19
But this devaluing of Creation is incredibly unbiblical.  The Earth “is a body God created and still calls good.  It is a temple in which God dwells. … God does not leave it behind and neither can we.”20  It proclaims the majesty of God, and even supposing it will not be eternal, it still has eternal worth.

Second, dispensationalism disregards ecocrisis entirely: There is no reason to protect the earth for future generations’ use, if there aren’t going to be any future generations to inherit it, or an Earth to be inherited.  What a danger it is that is precisely how many Americans see the future!  Author and freelance journalist Glenn Scherer writes:

“People under the spell of such potent prophecies cannot be expected to worry about the environment. Why care about the earth when the droughts, floods, and pestilence brought by ecological collapse are signs of the Apocalypse foretold in the Bible? Why care about global climate change when you and yours will be rescued in the Rapture? And why care about converting from oil to solar when the same God who performed the miracle of the loaves and fishes can whip up a few billion barrels of light crude with a Word? … More important, End-Time beliefs make such problems inconsequential. Faith in Christ's impending return causes End-Timers to be interested only in short-term political-theological outcomes, not long-term solutions.”21
In 1981, dispensationalist Secretary of the Interior James G. Watt captured this sentiment perfectly when he said, “That is the delicate balance the Secretary of the Interior must have: to be steward for the natural resources for this generation as well as future generations. I do not know how many future generations we can count on before the Lord returns.”22  To dispensationalists, the only imperatives seem to be to hasten Christ’s return, and to win Him souls.

There is hopelessness and futility in End Time theology – precisely the opposite of the characteristics that humanity needs to begin averting ecocrisis.  Christians should move toward a more hopeful and energizing eschatology which affirms the world-changing possibilities of Christ and His gospel, which grants reverence to Creation, and which frees humanity from a deterministic apocalypse and propels it instead toward a God-blessed and God-blessing world.  How thankfully apropos that dispensationalism does not hold majority status among the world’s, or history’s, Christians.  The alternative is not a redrawn Christianity; it is a returned-to Christianity of noble, hopeful, peaceful orthodoxy.

Your Own Partisan Jesus

It is no secret that the Republican Party has a hardy grip on the political whims of many Christians in America.  These zealous activists have many names: the Moral Majority, conservative Christians, Dominionists, the Religious Right, the Christian Coalition, and theocrats.  The religious right occupies the ultra-conservative wing of the GOP, and are most passionate about the issues of abortion, homosexuality, their interpretation of family values, and are usually strongly Zionist and nationalistic.  They’re also usually the loudest about the so-called ‘culture war.’  They have been one of the most identifiable and steadiest electoral bases for Republicans for nearly 30 years.  And “because of its power as a voting bloc, the Christian right has the ear, if not the souls, of much of the nation’s leadership.”23
Assuredly, there are many evangelicals who agree with the conservatives on none or only some of these issues, and their numbers seem to be growing.  However, there is still much political sway and social pressure to pull the votes of those evangelicals not strictly in alignment with the religious right’s leadership (Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, Franklin Graham, etc.).  The political atmosphere in many evangelical congregations (including all those I have been involved in) is that someone’s politics must be suspect if they are willing to vote for pro-choice candidates, or it is thought that they are not, perhaps, actually Christian.  Theocracy Watch says the religious right is “possessed of absolute moral righteousness.  It tolerates no dissent.”24
Their political muscle is most visibly and functionally exercised on abortion and homosexuality, which have been wielded by evangelical laypeople and politicians as trump issues.   Many evangelicals, for example, who opposed the invasion of Iraq were still ultimately held their vote to George W. Bush in the 2004 election because of the cultural inertia around these two issues.  In fact, an evangelical friend of mine remarked several months ago that “when it comes down to it, I will not vote for someone that wants to keep letting unborn babies be slaughtered.”  He’s not an angry crank or a raging ideologue: he is a wonderfully well-intentioned man who happens to have bought into the Republican’s politics of narrow morality.

That these spokespeople for the religious right have so defined which issues are moral and which are not has been stupendous and wrong; two or three issues have been exploited to a terrible degree at the expense of the broader spectrum of Christian ethics and morality.  Obligations to the poor, the oppressed, the refugee, the environment, the sick, and the orphaned are all deeply moral issues that have been sidelined and counted as nonpolitical issues by those who most vocally claim to know Jesus’ politics.  Instead, Christianity has “come to be represented by a moralist agenda and a trickle-down economic theory”.25
When Republicans began so flamboyantly using the Bible for political gain, using the name of Jesus as their flag, they intentionally drew Christians under a party which otherwise furthers an economic paradigm that idolizes competition and profit and increases poverty.  Christians have been hoodwinked into defying their own interests and their own scriptural mandates.  Lawrence Kaplan writes that

“the formation of the Moral Majority was a conscious design of rightwing secular Republicans to further their political goals.  For in this country the successful promotion of noneconomic values as political issues has enabled conservatives to win electoral victories from a population whose awareness of its own self-interests is underdeveloped.  In many ways, the flourishing existence of a new Christian right in the United States best exemplified fundamentalism as political manipulation.”26

The Italian activist Antonio Gramsci calls this a “hegemonic discourse” – buying into a system which otherwise hurts you.27  Evangelicals must wake up to this reality they are in.  To borrow from U2’s Bono, they have been “dreaming someone else’s dreams.”28  The good name of Christ has been contracted out to crooks.

This undoubtedly has kept evangelicals, even ones who believe in protecting the environment, from having a politically meaningful voice toward solving ecocrisis.  The Republican Party’s rap sheet on opposing environmental regulation and legislation has, at least since the Reagan administration, been appalling.  Republican President George W. Bush is someone who many people believe, as Robert Kennedy Jr. put it, “will go down in history as America’s worst environmental president.”29
Theocracy Watch has made the excellent comparison between the Senate and House of Representatives scorecards created by the Christian Coalition and the League of Conservation Voters. Not surprisingly, the two graphs are almost mirror opposites.  “The higher the rating from Religious Right groups, the lower the rating from the League of Conservation voters.”30
Much more than liberation from theological fundamentalism or dispensationalism is required for evangelicals.  A rebellion by evangelicals and other Christians who have been so politically manipulated – whose God has been so misrepresented – against the Republican Party is most likely to simultaneously bring environmentalism in Christian praxis, force politicians to advocate environmentalism, and allow Christians to resume making the Cross relevant to an ailing world.  They have a choice to either lobby the GOP to green up, or else move beyond the party lines to support greener candidates.

The benefits for the environmental movement would be profound.  Concern for the health of the land wouldn’t stop at the Senate’s aisle.  It wouldn’t even be limited to the Senate chamber at all, or the Capitol Building, or Washington. Concern for the environment would break out of party lines and force the reality into politics that the land’s health is as encompassing as the land itself, and that saving it starts with individuals.

Meanwhile, all this partisanship has also compromised the relevance and authenticity of Christianity.  The hypocrisy of supporting a party which disregards the poor while professing spiritual kinship with the Man who told his followers to bless the poor stands out like a sore thumb to those outside the faith, and it isn’t hard to draw parallels to the Pharisees.  That is, so long as Christians support a party which contradicts so many of its principles, people won’t take their Jesus seriously.  If Christians can get out of partisan politics and into changing the world, they will find success.  Jesus isn’t a liberal or a conservative; “He will be nobody’s flag.”31  Ergo, if environmentalists should consider jettisoning the Democrats for not fully representing their cause, then Christians should consider doing the same with the Republicans.

Conclusion
In retrospect, evangelicals and environmentalists have more in common than first blush might portend.  Both have a solid backbone of fundamentalism which stubbornly opposes the “other side,” all the while also espousing lifestyles and worldviews which are life-affirming and all-encompassing.  Both have been sold out by political parties who have increasingly little to offer to their adherents.  Evangelicals have their own eccentric circles and ideas, and environmentalists do, too.  And both are losing their grip on being relevant to the people and issues of the day.  Both groups could use some pruning.  Fresh fruits on the plants of each group need the special attention and resources for them to thrive, while other diseased plants and rotting fruits need to be snipped off.

Fortunately, both groups are making strong steps toward relevance and a convergence of their efforts.  The pruners are coming out, and the pile of blighted prunings is beginning to burn.  The next chapter will show those shifts, and lay out possible directions for each group to take.

4
Relevance

"Religion isn't red or blue and it isn't green, either. … Engagement of the religious community can be a powerful force for the common good." – Paul Gorman, executive director of the National Religious Partnership for the Environment1
Today I brought hand pruners into the garden and pruned our 17 tomato plants – they’ve been getting a bit bushy.  With tomatoes, some branches specialize in absorbing sunlight and CO2, energizing and nourishing the plant at the expense of ripe and tasty fruits.  In the wilderness, this is a sensible survival strategy for the plant.  But in my garden, my goal is for the fragile solanaceae to abundantly produce large, ripe fruits throughout the summer.  Thus, I want energy to go into the fruiting branches, not into more of this otherwise helpful verdure.  These branches also inhibit fresh air flow and sunlight to travel over and among the parts of the plant that really matter to a gardener.  What’s more, letting any leaf touch the ground is a sure way to strike your plant with the much-dreaded tomato blight.  So while I keep many of these branches, I cut a lot of them off.  Consequently, my plants are doing great – lots of good fruit are forming without disease among thriving green shoots.

I started off feeling weird, pruning so much health from our beloved plants.  But the gardener and farmer quickly learns that sources of life often come out of death.  The plant itself grows out of a foundation of dead plants, and its final effectiveness depends on my killing lesser shoots.

This delicate balance between vivacity and purposeful, husbanded direction is of utmost importance for the gardener.  I have shown this balance is also critical for the active citizen and the sociopolitical movement.  Every movement has beneficial branches which ultimately inhibit its most meaningful and purposeful growth.  These tangential branches can cripple the rest of the movement by excessively diverting human-power, energy, and resources on them.  They can also offend important potential or actual constituencies.  They energize the plant/movement, but compromise what it’s there for in the first place.

Environmentalists and evangelicals have these problems, and both have the opportunity to begin pruning.

Already, some in both groups have taken up the pruning shears and begun this difficult, delicate task.  These people and organizations have experienced and are now working out of the varied fundamentalisms and issues of style which have so compromised their causes’ ability to be relevant, and so compromised their ability to thrive.  This shift has been particularly evident in evangelicals.

In this final chapter, I will show an emergent Christianity growing out of its varied 20th-century blights and embracing relevance, introduce the rise of environmental evangelicals, chronicle the evidence that some environmentalists may already be waking up to the need for religious relevance, and present steps to take toward religious relevance for those environmentalists so desiring.

The Emergent Church

The evangelical world is in the midst of experiencing the birth pangs of what is most widely called ‘the emergent church.’  Authors and commentators give it various diagnoses, but the underlying theme of emergent church theory is that it is a response to changing times.  One leading emergent church website, Emergent Village, states that “the modern, colonial world is coming undone and a new postmodern, postcolonial world is emerging.”2  Globalization, the internet, ethnic and spiritual diversity, and various domestic circumstances are listed on the site as radically changing the world around us, and how we interface with it.  Other changes in church history have been slower responses to more slowly-changing times.  But the speed at which this world is changing is astonishing; it could be argued that the emergent church is only so identifiable because rapid changes in the times are so identifiable.

Thus, the emergent church is a rising group of people, old and mostly young, who see the shortcomings of the baby-boomer mega-churches which have so flourished in American since the 1970’s.  They do not feel that style of Christianity is any longer being relevant to those in or out of the church.  It is outdated and outmoded.  It is losing its grip on relevance.  So, they’re redefining how biblical Christianity is expressed in this constantly changing culture.

The emergent church has many forms: big congregations, small congregations, intentional community houses, co-ops, emergent services at boomer churches, home churches, books, online groups, and magazines.  Emergent Christians have a politics which are increasingly nonpartisan, diverse, and progressive.  In true postmodern fashion, its adherents have spent no shortage of time deconstructing, reconstructing, and blogging about it all; the amount of resources available for those wishing to understand or research emergent Christianity borderlines absurdity.
This movement gets what it means to be relevant.  Because emergent Christians recognize that their cause cannot be cranked through a one-size-fits-all methodology in such a dynamic, organic, and changing multicultural society, they are adapting its stylistic expression to a host of cultural niches.  These cultural niches can be coffee-house bohemia at Seattle’s Church of the Apostles or skater kids at Portland’s Skate Church.3  And more than these overt niches, the emergent church is serving those who inwardly feel marginalized by church-as-usual.  Emergent Christianity refuses to let methodology alienate people from their cause.  It instead keeps their methodology on as open a hand as possible, choosing to adapt in style in order to include in purpose.  To reiterate a quote used in Chapter 2, emergent leader Rick Warren summarizes this ethos thusly: “The only way to stay relevant is to anchor your ministry to unchanging truths and eternal purposes while being willing to continually adapt how you communicate those truths and purposes.”4
Greener Pastors

What movement there has been among evangelicals toward sustainability has been largely homegrown.  Organizations such as the Evangelical Environmental Network, Target Earth, Earth Ministry, and Restoring Eden are changing the face of evangelical politics and lifestyles.  They advocate on Christian campuses, provide theological and hands-on resources for ministers and laypersons, and organize rallies for environmental causes.  National Programs Director for the Sierra Club Melanie Griffin says that “in the past few years, we’ve seen a big increase in the number of Christians involved in actively protecting creation.  They are leading stream cleanups, giving sermons about creation care, and jumping into the public policy arena.  Christians bring a special energy and spirit to environmental work.”5
For example, in 2002 the Evangelical Environmental Network started their widely-publicized “What Would Jesus Drive?” campaign.  More recent efforts have surrounded global warming and mercury poisoning.  In a maneuver of political genius, the leaders of these Godly greens have played off of right-wing abortion sentiments by framing mercury poisoning (accurately) as being particularly harmful to the unborn.6
But it isn’t the usual mainline Protestant churches less bound to political conservatism that are driving this movement.  It isn’t traditionally liberal churches such as the Lutherans: this movement is coming from the ranks of the religious right!  Jim Wallis notes, “When I survey the list of new Christian organizations and campaigns that focus on environmental stewardship, I observe that most of them have been founded by evangelicals – young evangelicals.”7  While still conservative on many other issues, they are coming around to begin touting “creation care” as an important cause, and aren’t afraid to jab their overwhelmingly Republican candidates about it.
Creation care activism has escaped the earthier fringe of evangelicalism, and recently became a major issue for broader evangelical leadership.  The 30-million-member National Association of Evangelicals adopted in October 2004 an “Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility,” which emphasized the Christian duty to live sustainably.  “Signatories included highly visible, opinion-swaying evangelical leaders such as Haggard, James Dobson of Focus on the Family and Chuck Colson of Prison Fellowship Ministries.”8 Distributed to 50,000, congregations,9 it posited:

“We affirm that God-given dominion is a sacred responsibility to steward the earth and not a license to abuse the creation of which we are a part. … Because clean air, pure water, and adequate resources are crucial to public health and civic order, government has an obligation to protect its citizens from the effects of environmental degradation.”10
Finally, eco-evangelicals often recognize the scope, complexity, and direness of the situation.  Their environmentalism isn’t always saving Creation for its own sake, or stopping mercury pollution because of its harm to the unborn (though both are vital and noble avenues for action).  They frequently understand the bigger issues of climate change and a dependence on fossil fuels which can, in the ecology lexicon, radically compromise human carrying capacity.11  Jeff Scheetz wrote in the Christian magazine Relevant that “as Christians, we have many other concerns, but if we let the creation around us slip away, we may find all the other issues going away as well.”12  As important as it is for evangelicals to protect the unborn from abortion, they also have recognized that they must also endeavor to preserve for these future generations an healed planet which can sustain them.

Waking up

Some environmentalists and media pundits seem to be finally grasping the political potency of intentionally including evangelicals.  As New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman notes, “it’s smart politics!”13  The Sierra Club has since the 2004 election began seeking “to broaden its identity to include more of the country's religious communities,”14 and its Executive Director Carl Pope blogged in March of 2005 about the green shift among American evangelicals.15  The leftist title author at the highest-trafficked political blog, Daily Kos, noted that “it doesn't matter how we get there, as long as we all arrive at the same place. And there should be no shame for Democrats to explain the reasoning for their value structure. And if Jesus is the reason, then so be it.”16 The left seems to be waking up to this reality.

A streak of news stories and editorials since the 2004 election has steadily shown two things.  First, evangelicals are an enormously powerful voting bloc that the Republicans have a near-monopoly on.  Karl Rove’s aggressive rallying of the faithful by catering to their issues in the 2004 was widely reported as crucial to George W. Bush’s reelection.  Second, swaying evangelical votes and activism away from the Right and into green issues is not impossible; in fact, evangelicals are doing it by their own volition.  Because evangelicals have independently taken up environmentalism as “a values issue,” their ranks no longer appear unbreakable by the green activists watching at a distance.17
There appears, then, to be an inertia towards religious relevance among the environmental movement, with some high-profile groups like the Sierra Club already working toward it.  
Simple Steps
For the environmental activist, candidate, organization, or campaign seeking religious relevance, where should they begin?  As Chapter 2 discussed, environmentalists can work toward attaining religious relevance in America by first pruning those elements in it which currently repel Christians and evangelicals: Lynne White-type arguments, secular fundamentalism, pagan infusions, and arcane academic slough.  Trying to include evangelicals with any of these still significantly contributing to the public face of environmentalism is like a doctor telling you to quit smoking even as he lights up; it could be received as two-faced or hypocritical.  After some mindful pruning, environmentalists can make many rhetorical and practical steps toward religious rhetoric.

Most importantly, organizations can dedicate staff and create new campaigns and departments targeting their cause at Christians.  The best example I have found is People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)’s “Blessed are the Merciful.  Go Vegetarian” campaign.  Available at www.jesusveg.com, PETA has created a Faith-Based Campaign which in this case specifically targets Christians.  It employs the long-standing tradition among many Christians and Jews of vegetarianism (many of the first Christians were vegetarians) to persuade contemporary Christians to not eat meat.  They have brochures, an exhaustive Frequently Asked Questions page, and links to scholarly answers and perspectives.  PETA has even created a job for a Faith-Based Youth Campaign Coordinator.18  Organizations from watershed councils to Greenpeace to Salmon Nation can all follow PETA’s forward-thinking strategy and create committees and campaigns of their own to target Christians.

More broadly, environmentalists can also frame the issues morally, and with religious rhetoric.  Reverend Jim Ball, executive director of the Evangelical Environmental Network, says he uses Christian rhetoric consistently to push evangelicals toward sustainability: “"I quote the Golden Rule. I remind people that reducing pollution is loving your neighbor. I quote (the Gospel of) Matthew: '(W)hatever you do to the least of these, you do to me.' I remind people that if something we're doing impacts the poor, we're doing that to Jesus."19  Replacing “nature” with “creation” or “environmentalism” with “creation care” are simple, harmless steps which can have an incredibly positive impact on evangelicals.

Playing not just off of Biblical passages, but also the political values established by the religious right works, too.  Ball says that evangelicals are more partial to environmental messages “when we talk about things in terms of family and kids.”20  Recall the example of framing mercury poisoning with its effects on the unborn.
Relevance

This shift toward relevance takes courage.  It will be hard for the environmental movement to tell some of its most outspoken, accomplished, and well-intentioned activists and authors to cool it.  I would certainly be timid if I had to confront authors whose work I respect immensely and say “you are keeping environmentalism from success.”  Nobody wants to prune living branches when the tree seems to be staying alive just fine as it is.  Furthermore, I am sure traditionally secular organizations and candidates beginning to quote Christ and Genesis and Psalms, or atheists using the term “Creation” must be an awkward thing.  Still to others it may feel like a cheap, insulting way of getting environmentalists to convert.

To others, though, this may all feel very topical.  It may even feel like arguing whether it is toe-may-toe or toe-mah-toe.  I believe this is nearer to the mark.  As I have stated before, this is foundationally an issue of style: how will we choose to present our cause?  What attire will Environmentalism wear to the ballroom of American Society and Politics?  Environmentalism can continue coming in with its Darwin-fish-emblem in one hand and an Amerindian dream-catcher in the other, its mouth spouting cynicism toward Christianity, or it can come in with a smile, an extended arm, and an accommodating, tolerant attitude.

The choice of relevance is always here.  Environmentalists, like any other movement, can appeal to a culture in ways most meaningful to it, or they can speak only in words meaningful within their own subculture.  Emergent Christianity is already taking major strides towards relevance.  Will another group out to save the world, environmentalists, follow in kind and adapt in style in order to include in purpose?  The option of a more relevant cause is still on the table before them.
Postscript

Is it too late to be relevant?


I wrote this thesis at a time in which it appears geology, not rhetorical nuance, is about to coerce into existence much more sustainable practices across the entire planet.  Even supposing the environmental movement took all my conclusions seriously, I am increasingly convinced that it would be too late for these new tactics to bear much as much fruit as they would have five or ten years ago.  The evidence stands that likely within a decade, and certainly within twenty years, nearly all Americans will be unable to afford to fuel automobiles.  Globalization will evaporate.  Suburban sprawl will grind to an abrupt halt. Industrial agriculture will collapse, and people the world over will have to resume eating local, seasonal, organic foods.

I am referring of course to peak oil (also called “Hubbert’s peak” after the Shell geologist who first publicized the phenomenon in 1956), which to quote geographer James Howard Kunstler in Rolling Stone, means that

“a turning point will come when the world produces the most oil it will ever produce in a given year and, after that, yearly production will inexorably decline. It is usually represented graphically in a bell curve. The peak is the top of the curve, the halfway point of the world's all-time total endowment, meaning half the world's oil will be left. That seems like a lot of oil, and it is, but there's a big catch: It's the half that is much more difficult to extract, far more costly to get, of much poorer quality and located mostly in places where the people hate us. A substantial amount of it will never be extracted.”1
There is increasing evidence that this peak will occur by 2008.  With no new oil refineries or tankers having been built for several years, aggressive Chinese oil contracts securing future oil deliveries, the US occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan, quotes from energy business gurus, and market trends, the facts are all pointing to an imminent end to the age of cheap oil.

With no combination of technologies able to fill the energy gap created by peak oil, everything will have to revert to the local level.2  Ergo, so many of the changes environmentalists wish to see in global society will happen by necessity – less industrialized agriculture, drastic reductions in the use of the private automobile, and no new sprawl.  The realities of an ever-constricting energy supply and increased energy costs will crush the institutions and economic forces which have so inhibited sustainability.

What, then, is the relevance of this essay?  What use is there in trying to make environmentalism more religiously relevant, if the societal change those rhetorical changes are geared toward appear so imminent?

There is always time to be relevant.  In the months or years the world has before peak oil, environmentalists should be all the more willing to move toward reaching out to evangelicals.  The imminent likelihood of global unrest in the wake of peak oil demands that environmentalism do everything it can to bring about sustainable practices now.  Every solar panel and wind turbine built, every garden planted, every highway or suburban plot not built can all alleviate the turbulent transition to a post-carbon society.  Thus, in addition to a more religiously relevant posture, the environmental movement must also reframe the issues under the imminence of peak oil.

Furthermore, Christianity provides hope for those seeking sustainability.  The immensity and imminence of the crises created by peak oil can crush the spirit of even the most ardent activist.  The darker specters of peak oil are plenty: unemployment, economic collapse, starvation, population die-off, martial law, resource wars, the draft – it can seem like too much to handle, to be honest.  However, if the environmental movement were infused with the passionate zeal of evangelicals, it may spread a hope among the movement proper that the transition years won’t be so dark.  The Christian meta-narrative is one of stubborn hope amid darkness and empire, and faith in the possibilities of a better tomorrow.  Having obsessively researched peak oil for over 18 months now, I can personally attest to the dire need for optimism and hope in the peak oil movement.  Welcoming Christians into the environmental movement would, in the dark years ahead, make sustainability relevant to the heart by breathing in hope.
In the meantime, further work should be done to consider where Christianity and environmentalism will be, for better and for worse, as our post-carbon world unravels.  Several questions to both parties are in order.

To Christianity: what will the local church look like amid such unrest and relocalization?  How will generations raised in baby-boomer mega-churches respond?  What will happen as commuter congregations dissolve?  How will emergent Christianity figure into the transition?  How can Christianity best function in such darkness and upheaval?  Are there any historical precedents? Which trends should be nursed, and which should be pruned?  What will the post-carbon church look like?

And to the environmental movement: what issues will we still be fighting?  What problems will likely emerge in this new world (coal gasification, nuclear power, etc.) to combat?  Will there even be an environmental movement anything like what we’ve seen?  Where can the movement begin reinvesting its energy today to better prepare for a more sustainable, post-carbon society?

Whatever the answers to these questions, the lesson of relevance must never be lost.  Adapting in style to include in purpose is a vital political and social tactic in any society, with or without oil.  The stage of human drama is defined by relationships, personal and societal, and conflict is when we choose to attack the other actors instead of improving those relational bonds.  Relevance is all about those relationships – it is intrinsically other-centered, it desires to improve ties to others for a common or greater good, and it is the art of being meaningful through those binding ties.  Because relevance is as concerned with the means as it is with the ends, relevant relationships transcend time, technology, culture, and circumstance.  Relevance will always be relevant itself to the human drama because it is founded on the possibilities of improved, more inclusive relationships.

As the coming hard years unfold, the power of relationships will increase.  Cultures, causes, and persons who operate on this level – preferring to improve ties than tear down others – are those who will continue to move toward a more habitable world.  Post-carbon life, as with life throughout the ages, will be sweetest and most meaningful when it is rested on the truth that we get there together.
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