ENVIRONMENTAL RELIGION:
A THEOLOGICAL CRITIQUE?

Robert H. Nelson®

Environmentalism is a type of modern religion. This observation
is not as controversial as it might seem. Indeed, many leading envi-
ronmentalists have characterized their own efforts in religious terms.'
Joseph Sax once wrote that he and fellow preservationists were “secu-
lar prophets, preaching a message of secular galvation.” Theodore
Roszak stated in The Voice of the Earth that eavironmental objectives
have a “frankly religious character,”® and that the ultimate environ-
mental goal should be “to heal the soul of its wounds and guide it to
salvation.” John Muir, the founder of the Sierra Club, wrote of a
desire to go to the “*high temples of the great Sierra Crown beyond
our holy Yosemite™ in order to “*worship with Nature.”™ Critics of
environmentalism often agree that it is a form of religion—although
for them it is a misguided faith. In her historical survey of ecology,
Anna Bramwell concludes that, in the end, “the ecological move-
memnt” is a “global religion™ that still “carries the burden of its heri-
tage, the legacy of the crucifixion, symbol of death, suffering and
self-surrender.”™

T Adapted from a speech given wt the Case Weslern Resarve University School of Law,
Sept. 25, 2003,

¥ Robert H. Nelson is a professor of environmental policy at the School of Peblic Policy of
the Univergity of Maryland, From 1975 to 1993, he was & member of the economics siaff in the
Office of Pelicy Analysis within the Office of the Seerctary of the U.S, Dopartment of the
Imterior.
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The environmental movement today continues to draw much of its
strength from a religious fnspiration.” Indeed, environmentalism fol-
lows in a fong tradition of religious activism in American life.* Many
abolitionists, for example, lived in Puritan Massachusests and trans-
ferred a Puritan zeal to the new task of cleansing America of the sing
of slavery. The Prohibition movement to ban the sale of alcohol was
also an American religious crusade. More recently, Martin Luther
King, Jr., a Baptist minister, led the civil rights movement of the
1950s and 1960s and appealed to the religious teachings and tradi-
tions of many congregations across the Uniled States.

FoUur GREAT AWAKENINGS

Nobel Laureate, Robert Fogel, analyzed American history in terms
of the influence of four great religious awakenings.” The first two—
from around 1740 to 1760, and then around 1810 to 1840—were ex-
plicitly Christian in character. A third great awakening occurred in
the Progressive Era, from 1890 to 1920, drawing much of its religions
energy from new forms of “secular religion” as well. And, most re-
cently, a fourth great awakening in American life began in the 1960s,
including the rise of the contemporary environmental movement, and
its effects are still being felt. While Fogel may give insufficient
weight to certain historical factors, and certain details may still be
widely debated, the general picture that he draws is largely accurate.

The closing decades of the twentieth century witnessed a decline
in Presbyterian, Methodist and other mainline Protestant Churches.
Increasingly, American Protestants turned instead to Christian fun-
damentalism. Similarly, American progressivism, European democ-
ratic socialism, Russian communism, and other twentieth-century
“religions of progress” lost much of their crusading zeal, with many
of their former followers tuming to environmentalism—a new “secu-

7 Michael Crichton, the author of The Andromeda Strain, Jurassic Park, and cther best-
selling novels, stated ia a 2003 speech {o the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco that:

Today, one of the mest powerful religions in the Western World is environmental-

ism, Environmentalism seems to be the religion of choice for urhan atheists. Why

do [ say a religion? Well, just look at the beliefs. If vou look carefully, you see that

environmentabisns is in fact a perfect remapping of raditions] Judeo-Christian beliefs

and wyths,

Michael Crichton, Remarks to the Commonweslth Club, San Francisco {Sept, 135, 2003), gvail-
able ar htpdiwww.world-nuclear.org/opinton/erichton.pdf (site visited Sept. 17, 2004} (also on
file with the author).

' See ROBERT H. ABZUG, CoSMOS CRUMBLING: AMERICAN REFORM AND THE
RELIGIOUS IMAGINATION (3994) {examining religicus roots of American reform movements
and activism generally).

* ROBERT WILLIAM FOGEL, THE FOURTH GREAT AWAKENING & THE FUTURE OF
EGALITARIANISM (20{(},
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lar fundamentalism”—that has close parallels to some forms of Chris-
tian fundamentalism,'”

Christian fundamentalists, for example, worry about the genetic
manipulation of the human body (cloning, stem cells, etc.), while
environmental fundamentalists are concerned with genetic manipula-
tions of the natural world (genctically modified crops, eic). In both
cases, there is a concern that modern science may be going “too far,”
posing a threat to core religious and human values of many Ameri-
cans. By historic standards, scientific and economic progress has
succeeded in making very large numbers of Americans very well off,
but as the Protestant theology of Martin Luther and John Calvin
taught, and as eavironmentalism now reiterates, there are grave dan-
gers in the excessive pursuit of wealth and riches. Taking those dan-
gers and concerns seriously, contemporary fundamentalism in both its
traditional Christian and newer environmental forms exhibits a pes-
simism at the turn of the century concerning the human capacity to
transform the world for the better.

To be sure, environmentalism is a large and diverse movement.”!
There are many varietics of environmental religion, just as there are
multiple understandings of the Christian faith. Although many envi-
ronmentalists now question the claims for modern “progress,” some
environmental groups still follow in the older “progressive” traditions
associated with the third great awakening in the early part of the
twentieth century. Resources for the Future (RFF) in Washington,
D.C. is often described as & “moderate™ environmental organization.
it is largely staffed by economists who are often at odds with envi-
ronmental “true believers.” Indeed, some of the RFF staff may be
progressive true believers, that is, followers in the religion of eco-
nomic progress, now redefined to include greater attention fo envi-
ronmental amenities in the overall economic calculus.

There are also branches of environmentalism that probably do not
involve any significant religious convictions at all, Desires to reduce
cancer rates and otherwise to improve public health, or to breathe
cleaner air, for example, are not religious beliefs in themselves.

0 See ROBERT ROYAL, THE VIRGIN AND THE DYRAMO: USE AND ABUSE OF RELIGION IN
ENVIRONMENTAL DERATES (1999}, Royal states that environmentalism involves *Ja} eype of
fandamenialism about the goodness of creation . . . . [The hurean dominion over ergation
spoken of in Genesig is alt hubris and foolishness compured with the state of nalure™ as envi-
rommentalism sees it existing before the fall in the Garden of Eden. /4. at 8.

B Se¢ STEPHEN FOX, THE AMERICAR CONSERVATION MOVEMENT: JOHN MUIR AND His
LEGACY, at x (University of Wisconsin Press 1985) (1981) {discussing “the role of the amateur
radical that Muir so epitomized”y; RiCE ODELL, ENVIRONMENTAL AWAKENING: THE NEW
REVOLUTION TO PROTECT THE EARTH xi {1980} {arguing that “savironmentalists must become
more relevant to the lives of more Americans™},
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Some environmental groups like Environmental Defense arguably
offer a mixture of the newer environmental and the older economic
gospels. Environmental Defense has been a leader in seeking the use
of economic methods in the service of environmental causes, while
often proclaiming a “doom and gloom™ message that is characteristic
both of Christian preaching and much of today’s environmentalism.,

More evidence of the religious side of environmentalism can be
seen in the fundraising letters of environmental organizations. The
motto of the Wilderness Society is “in wildness is the preservation of
the world”—that is to say, human beings will be saved by experiences
of the wilderness that testify to the existence and powers of God. A
recent fundraising letter from the Wilderness Society warned that
environmental policies are being shaped by the “Big Oil companies”
that are engaged in “the sacrificing of priceless resources for profits.”
In their view, the money changers have once again invaded the tem-
pie. The Wilderness Society declares it “an outrage™ and calls for
individuals to step forward to “stop the current administration from
destroying our last wild places”—places where private greed now
threatens to have a “devastating impact.”"

Allowing for some differences in metaphor, Billy Graham has
preached much the same message: the evidence of greed and other
human sinfulness is everywhere in the world; only heroic exertions by
the faithful can avert the full triumph of evil on earth. The parallels
were obvious many years ago to John McPhee, 2 longtime writer for
the New Yorker who followed leading American environmentalist,
David Brower, for several months, McPhee concluded that there was
“something evangelical about Brower” and his environmental “ser-
mons.” Tndeed, Brower's message and delivery reminded McPhee
of “the Reverend Dr. Billy Graham’s exhortations to sinners to come
forward and be saved now because if you go away without making a
decision for Christ coronary thrombosis may level you before you
reach the exit™" But if Graham perhaps won more individual con-
verts, Brower and his followers in the environmental movement have
had more influence on public policy.

Admittedly, when they testify before Congress, or seek to reach
skeptical audiences, the leaders of environmental organizations usu-

12 Pundraising letter from The Wilderness Society received by the suthor, October 2003
{om file with the anthor).

¥ Jory MCPHEL, ENCOUNTERS WITH THE ARCHDRUID 72 {1971}, Brower was the execu-
tive dirccior of the Sierra Club from 1932 to 1969, A follower in the path of John Muir, Lhe
founder of the Sierra Cluby, Brower was arguably the leading environmental preacher of the
second half of éhe twentieth century.
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ally suppress the most overt religious elements in their thinking.
They understand that many Americans are nervous about mixing re-
ligion and government. Nevertheless, American environmental
groups derive much of their moral energy, their funding, their sense
of purpose and their crusading drive from an “environmental funda-
mentalism” that has grown up out of the fourth great religious awak-
ening.

ERVIRONMENTAL VERSUS ECONOMIC RELIGION

Environmentalism is partly a reaction against what it sees as the
excesses of modern optimism. It is therefore useful to consider
briefly some of the main tenets of “economic religion” against which
environmentalism often reacts so strongly today. As a leading envi-
ronmental philosopher once put it, there are a host of good reasons
that explain “why environmentalists hate mainstream economists.”"*
Economists may not quite reciprocate these strong feelings--being an
older and more jaded group—but they have been some of the leading
critics of the environmental movement.'

in the third great awakening, during the Progressive Era, the most
powerful new religious force was the “gospel of efﬁci.ency.”n
American historian, Samuel Haber, wrote that the Progressive Era
was characterized by an “efficiency craze” that represented “a secular
Great Awakening.” % And political scientist, Dwight Waldo, com-
mented on what an “amazing . . . position of dominance ‘efficiency’
assumed, how it waxed until it had assimilated or over-shadowed
other values, how men and events came to be degraded or exalted
according to what was assumed to be its dictate.”™ In the Progressive
Era, “efficient” and “inefficient” seemed to repiace the older Chris-
tan categories of “good” and “evil” Efficiency was so importani
because it measured economic progress and, as J. B. Bury wrote in
1932, the idea of progress “belongs to the same order of ideas as

1% Bryan G. Norton, Thoreast's insect Analogies: Or, Why Environmentalists Hate Main-
stream Economists, 13 BNVIL, BYHICS 235, 247 (1991) (capitalization omitied from heading).

1€ See, eg., WILFRED BECKERMAN, A POVERTY ©OF REASGN: SUSTAINABLE
DevELOPMENE, at % (2002) (arguing that “{tlhe only development that is sustainable now is
development that enables people to live together peacefully™), JULIAK L., SIMON, THE DLTTMATE
RESOURCE 3 (F981) {asserting that “nalural resources have been becoming Jess scarce over the
long run™}.

17 See Samyet P. Havs, CONSERVATION ANDR THE {30SPEL OF EFFICIENCY: THE
PROGRESSIVE CONSERVATION MOVEMENT, 1850 - 1920 (1959).

1% SAMUEL HABRER, FEFFICIENCY ANB UPLirm: SCIENTIFE MANAGEMENT N THE
PROGRESSIVE Ea, 189019203 ix (1964).

¥ DWIGHT WALDO, THE ADMINISTRATIVE STATE: A $TUDY OF THE POLITICAL THECRY
OF AMERICAN PUBLIC ADMENISTRATION 19-20 {1984).
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Providence or personal immortality . . . . Belief in it is an act of
faith.”*

The progressive gospel was grounded in a faith in the redeeming
benefits of scientific and economic pr0§ress. Underlying it all were a
few core elements of theological ogic.”’ Economic religion preached
that sin in the world had been cansed by material factors. Why have
people so often behaved badly? If it comes down 10 a choice between
lying and stealing, or letting your own children starve, most people
will choose to lie and steal. Likewise, nations go to war with one
another for economic reasons—they are fighting for control over
scarce resowrces. In short, progressive faith assumes that the true
causes of sinful behavior in the world are ultimately economic. By
contrast, the biblical story of Adam and Eve and the Fall of mankind
in the Garden of Eden came to be viewed as just another ancient myth
that preceded the modern era of “enlightenment.”

If the progressive assumption is true, if evil in the world arises
from material causes, it creates a whole new possibility for saving the
world. Moreover, this redemptive outcome can be achieved inde-
pendent of the actions of any god or other supernatural force. In the
modermn age, as economic religion preached, scientific and economic
progress created the prospect of abolishing material scarcity for the
first time in human history. Then, if scarcity could be eliminated, the
real cause of sin in the world would be eliminated as well, leading to
a new paradise on earth.

Following this line of thinking, if the path of salvation is eco-
nomic, then the members of the economics profession are logically a
kind of modern priesthood, the moral guides and guardians of Ameri-
can society.” Such progressive beliefs were widely shared across
muich of the world in the late nineteenth century and through much of
the twentieth century. In Marxism, for instance, the laws of economic
history were said to predestine the triumph of the proletariat and the
arrival of 4 new heaven on earth. Theologian Paul Tillich once said
that Marx was “the most successful of all theologians” since the Prot-
estant Reformation—at least in terms of historical impact, it not the
logical quality of his thought™ Another distinguished theologian

1.8, BuRy, THE IDEA OF PROGRESS 4 (1932).

M §ee ROBERT H, NELSON, ECONOMICE A8 RELIGION: FROM SAMUELSON TO CHICAGO
AND BEYOND 23 (20§} ) (describing the “tenets of economie faith™).

2 See MICHAEL A, BERNSTEIN, A PERILOUS PROGRESS: ECONOMISTS AND PUBLIC
PURFMOSE ¥ TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICA 114 (2001) (noting thal *American economists had
demonstrated #n ever-more-impressive ability to serve the needs of the state while at the same
time pushing forward the intellectual {and indead institutional) sophistication of their disci-
pline”).

¥ Pave TircH, A HISTORY OF CHRISTIAN ThHOUGHT: From ITs JUDAIC AND
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surmised that “Marxism was in a real sense a Judaeo-Christian her-
esy” whose appeal lay in “its affirmation of certain prophetic empha-
ses oOf the biblical tradition, especially the demand for justice and
brotherhood,”™ In an age when scientific knowledge was undermin-
ing traditional Christian belief for many people, large numbers turned
to the “scientific laws of history” as a barely disguised substitute for
the traditional Christian God,” and Marxism offers a graphic example
of how secular ideas can take the place of traditional religion and
ultimately become a new, modern form of religion.”

When [ speak of contemporary environmentalism as a religion, it
is in the same sense that Marxism is a religion (recognizing, of
course, large differences in the specific theologies). In describing a
set of secular ideas as a religion, I am following a well-trodden path
that includes many theologians of the past century”  Although most
students of theology are familiar with the idea of “secular religion,”
many social scientists and other professionals have given little
thought to the possibility that their own professional ideas may be
suffused with religiovs content.”®

HELEENISTIC ORIANG 10 EXISTENTIALISM 476 (F967).

¥ IaMEs HASTINGS NICHOLS, HISTORY OF CHRISTIANITY, 1650-1950, SECULARIZATION
OF THE WEST 243 (19563,

4 Alasdair MacTntyre declares that “Marxism shares in good measure both the content
and the functions of Christianity as an interpretstion of human existence, and i does so because
it is the historical successor of Christianity,” ALASDAR MACINTYRE, MARXISM AND
CHRISFIANITY 6 {1984).

# In the Marxist intprpretution, everything that happens in history 1s cawsed by class con-
flice—and thus has a material cause, like other economic religions, The underlying reality of
history is entirely economic; all ideas in the mind, for example, are a superstructure of fajse
consciousness. Religion is one more forim of such false consciousness, a byproduct rather than a
driving force in history. Tn effect, for Marx, the laws of cconomics take the place of God. And
what do the laws of economtics do? They bring the miurmph of the proletariat and the sbofition
of cluss conflict, of government, and of property—in other words, the arrival of heaven on earth,
it is the millenninm amrived ak, not by divine intervention in the biblical sense, but by the work-
mngs of the laws of economic history. It is & new rendiion of an ancient biblical story, now
presented in secular terms, 4 a scientific tath. #s actual biblical source, of course, is why it
had such a powerful appes] in western civilizalion. Marxism adapted bibfical themes 1o “scien-
tific” langoxge, and in his way had conquered for & time a large part of the world, See THOMAS
SOWELL, MARXISM: PHILOSOPHY AND ECONOMICS (1983).

7 Ser, e.g., WILLIS B. GLOVER, BIBLICAL ORIGINS OF MODERN SECULAR CULTURE: AN
ESSAY IN THE INTERPRETATION OF WESTERN HisTorY {1984); AREND TH, VAN LEEUWEN,
CHRISTIANTTY IN WORLD HISTORY: THE MEETING OF THE FARHS OF EAST AND WEST (1964),

# Some social scientists, 1o be sure, show 2 rmuch greater awareness in this respect.  See,
€2, ARTHUR ). VICH & SANFORD M. LyMaN, AMERICAN SOCIOLOGY: WORLDLY
REJECTIONS OF RELIGION AN THEIR DIRECTIONS xi {1985) (acknowdedging that “[flrom the
beginning social thought in the United States had its roots in Cheistian religion, especially
Protestantism™),
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THE DAM AND THE WILDERNESS

As I have said, the American progressive movement sought to ad-
vange the goals of a powerful, secnlar religion of economic progress.
1t was based on the new power of human beings fo control nature, and
this power had been created by modern science and economics. Pro-
gressive religion also had its artwork and cathedrals that served to
provide “refigious” inspiration. Many Americans visited dams like
the Hoover Dam on the Colorado River or the Grand Coulee Dam on
the Columbia River. Such modern pilgrims experienced a sense of
awe and reverence at the dramatic evidence before them of the new.
found power to control nature for human bepefit. With this power, as
it appeared to many, human beings were no longer dependent on God
to save the world but could achieve this wonderful outcome through
their own actions.

It is easy to forget that the current era of human control over nature
commenced only 150 to 200 years ago. It was not until the Progres-
sive Era that American inteflectuals first sought to address the full
implications for the future. If the initial response was a burst of opti-
mism, today the reaction is often more pessimistic. David Brower
declared, “I hate all dams, large and small,”® not because he was
concerned that many dams were pork barrel spending projects that
served narrow interest groups and could not pass a simple cost-benefit
test. Rather, he hated dams for the very fact that they symbolized a
new human power to control nature—the very opposite of the old
progressive feeling of reverence in the presence of a dam. For many
environmentalists like Brower, a symbol of human control over na-
ture fills them with disgust and regret, and in recent years that senti-
ment and environmenial antagonism toward dams has been success-
ful. Congress is still fully addicted to pork barrel spending in other
areas, but it has largely stopped funding new dams.

By contrast, economists by and large are still true believers in pro-
gressive religion. This helps to explain the tensions between econo-
mists and environmentalists who are waging & new kind of religious
warfare—fortunately without bloodshed. # There are now, for exam-
ple, “anti-progressive” symbols that have become central religions
objects in American life. In the theology of environmentalism, wil-
derness areas are the new “cathedrals.” Like a dam, a wildemess area
makes a symbolic statement about the goal to be sought in the rela-

B MoPHES, supre note 13, at 146

¥ As Royal states, “[Iin the meidern environmental debate, those who would permit use
and those who advocate wikderness preservation have become virtaal warting denominatons.”
RovaL, supranote 10, at 14, .
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tionship between humanity and nature, The Wilderness Act of 1964
defines “wilderness™ as an area “untrammeled by man,” and any signs
of a past human presence should be at a minimum.”’ So rather than
seeking greater control over nature, a wilderness area renounces such
human powers. Thus, protecting the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
(ANWR]} in Alaska is so important to many environmentalists pre-
cisely because it is seen as one of the last remaining places on earth
that is still “untouched by man.” Economic religion for much of the
twentieth century exalted human control over nature; eavironmental
religion today expresses an opposite view-—symbolically at least.

A DOUBLE EDGED SWORD

Why has this larpe shift in religious thinking taken place? One
reason is that the products of science have proven less unambignously
beneficial than the true believers in economic progress once adver-
tised. The development of modern chemicals, for example, was re-
garded imitially as a wonderful scientific blessing with agents like
DDT helping to eradicate malaria over many parts of the world, But
it then became clear that DDT and other toxic chernicals were poison-
ing some of America's most important bird wildlife,” and the modern
spread of industry and commerce over the entire globe was wiping
out vast areas of plant and animal habitat, and threatening many spe-
cies with extinction.

The powers of modern science and economics were proving to be
a mixed blessing in other areas as well. The Holocaust, for example,
was perhaps the most troubling and symbolically powerful event of
the twentieth cenfury. There had been terrible bursts of anti-Semitism
in Europe before, but they had never been married to the economic
efficiency of the modern world. Then, the atom bomb and the control
over nuclear energy raised a previously unimaginable possibility: the
extinction of the human race by its own hand. Whereas the progres-
sive true believers had assumed that modern science and economics
would bring a new heaven on e¢arth, it now occurred to many people
that the result could instead be a new hell on earth.”

There are close affinities between environmentalism and the cur-
rent war on terrorism.  Both attempt to protect the world from possi-
ble negative consequences of scientific and economic powers. Mod-
em scientific and economic developments have given very small

M6 0.8.0. §1131(c) (26003,

¥ See RACHEL CARSON, SILENT SPRING 1-2 (1962} {predicting that contiued use of DDT
threatened birds).

# KenNETE E. BOULDING, BEYOND ECoNOMICS: ESSAYS ON SocCIETY, RELIGION AND
Ergics 210-11 (FO68).
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groups of people (perhaps even lone individuals) the potential to harm
an entire society. Modern airplanes, for example, have seemingly
become a doubie edged sword. They have dramatically reduced
travel times around the world, but those same planes, as we have sa
tragically witnessed, can be used to destroy the World Trade Center.
Likewise, in Bhopal, India, where large industrial chemical plants
produced pesticides aimed at developing India’s agricultural produc-
tivity, the mistakes of a few Union Carbide employees were capable
of killing thousands of people, and it is now widely feared that a
small cell of terrorists might someday use those same kinds of chemi-
cals to kill thousands more.

The war on drugs offers still another comparison. If environmen-
talism is concerned with the misuse of chemicals in the external envi-
ronment, the war on drugs is concerned with their misuse in the hu-
man body’s “istemal environment” Cocaine, heroin, LSD, am-
phetamines, and so forth are all products of modern scientific discov-
ery. They are also capable of changing nature, in this case, the human
nature found in the biological workings of the mind. Where envi-
ronmentalism seeks 1o protect the physical world from “unnatural”
contamination, the war on drugs seeks to protect the individual from a
similar, unnaturatl fate.

Environmentalism, terrorism, and the war on drugs are having a
great cumulative impact on American life. Government policies often
reflect the deep fears that have been aroused in a nation, and in many
cases the symbolic value in dealing with these concerns is just as im-
portant as the practical result—partly because it may be difficult to do
anything practically effective in areas of such great public concern.
Symbolism has played an important role, for example, in the debate
over the future of nuclear power. Many people react to a proposal to
build a nuclear power plant much as David Brower reacted 0 a
dam—they hate the idea no matter what its practical benefits might
be. The advocates of nuclear power today suggest that with new tech-
nologies it may be possible to construct power plants that are cheap
and completely safe, not even theoretically capable of a meltdown or
other catastrophe. Nevertheless, even though nuclear power might be
economically advantageous and wousld not emit any greeshouse
gases, there is minimal public support. Nuclear power is not just a
source of energy but perhaps the ultimate symbol of the new dangers
10 the world associated with the rise of modern science and industry.

From some perspectives, these widespread public fears may appear
“irrational.” After all, science is here to stay, and the scientific devel-
opments of the modern age are irreversible. Although science may be
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