National Council of Churches
Theological Statement on the Environment

God’'sEarthisSacred:
An Open Letter to Church and Society in theUnited Sates

God'screation ddliversunsettling news. Earth’sclimateiswarming to dangerouslevels, 90 percent of the
world' sfisherieshave been depl eted; coastal development and pollution are causing asharp declinein
ocean health; shrinking habitat threatensto extinguish thousands of species; over 95 percent of the
contiguous United Statesforestshave been lost; and amost half of the populationin the United Stateslives
inareasthat do not meet national air quality standards. |n recent years, the profound danger hasgrown,
requiring usastheol ogians, pastors, and religious|eadersto speak out and act with new urgency.

Weareobligedtorelateto Earth as God' screation * in waysthat sustain life on the planet, providefor the
[basic] needsof al humankind, andincreasejustice.” ! Over the past severa decades, dowly but faithfully,
thereligiouscommunity inthe United States has attempted to addressissues of ecology and justice. Our
faith groupshave offered rich theol ogical perspectives, considered moral issuesthrough thelensof long-
standing socia teaching, and passed numerous policieswithin our own church bodies. Whilewe honor the
effortsin our churches, we have clearly failed to communicatetheful| measureand magnitude of Earth’'s
environmentd criss—religioudy, moraly, or politicaly. Itispainfully clear fromtheverifiabletestimony of
theworld’sscientiststhat our response has been inadequate to the scale and pace of Earth’ sdegradation.

To continueto walk the current path of ecological destructionisnot only folly; itissin. Asvoiced by
Ecumenicd Patriarch Bartholomew, who hastaken thelead among senior religiousleadersin hisconcernfor
creation: “ To commit acrimeagainst the natural worldisasin. For humansto cause speciesto become
extinct and to destroy thebiological diversity of God'screation. . . for humansto degradetheintegrity of
Earth by causing changesinitsclimate, by stripping the Earth of itsnatural forests, or destroying itswetlands
... for humansto injure other humanswith disease. . . for humansto contaminatethe Earth’ swaters, its
land, itsair, anditslife, with poisonous substances. . . theseare sins.” 2 We have become un-Creators. Earth
isinjeopardy at our hands.

Thismeansthat oursisatheological crissaswell. Wehavelistened to afa segospel that we continuetolive
out inour daily habits—agospd that proclaimsthat God caresfor the salvation of humansonly and that our
human calingisto exploit Earth for our ownendsalone. Thisfasegospe ill findsitsproud preachersand
continuesto captureitsadherents among embol dened political leadersand policy makers.

Thesecular counterpart of thisgospel restsin the conviction that humans can master the Earth. Our modern
way of lifeassumesthismastery. However, the sobering truth isthat we hardly have knowledge of, much
lesscontrol over, the degp and long-term consequences of our human impacts upon the Earth. We have
already sown the seedsfor many of those consequences. Thefruit of those seedswill be reaped by future
generationsof human beings, together with othersinthe community of life.



Theimperativefirst stepisto repent of our sins, in the presence of God and one another. Thisrepentance of
our social and ecologica sinswill acknowledgethe special responsbility that fallsto those of uswho are
citizensof the United States. Though only five percent of the planet’shuman population, we produce one-
quarter of theworld’'scarbon emissions, consumeaquarter of itsnatura riches, and perpetuate scanda ous
inequitiesat home and abroad. We are apreciouspart of Earth’sweb of life, but we do not own the planet
and we cannot transcend itsrequirementsfor regeneration onitsown terms. We have not listened well to
the Maker of Heaven and Earth.

The second step isto pursue anew journey together, with courageand joy. By God'sgrace, all thingsare
madenew. We can shareinthat renewad by clinging to God’ strustworthy promiseto restoreand fulfill all
that God createsand by walking, with God’shelp, apath different from our present course. Tothat end,
weaffirmour faith, proposeaset of guiding norms, and call on our churchesto rededicatethemsalvestothis
mission. Wefirmly believethat addressing the degradation of God'ssacred Earth isthe moral assgnment of
our time comparableto the Civil Rights struggles of the 1960s, the worl dwide movement to achieve equdity
for women, or ongoing effortsto control weapons of massdestructionin apost-Hiroshimaworld.

Ecological Affirmationsof Faith

We stand with awe and gratitude as members of God’sbountiful and good creation. Weregoiceinthe
splendor and mystery of countless species, our common creaturehood, and theinterdependenceof dl that
God makes. We believethat the Earthishomefor al and that it hasbeen created intrinsically good (Genesis
1).

Welament that the human speci esis shattering the splendid gifts of thisweb of life, ignoring our
responsibility for thewell being of al life, while destroying speciesand their habitatsat arate never before
knowninhuman history.

We believethat the Holy Spirit, who animatesall of creation, breathesin usand can empower usto
participatein working toward theflourishing of Earth’scommunity of life. We believe that the people of God
arecdledtoforgewaysof being humanthat enablesocialy just and ecol ogicaly sustainable communitiesto
flourish for generationsto come. And webelievein God'spromisetofulfill al of creation, anticipating the
reconciliation of all (Colossians 1:15), in accordance with God'spromise (11 Peter 3:13).

Welament that we have rejected thisvocation, and have distorted our God-given abilitiesand knowledgein
order to ransack and often destroy ecosystems and human communitiesrather than to protect, strengthen,
and nourishthem.

Webdievethat, in boundlesslovethat hungersfor justice, Godin Jesus Christ actsto restore and redeem
all creation (including human beings). God incarnate affirmsall creation (John 1:14), which becomesa
sacred window to eternity. In the crossand resurrection we know that God isdrawn into life'smost brutal
and broken placesand there bringsforth healing and liberating power. That saving action restoresright
relationshipsamong al membersof “thewholecreation” (Mark 16:15).

We confessthat instead of living and proclaiming thissalvation through our very livesand worship, we have
abused and exploited the Earth and people onthe margins of power and privilege, altering climates,



extinguishing species, and jeopardizing Earth’s capacity to sustain lifeaswe know and loveit.

We believethat the created world is sacred-arevel ation of God's power and graciouspresencefilling all
things. Thissacred quality of creation demands moderation and sharing, urgent antidotesfor our excessin
consumption and waste, reminding usthat economicjusticeisan essentia condition of ecologicd integrity.
We cling to God' strustworthy promiseto restore, renew, and fulfill al that God creates. Welong for and
work toward the day when churches, asembodimentsof Christ on Earth, will respond to the* groaning of
creation” (Romans 8:22) and to God’s passionate desireto “ renew theface of the Earth” (Psalm 104:30).
Welook forward to the day when the lamentations and groans of creation will beover, justice with peace
will reign, humankind will nurture not betray the Earth, and al of creationwill singfor joy.

Guiding Normsfor Church and Society

Theseaffirmationsimply achdlengethatisalsoacalling: tofulfill our vocation asmora imagesof God,
reflectionsof divineloveand justice charged to* serveand preserve’ the Garden (Genesis 2:15). Giventhis
chargeand the urgent problems of our age—from speciesextinctionsand mass poverty to climate change
and health-crippling pollution—how shall werespond? What shall webeand do? What arethe standards
and practices of mora excellencethat we ought to cultivatein our persond lives, our communitiesof faith,
our social organizations, our businesses, and our politica ingtitutions? We affirm thefollowing norms of
socia and environmenta respongbility:

Justice—creating right rel ationships, both socia and ecological, to ensurefor all membersof the Earth
community theconditionsrequired for their flouri shing. Among human members, justice demandsmeeting
the essential material needsand conditionsfor human dignity and socia participation. Inour globa context,
economic deprivation and ecologica degradation arelinkedinaviciouscycle. Wearecompelled,
therefore, to seek eco-justice, theintegration of socid justiceand ecological integrity. Thequest for eco-
justiced soimpliesthe development of aset of human environmenta rights, snceoneof theessentia
conditionsof humanwell beingisecologicd integrity. Thesemord entitlementsinclude protection of soils,
air, and water from diverse pollutants; the preservation of biodiversity; and governmental actionsensuring
thefair and fruga useof creation’sriches.

Sustainability—Iliving within the bounds of planetary capacitiesindefinitely, infairnessto both present and
future generationsof life. God'scovenant iswith humanity and al other living creatures“for al future
generations’ (Genesis9:8-17). Theconcernfor sustainability forcesusto beresponsiblefor thetruly long-
termimpactsof our lifestylesand policies.

Bior espons bility—extending the covenant of justiceto includeall other lifeformsasbel oved creatures of
God and asexpressions of God's presence, wisdom, power, and glory. We do not determine nor declare
creation’svalue, and other creatures should not betreated merely asinstrumentsfor our needsand wants.
Other specieshavetheir ownintegrity. They deservea“fair share”’ of Earth’sbounty—asharethat allowsa
biodiversty of lifetothrivea ong with human communities.

Humility—recognizing, asan antidoteto arrogance, thelimitsof human knowledge, technologica ingenuity,
and mord character. Weare not the masters of creation. Knowing human capacitiesfor error and evil,
humility keeps our own speciesin check for the good of thewhole of Earth asGod's creation.



Gener osity—sharing Earth’srichesto promote and defend the common good in recognition of God's
purposesfor thewhole creation and Christ’sgift of abundant life. Humansarenot collections of isolated
individuas, but rather communities of socialy and ecologically interdependent beings. A measure of agood
society isnot whether it privilegesthosewho aready have much, but rather whether it privilegesthemost
vulnerable membersof creation. Essentialy, thesetasksrequire good government at all levels, fromlocd to
regional to nationa tointernationd.

Frugality— restraining economic production and consumption for the sake of eco-justice. Livinglives
filled with God's Spirit liberatesusfrom theillusion of finding wholenessintheaccumulation of materia
thingsand bringsusto theredlity of God'sjust purposes. Frugality connotes moderation, sufficiency, and
temperance. Many call it asmplicity. It demandsthe careful conservation of Earth’sriches, comprehensive
recycling, minima harmto other species, materid efficiency and the elimination of waste, and product
durability. Frugdlity isthe correctiveto acardina vice of theage: prodigality —excessively taking fromand
wasting God'screation. On afiniteplanet, frugaity isan expression of loveand aninstrument for justiceand
sustainability: it enablesall lifeto thrivetogether by sparing and sharing global goods.

Solidar ity—acknowledging that weareincreasingly bound together asagloba community inwhichwe
bear responsibility for oneanother’ swell being. The social and environmental problemsof the agemust be
addressed with cooperativeaction at al levels—locd, regional, nationa and international . Solidarity isa
commitment to the globa common good through international cooperation.

Compassion—sharing thejoysand sufferingsof all Earth’smembersand making them our own. Members
of thebody of Christ seetheface of Christinthevulnerableand excluded. From compassion flows
inclusive caring and careful serviceto meet the needsof others.

A Call toAction: HealingtheEarth and Providing a JJust and Sustainable Society

For too long, we, our Christian brothersand sisters, and many people of good will haverelegated care and
justicefor the Earth to the periphery of our concerns. Thisisnot acompeting “program aternative,” one
“Issug’” among many. Inthismost critical moment in Earth’shistory, we are convinced that the central
moral imperative of our timeisthe carefor Earth as God'screation.

Churches, ascommunitiesof God's peopleintheworld, are called to exist asrepresentativesof theloving
Creator, Sustainer, and Restorer of al creation. Weare called to worship God with al our being and
actions, and to treat creation as sacred. We must engage our political leadersin supporting the very future of
thisplanet. Weare called to cling to thetrue Gospel —for “ God so loved the cosmos’ (John 3:16) —
regjecting thefa segospel sof our day.

We believethat caring for creation must undergird, and be entwined with, al other dimensionsof our
churches ministries. Weare convinced that it isno longer acceptableto claimto be*® church” while
continuing to perpetuate, or even permit, the abuse of Earth as God'screation. Nor isit acceptablefor our
corporateand political leadersto engagein“businessasusud” asif thevery futureof life-support systems
werenot at stake.

Therefore, we urgently call on our brothersand sistersin Christ, and al peopleof good will, tojoinusin:

Under standing our respons bilitiesasthose who live within the United States of America—the part of the
human family that representsfive percent of theworld population and consumes 25 percent of Earth’s



riches. We believethat one of the surest waysto gain thisunderstanding isby listening intently to themost
vulnerable: thosewho most immediately suffer the consequencesof our overconsumption, toxication, and
hubris. ThewholeEarthisgroaning, crying out for healing- et usawaken the“earsof our souls’ to hear it,
beforeit’stoolate.

| ntegr ating thisunderstanding into our core beliefsand practi ces surrounding what it meansto be* church,”
tobe*human,” tobe*“children of God.” Suchintegrationwill bereadily apparent in: congregational mission
statements, lay and ordained ministries, the preaching of theWord, our hymnsof praise, the confession of
our sins, our financia stewardship and offeringsto God, theol ogica education, our evangelism, our daily
work, sanctuary use, and compassionate serviceto all communitiesof life. With thisintegrated witnesswe
look forward to arevitaization of our human vocation and our churches' livesthat paralelstherevitalization
of God'sthriving Earth.

Advocating boldly with all our |eaderson behaf of creation’smost vulnerable members (including human
members). Wemust shed our complacency, denial, and fearsand speak God' struth to power, on behalf of
all who have been denied dignity and for the sake of al voi celessmembers of the community of life.

In Christ’snameand for Christ’sglory, wecall out with broken yet hopeful hearts: joinusin restoring God's
Earth—the greatest healing work and moral assignment of our time.
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Drafters
Neddy Astudillo, LatinaEco-Theologian, Presbyterian Church USA

Father John Chryssavgis, Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America
Dr. Dieter Hessdl, Director of the Ecumenica Program on Ecology, Justice, and Faith

Bishop ThomasL. Hoyt, Jr., President, National Council of Churchesand Bishop of Louisiana
and Missssippi, Christian Methodist Episcopa Church

Dr. Caral Johnston, Associate Professor of Theology and Culture and Director of Lifelong
Theologicd Education a Christian Theologica Seminary

TanyaMarcova-Barnett, Earth Ministry, Program Director
Bill McKibben, author and scholar-in-residence, Middlebury College

Dr. CynthiaM oe-L obeda, Assistant Professor of Theology and Religious Studies at Seettle
Universty

Dr. JamesA. Nash, social and ecological ethicist, retired

Dr. Larry Rasmussen, Reinhold Niebuhr Professor Emeritusof Socia Ethics, Union Theological
Seminary, New York City

Rev. Dr. H. Paul Santmire, Author and Teaching Theologian, Evangedlicd Lutheran Churchin
America



Co-signers
Dr. Karen Baker-Fletcher, Associate Professor of Theology, Perkins School of Theology,
Southern Methodist University

Dr. John B. Cobb, Jr., Emeritus Professor, Claremont School of Theology and Claremont
Graduate School

Dr. Jay McDanidl, Director of the Steel Center for the Study of Religion and Philosophy,
Hendrix College

Dr. SallieMcFague, Carpenter Professor of Theology Emerita, Vanderbilt University Divinity
School Distinguished Theol ogian in Residence, Vancouver School of Theology, British
Columbia

Dr. Donald E. Miller, EmeritusProfessor of Christian Education and Ethics, Bethany Theological Seminary,
Richmond, Indiana

Dr. BarbaraR. Rossing, New Testament Professor, L utheran School of Theology at Chicago

1

American Baptist Policy Satement on Ecology, 1989, p. 2.

2« Addressof HisAll Holiness Patriarch Bartholomew at the Environmental Symposium, Saint Barbara Greek Orthodox

Church, SantaBarbara, California, 8 November 1997,” John Chryssavgis, Cosmic Grace, Humble Prayer, Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 2003, pages 220-221.

The Theological Statement on the Environment was drafted in September 2004 at the College of
Preachers and finalized February 2005. For information on how you, your congregation, faith group,
judicatory, or denomination can affirm this statement visit www.nccecojustice.org or contact Cassandra
Carmichael, eco-justice program director, National Council of Churches, 110 Maryland Avenue, NE,
Suite 108, Washington, DC 20002; 202-544-2350 ext. 27; or cassandra@toad.net.



