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Most of the world’s religions developed long before there existed an environmental crisis and a 

scarcity of resources on a global scale. Yet our religious traditions contain many profound insights 

and practices that can help us relate to all living things and shape our attitudes to the Earth, to the 

whole planet and all its peoples. 

 The environmental concerns of today were not yet clearly articulated during Gandhi’s life 

time. Yet many of his ideas about satyagraha, truth and non-violence, and the powerful example of 

his own life reveal numerous affinities to the ethics of modern environmentalism. In fact, several 

writers understand Gandhi as an “early environmentalist” or even as an “apostle of applied human 

ecology”. As a Hindu, Gandhi had a strong sense of the unity of all life, and several modern 

environmental thinkers have acknowledged their deep indebtedness to Gandhi. This applies 

especially to the Norwegian Arne Naess and his “deep ecology”. It would be of great interest to 

retrace Gandhi’s “ecological vision of life” and uncover its influence on contemporary 

environmentalism, both in India and the West, but this is not my task here.   

  I chose the overall title “Caring for the Future of People and Planet” in order to reflect on the 

vital relationship between religions and ecology, and to point to the importance of a newly 

emerging ecological spirituality.  

Instead of citing selected scriptural passages from different faiths as proof-texts to illustrate 

beliefs about nature, the Divine or Spirit or look at specific faith practices in order to investigate 

whether they are environmentally friendly or ecologically harmful, I will discuss some major 

issues in order to show where people of different faiths can make important contributions in re-

establishing ecologically sound relationships with nature.  

 

1. Clarification of Some Key Ideas 

There is much talk about sustainability today. But what does it refer to? “To sustain” means to 

support, nourish, maintain and defend something, so that “sustainable” can be understood as being 

“able to be maintained at a certain rate or level” like, for example, with reference to “sustainable  

economic development or growth”. Since the 1980s the term sustainability has been especially 

used in the sense of human sustainability on planet Earth; it came to be related to the concept of 
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sustainable development, as in the most widely quoted definition of the Brundtland Commission, 

presented to the United Nations Assembly on March 20, 1987: 

sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.1 

 

 Implicit is here the recognition that the human species bears a decisive responsibility for the future 

of the Earth and its peoples; if sustainability can be achieved, the Earth will be able to continue 

supporting human life. 

 Four interconnected domains come into play here: ecology, economics, politics, and 

culture. The last domain, that of culture, encompasses all of human knowledge and action, but it is 

also inseparably linked to the realms of values, ethics, religions and spirituality, with which I am 

particularly concerned here.  

Moving towards sustainability is an immense social challenge; it entails radical changes in 

law, urban planning, transport, sustainable agriculture, the use of science and technology, and the 

adjustment of individual and social lifestyles, so that natural resources will be conserved.  

           Other terms in need of clarification are nature, environment and ecology. Much of the 

modern environmental movement found its original impetus in re-examining historical and 

contemporary experiences of how human beings relate to nature and understand themselves as 

part of nature or what we now call the whole web of life, an understanding much deepened and 

immensely increased through modern scientific discoveries and knowledge. Since the dawn of time 

religions have viewed nature as a revelatory context for human beings: the experience of nature is 

often linked to a creative force, to the source and fountain of all life, to a numinous or divine 

presence. 

 The word ecology came first into use in the late 1860s. Derived from the Greek word oikos or 

house/home, it was used in biology to describe the interactions between organisms and their 

environment, whereas sociologists refer to human ecology as concerned with the study of the 

spacing and interdependence of people and institutions. A further step was the later development of 

environmentalism as “advocacy of protection of the air, water, and other natural resources from 

pollution or its effects”.2  

 Today the term ecology is widely used, often in preference to that of environment; ecology 

locates human beings within the horizon of emergent, interdependent life rather than seeing 

humanity as the vanguard of evolution. The word environment can wrongly suggest that nature is 

something apart from humans, whereas ecology indicates more clearly the dynamic interaction of 

                                                 
1 See “Sustainability –Definition”, Wikepedia; accessed January 26, 2015. 
2 See http://www.thefreedictionary.com/ecology; accessed January 26, 2015. 
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humans with nature. While drawing on the scientific understanding of the existing 

interrelationships in nature, the expression religious ecology which has come into use more 

recently, points towards a cultural awareness of the human kinship with and dependence on nature 

for the continuity of all life.  

 Influenced by the teachings of Spinoza, Gandhi and the Buddha, Arne Naess (1912-2009) 

developed the idea of deep ecology – “deep” refers to asking deeper questions in contrast to 

“shallow ecology” that thinks the big ecological problems can be resolved within an industrial, 

capitalist society, by fighting pollution and resource depletion in order to preserve human health 

and affluence. In contrast to the “shallow” ecological movement, the “deep ecological movement” 

operates out of a deep respect for all forms of life and accords them an equal right to live and 

blossom. Deep ecology is both an orientation within environmental ethics and a spiritually-based 

rethinking of human identity. This also requires reflecting on the purpose of the human species and 

its future, including the responsibility for its own future development. Some of these ideas are 

much discussed in the works of the well-known American ecologist Thomas Berry (1914-2009), 

considered by some as a leading teacher of deep ecology.  

  Berry distinguishes the environmental movement as an adjustment of the Earth community 

to the needs of human beings from the ecology movement, understood as an adjustment of human 

beings to the needs of the Earth community. The latter is the larger, more challenging paradigm 

shift based on the acknowledgement that we belong to the Earth, whereas the Earth does not 

belong to us.  

 In the past religions were often thought to be primarily concerned with divine-human 

relations that seek personal salvation and liberation from all earthly concerns. In contrast to this, 

the newly developed academic field of Ecology and Religions explores the broad interaction of 

humans as individuals and communities with the natural world and the universe at large. To gain a 

deeper understanding of the interrelationships between humans, the Earth, the Cosmos and the 

Sacred involves exploring such topics as the creative and destructive dynamics of nature; the 

divine presence and purpose in nature and cosmos; what sacred texts in different religious 

traditions teach about nature, and the symbolic expression of nature in myths and rituals. This also 

includes the understanding of ecology displayed in traditional practices of agriculture, commerce, 

fishing and hunting, and many other perspectives that deepen our understanding of the 

interrelationships between humans, Earth, Cosmos and the Sacred.  

We must recognise the challenge of historical complexities presented by our global 

religious heritage. Religions have been important vehicles in helping human beings to follow 

particular beliefs and specific practices to effect self-transformation and achieve community 
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cohesion within a cosmological context. However, when surveying our rich religious resources 

around the globe, it cannot be presumed that environmentally friendly scriptural passages must 

always imply environmentally sensitive practices. While there always exist inevitable gaps 

between ideas and practices, the world faiths nonetheless possess a rich deposit of spiritual and 

practical resources that can fruitfully contribute many ideas to many contemporary discussions of 

environmental policies and ethics. An insight into these resources can be gained from the long 

entry on “Ecology and Religion” in the 2005 edition of the magisterial Encyclopedia of Religion 

and the equally informative handbooks edited by Roger S. Gottlieb, especially The Oxford 

Handbook of Religion and Ecology (2006). 3   

 

2. Bad and Good News about our Planet 

First to the bad news, the environmental crisis. In This Sacred Earth the American philosopher 

Roger Gottlieb lists eight features of this crisis which is now a “global even”t:  

1. Global climate and atmospheric changes that threaten us with an unprecedentedly fast global 

warming which will alter the living conditions for the entire planet and lead to what has been 

called “the end of nature”.  

2. Toxic wastes (chemical, heavy metal, biological, nuclear waste have accumulated in 

staggering quantities and are found in every region, no matter how remote) result in 

environmentally caused diseases, most obviously the dramatic increase in cancer.,  

3. Loss of land from overuse of chemical agriculture and destruction of forests threatens food 

production and leads to erosion and desertification.  

4. Loss of species or what some call the “crisis of biodiversity” with decimation of a variety of 

habitats. Current rates of extinction are reducing the number of species to the lowest since 

the end of the age of dinosaurs, 65 million years ago.  

5. Loss of wilderness:  Ecosystems that remain free to develop without human interference or 

intrusion have become increasingly rare. People are everywhere; yet we are haunted by the 

loss of that natural Other which has been our long-time companion for biological ages. 

                                                 
3 See “Ecology and Religion” in Encyclopedia of Religion. Second Edition  (ed. Lindsay Jones), Thomson Gale, 

Macmillan Reference USA, vol. 4: 2604-2668. Besides an extensive “Overview” this includes articles on Indigenous 

Traditions, Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhis, Confucianism, Daoism, Shinto, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Environmental 

Ethics, Science, Religion and Ecology, Nature Religions. Roger S. Gottlieb, ed. The Oxford Handbook of Religion and 

Ecology. OUP, 2006 . See also Roger S. Gottlieb, ed., This Sacred Earth. Religion, Nature, Environment.  New York 

& London: Routledge, 1996; see especially 6-7. See also David Landis Barnhill and Roger S. Gottlieb, eds, Deep 

Ecology and World Religions. New Essays on Sacred Ground. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001. 
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6. Devastation of indigenous peoples: these are the last examples of human communities 

integrated into nonhuman nature. 

7. Human patterns and quantities of consumption  are unsustainable. The developed world’s 

insatiable consumerism depletes natural resources and contributes to global warming and 

accumulation of waste. In the underdeveloped world an overpopulation relative to existing 

technological resources and political organization decimates the landscape. Moreover, a 

widespread culture of meat-eating undermines the ecosystem’s integrity through 

overutilization of water, grazing land, chemicalized pesticides and food additives.  

8. Genetic engineering: seems to promise miracle cures yet also menaces us with the potentially 

catastrophic invention of insufficiently tested organisms. Genetic engineering  has come into 

existence before we have, as a world society, given adequate consideration to what this 

magnitude of human control over evolution could possibly mean. 

 

Now to the good or, at least, better news and more hopeful prospects relating to the rise of a new 

Earth consciousness which opens up new possibilities for the future versus the loss of harmony 

and balance in human-Earth relations.  

Many people consider the ecological and environmental movements as simply secular and 

activist, concerned with counteracting environmental damage, and devoted to the preservation of 

the biodiversity of life. But the ecological revolution represents a profound paradigm shift that 

includes ultimately a spiritual dimension, so that ecological activism can be seen as having a 

spiritual basis and orientation. 

 To look at the Earth it is no longer enough to follow the evolutionary, bottom-up approach of 

geology; we must become aware of the new top-down approach to our old planet used by the Earth 

sciences where there has been a complete revolution along with the extraordinary advances in 

space exploration, computing, materials science, cosmology, biomedicine and genetics, all of 

which make us look at our world in a completely different way from previous generations.  

             The defining icon of the new Earth consciousness is the amazing photograph called 

“Earthrise”, the first image of our Earth taken from space by Apollo 8 in December 1968 - the 

famous image of our bluish-green planet floating suspended in space, surrounded by blackness.. 

Few sights in human history have been as exhilarating as that first “Earthrise” over the lunar 

horizon. Human beings saw for the first timethe Earth as a sphere in space, and this new view of 

the Earth was an unforeseen revelation. This image of great simplicity and beauty can be seen as a 

symbolic expression of our evolution toward oneness and global awareness, an image of hope and 

inspiration, although it conceals the great ethnic, religious, and cultural diversities  
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among humans, and the splendid varieties of species on our planet.  

            We are still living on the same Earth as our forebears. Yet our awareness and 

relationship to the Earth have changed profoundly. A new Earth consciousness has 

emerged and is growing:  our contemporary experience of nature - what we now call the 

biosphere - is very much the experience of one planet, of the living world as a great, 

vulnerable habitat, threatened by many disasters and much exploitative human behaviour.  

In Thomas Berry’s view, we have been autistic for centuries in relation to the Earth. 

Berry considers a truly ecological attitude as radically different from the currently 

dominant industrial attitude to the natural world. He writes that we need to cease our 

industrial assault on the planet, befriend the Earth4 and renew “our human participation in 

the grand liturgy of the universe”. Like other ecologists, Berry stresses the need for a 

radical turn-around from the dominant paradigm of anthropocentrism to an inclusive 

biocentrism that takes into account the needs of all life forms, not only the need and greed 

of human beings. Our new consciousness requires a “new story” and Berry hauntingly 

speaks of “The Dream of the Earth” 5 whereas James Lovelock refers to the oneness we 

seek as the vision of “Gaia” which calls for “A New Look at Life on Earth”.6 

        Already in 1972, the then Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi (1917-1984) 

asked at a UN conference on the environment: 

Will the growing awareness of “one earth” and “one environment” guide us to the 

concept of “one humanity”? Will there be a more equitable sharing of environmental 

costs and greater interest in the accelerated progress of the less developed world?  

 

One could say that this question points already in the direction of the subsequent 

Earth Charter, promulgated in 2000 after worldwide consultation, including the 

collaboration of many religious groups and organizations.   

Our human species is deeply embedded within the biosphere which provides us with a 

biological vision of oneness often referred to as the web of life. But human history, philosophy, 

and religion also know of the dream of a cultural and social oneness of humankind. This very 

ancient theme is found in countless creation stories and myths, and it is now becoming a real 

possibility for the human future.  

                                                 
4 See Thomas Berry with Thomas Clarke, SJ, Befriending the Earth. A Theology of Reconciliation Between Humans and 

the Earth. Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 1991. 

 
5 Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth. San Francisco: The Sierra Club, 1988. 

 
6 James E. Lovelock, Gaia. A New Look at Life on Earth. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979; Gaia. The practical 

science of planetary medicine. London: Gaia Books Limited, 1991. 
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The vision of a common belonging, of a shared origin and destiny, is deeply 

enshrined in the teachings of different world faiths. Today we speak of a wider ecumenism 

as encompassing diverse groups and attitudes to forge greater unity beyond our 

differences. Numerous religious teachings speak about the inclusiveness of creation and 

salvation for all human beings. Such visions are all-embracing and universal in their 

intentionality,  yet little of this all-embracing universality has ever been fully put into 

practice or, where applied, it has been practised among separate, mutually exclusive 

groups.  Yet today the awareness is growing that the new consciousness of one Earth 

awakens us to the need for one human community. 

 At the same time the general awareness of the religious visions of human unity is perhaps less 

strong today than the concrete experience of the diversity of faiths, the baffling situation of 

religious pluralism with its ensuing tensions, misunderstandings, resistance and violence. The 

unprecedented ethnic, social, cultural, and religious pluralism of the contemporary world certainly 

presents tremendous challenges, but it also provides great opportunities for mutual learning, help, 

growth, and enrichment. 

Some argue that we have reached a new historical moment where we can discern a shared 

unity and common pattern in the religious history of humankind. A number of pioneering religious 

thinkers of the twentieth century have spoken about this: the Muslim Mohammed Iqbal (1876-

1938), so important in Pakistan; the Hindu thinker Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950) in India; the 

Christian scientist and priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), who came from France but 

spent much of his life in China. More and more people are beginning to recognize that, as an 

Earth community, we are globally just as spiritually interdependent as we are ecologically, 

economically, politically, and financially interdependent. The modern interfaith movement 

presents a splendid opportunity to search for, find and share the necessary spiritual resources, the 

ideas and visions to work for the good of the human community rather than its violation and 

destruction.  Some of this finds expression in the many efforts of interfaith dialogue, but now also 

among people who are working in the field of religions and ecology. 

 

3. Religions and Ecology 

The different religious traditions possess considerable resources for contributing to environmental 

discussions and action. Yet there also exist creative tensions between the possibilities and 

limitations of religions with regard to environmental concerns. Many religions retain strong other-

worldly orientations towards personal salvation outside this world, yet religions have also fostered 

commitments to social justice, peace, and ecological integrity in the world. Religions can 
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encourage values of reverence, respect and responsibility for formulating a broader environmental 

ethics that includes humans, ecosystems, and other species. This requires collaborative efforts 

among members of different faiths, but also needs dialogue with other key areas of human 

endeavour such as science, economics, and public policy.  

          Over the last two decades scientists have acknowledged that religions have an important role 

to play in envisioning and working towardsw a sustainable future.7 They have called for the 

participation of religions in dealing with the environmental crisis, while many religious leaders and 

communities have also shown their growing levels of concern regarding these issues. Their efforts 

include the interreligious gatherings on the environment in Assisi under the sponsorhip of the 

World Wildlife Fund in 1984 and under the auspices of the Vatican in 1986. There are also the 

major statements made by participants of the Parliament of World Religions (see especially 

Chicago 1993; Cape Town 1999) concerning global ethics that embrace human rights as well as 

environmental issues. 

           The Global Forum of Spiritual and Parliamentary Leaders held several international 

meetings between 1988-1993 (Oxford, l988; Moscow, 1990; Rio de Janeiro, 1992; Kyoto, 1993 

which had the environment as a major focus. Since 1995 the Alliance of Religion and 

Conservation (ARC) has been active in England and in Asia, working for environmental protection 

and restoration. The Coalition on Environment and Jewish Life (COEJL) has activated Jewish 

participation in environmental issues. During August 2000, more than two thousand religious 

leaders met at the United Nations during the Millennium World Peace Summit of Religious and 

Spiritual Leaders where the discussion of the environment was one of four major themes. 

       By now, most of the world’s religions have issued statements on the need to care for the Earth 

and to take responsibility for future generations. Several international religious leaders have 

become strong spokespersons on environmental issues, especially the Dalai Lama, the Vietnamese 

Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh, but also the former Anglican Archbishop Rowan Williams and 

the Greek Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew who has described the destruction of the environment 

as an “ecological sin”. 

      The American scholars Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim have been instrumental in 

setting up the international Forum on Religion and Ecology (FORE). This arose out of a major 

conference series on Religions of the World and Ecology, held between 1996-98 at the Center for 

the Study of World Religions at Harvard Divinity School. Over 800 scholars of world religions 

                                                 
7 See the statement of scientists “Preserving the Earth: An Appeal for Joint Commitment in science and Religion” 

signed at the Global Forum meeting in Moscow, January 1990, and the document “World Scientists’ Warning to 

Humanity” produced by the Union of Concerned Scientists in 1992, signed by over 2000 scientists, including more 

than 200 Nobel laureates  (see statement in  Joe Beversluis, ed., A Sourcebook for the Community of Religions.  The 

Council for a Parliament of the World’s Religions, Chicago, 1993, 173. 
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met with scientists, environmentalists, and grassroots leaders to examine the varied ways in which 

human-Earth relations have been conceived in the world’s religious traditions. They came to the 

conclusion that no one religious tradition has a privileged ecological perspective, but that a 

diversity of perspectives is most helpful. Religious responses to environmental issues are essential, 

and very necessary, but they are not sufficient on their own. Ecological challenges and tasks call 

for interdisciplinary cooperation between scientists, economists, educators, and religious people.  

The Harvard conferences resulted in a 10-volume series of books that examine the 

religious traditions of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, Daoism, 

Confucianism, Shinto, and Indigenous religions with regard to their ecological perspectives. 

Tremendous resources exist in each faith tradition for developing more harmonious relations 

between humans, the Earth, and our cosmic environment.  

For Tucker and Grim, religions have not gone far enough, though, in their attitudes to the 

environment. They ask the question: 

If religions are willing to stand by and witness the withering of the earth, has not something 

of their religious sensibilities become deadened, or at best severely reduced? Why have 

religions been so late in responding to environmental issues, and what are the obstacles to 

their full participation?  

 

Yet together with many other people they also realize that religions can make seminal 

contributions to the rethinking of the current environmental impasse. After developing ethics for 

homicide, suicide, and genocide, religions are now challenged to respond with new thinking about 

biocide and ecocide. As religious people from different faiths are exploring questions of 

environmental ethics, and collaborate through interreligious dialogue, a new alliance between 

religion and ecology is emerging around the planet.  

The Forum of Religion and Ecology has now moved to Yale University and is very 

active, as can be seen from its website http://fore.research.yale.edu and its regular newsletter 

(news@religionandecology.org). 

         We must be aware that religions can have both a liberating and limiting influence. No one 

religious tradition has a privileged ecological perspective; multiple perspectives are needed and 

these require interreligious collaboration. We must recognize that religions have often contributed 

to tensions and conflicts among different ethnic groups. Dogmatic rigidity, inflexible truth claims 

and misuse of institutional power by religions have often led to disruptive and violent 

consequences around the globe.  

Four different approaches can be discerned in dealing with religious responses to 

environmental problems: ancient religious teachings can be reinterpreted to help us face the 

current crisis; their meaning may be extended to include nonhuman nature; creative thinkers may 

http://fore.research.yale.edu/
mailto:news@religionandecology.org
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combine and synthesize elements of different traditions; or they may go further in proposing new 

ideas, practices, and organizations.8 

 These approaches reflect a new search to find new answers for a new human situation in a 

world that urgently requires a new human-Earth relationship. Mary Evelyn Tucker describes our 

situation as being in a “transformative context” which involves the “reclaiming and reconstructing 

of traditions” with regard to beliefs, rituals and symbols, moral authority, soteriology and ethics.9 

        We can certainly find many resources in the teachings of the world faiths from which to 

develop an ecological spirituality and ethics, but none of the faiths possesses as yet a fully 

developed, truly ecological spirituality. What is needed is much more interfaith dialogue on these 

matters, much more critical sifting and radical re-visioning, and a profound transformation of 

traditional worldviews.  

 

4.  Reflections on Ecological Spirituality 

We all know about the contemporary burgeoning of interest in spirituality both inside and outside 

religious institutions, but it can be surprising how unconnected most of this interest remains  to 

ideas about the world as a whole, with the consciousness of living on the same Earth, and of all of 

us  belonging to the same web of life . Much spirituality is too past-oriented, too static, too focused 

on an individual person's inwardness. But such an approach does not understand spirituality 

ecologically, as a dynamic process and vivifying energy connected with all of life, but sees it as 

rather separated from other aspects of human experience.. Moreover, much traditional spirituality 

is cast in a strongly patriarchal, hierarchical and dualistic mode. Spirituality was frequently a 

predominantly male domain where the search for holiness was built on the contempt of the body 

and the world, and even more on the contempt of women. Today we realize more than ever before 

that our spirituality needs to be deeply grounded - “earthed” so to speak – it means that we need  to 

live through our whole body, being rooted in the Earth and in the whole universe. 

Apart from a general understanding of the universe as a self-regulating organism and a strong 

emphasis on respect and care, on the reverence of life as sacred, and the need for “Earth healing” 

to redeem and reverse our destruction and domination of the earth, there appears no common 

doctrinal core to the various attempts to formulate a truly ecological spirituality.  

                                                 
8 These ideas are discussed in detail in Roger S. Gottlieb’s Introduction to his edited volume This Sacred Earth. 

Religion, Nature, Environment.  New York & London: Routledge, 1996. 
9 Mary Evelyn Tucker, Worldly Wonder. Religions Enter their Ecological Phase. 

Chicago and La Salle, IL: Open Court, 2003. 
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In many archaic, primal, and indigenous religions the Earth has long been worshipped as 

the mother of all life, to which all human beings bear a most intimate and inalienable relationship 

that each human being has to honour and continue. An example of this veneration of the earth is 

found in a statement from the Navajo Nation in North America:  

This earth you stand on is your mother, whether you are red, white, black, brown, yellow, or 

blue. We must unite and help one another save our precious mother, for without Mother Earth 

to take care and protect us we are a dead race.  

  

While reflections on ecology have a deep impact on all forms of contemporary spirituality, 

they also bring about the revival of ancient religious beliefs and practices, and the growth of new 

religious movements. A new ecotheology and ecospirituality have developed, closely related to 

our understanding of the Earth in the light of contemporary ecological concerns. Ecofeminism is 

another attempt to develop an ecological spirituality where the concerns of the women’s 

movement come together with those of the ecological movement. Ecological issues were also 

central to the agenda of the World Council of Churches’ consultation on Justice, Peace and the 

Integrity of Creation. 

 There is also the GreenSpirit movement with its events, journal and publications. It 

describes itself on its website (http://www.greenspirit.org) as “a search for an authentic spirituality 

for our time, asking deep questions about the human spirit and its true relationship with the Earth.” 

 Contemporary ecological spirituality has emerged as an acute response to our 

environmental crisis, but many ecological questions were already implicitly addressed in several 

religions at an earlier stage. These need to be drawn out more and have to be further developed to 

help us deal with contemporary environmental issues. In Thomas Berry’s view  

the renewal of religion in the future will depend on our appreciation of the natural world as 

the locus for the meeting of the divine and the human. The universe itself is the primary 

divine revelation. The splendour and the beauty of the natural world in all its variety must be 

preserved if any worthy idea of the divine is to survive in the human community.  

 

To renew the Earth as “a bio-spiritual planet”, the human community needs to draw 

creatively on all available spiritual disciplines, use all educational resources and energies, and cross 

the traditional boundaries between different religions, spiritualities, and cultures. 

 Thinking of spirituality ecologically also means that it is understood in an evolutionary 

sense. Spirituality itself develops and unfolds so as to articulate the human condition in a way that 

is commensurate with a particular time and age. Contrary to an earlier instrumental attitude that 

explored and exploited nature, the ecological attitude approaches the natural world as our home, as 

a sanctuary which needs to be treated with responsibility, care, and reverence. As the Preamble of 

http://www.greenspirit.org/
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the Earth Charter so beautifully states: “The protection of Earth’s vitality, diversity, and beauty is 

a sacred trust.” 

Gandhi considered the Earth as a living organism and believed that “the universe was 

structured and informed by the cosmic spirit, that all men, all life and indeed all creation were 

one”.10 He felt that “nature has enough to satisfy everyone’s needs, but not to satisfy anybody’s 

greed” and believed that “all God’s creatures have the right to live as much as we have”.11 It has 

been has said that “The passions we feel for the environment direct us to try to alter humanity’s 

current mode of life…the point is not just to worship nature, but to save it!”12 Over the last twenty 

years many splendid Declarations have been developed by religious thinkers, leaders and 

organisations.  But if we are to save the Earth and ourselves, what we need more than anything 

else is action: religious ideals need to be translated into social and political action.  If we truly 

care for the future of people and planet we must act now in a truly ecological spirit.   

The global community in its current crisis needs to think afresh. The way forward requires 

openness to mutual dialogue and sharing the world’s resources more equitably, and that includes 

our global spiritual resources. The convergent encounter and dialogue between people of different 

faiths in East and West is essential today for the development of a “spiritual ecology” since the 

world’s religious and philosophical traditions possess irreplaceable spiritual energy resources that 

can make some of the most valuable contributions to the future of humanity and the planet. In 

other words, I am convinced that for an ecological re-visioning of spirituality the best of our global 

religious heritage is indispensable. 

 A spirituality that is truly alive is not just about the inner development of each person, but 

also about our social and planetary situation. It must encompass the flourishing of all people and 

the planet in a new way. To achieve this, we need to bring together the best of our past spiritual 

heritage with the urgent needs of the present and future. 

  

Reflecting on “The Greening of Religions” in 2007, Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim 

came to the conclusion that religions are starting to find their voices regarding the environment. 

They wrote: 

The monotheistic traditions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are formulating 

original eco-theologies and eco-justice practices regarding stewardship and care for 

creation. Hinduism and Jainism in South Asia, and Buddhism in both Asia and the 

West, have undertaken projects of ecological restoration. Indigenous peoples bring to 

the discussion alternative ways of knowing and engaging the natural world. All of 

                                                 
10 Quoted in Bhiku Parek, Gandhi’s Political Philosophy. A Critical Examination. London: Macmillan, 1989, 72. 
11 Harijan,  19 January, 1937. 
12 R. Gottliebe, Sacred Earth, 514. 
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those religious traditions are moving forward to find the language, symbols, rituals, 

and ethics for encouraging protection of bioregions and species.13 

  

This is truly a new moment for the world’s religions since they have a vital role to play in 

developing a more comprehensive global ethics and ecological spirituality among their followers. 

The flourishing of people and the planet, of the entire Earth community, may well depend on the 

practical and spiritual efforts of moving life to a new stage.  

 

******************* 

© Ursula King and the Gandhi Foundation 
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13 “The Greening of the World’s Religions”, The Chronicle Review, vol. 53/23 (February 9, 2007). For a longer 

discussion of spirituality see Ursula King, The Search for spirituality. Our global quest for meaning and fulfilment. 

Norwich: Canterbury Press, 2009. 


