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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION 

John W. Morehead 

 
Welcome to the first edition of Sacred Tribes Journal for 2011. It is 

an issue with a special focus devoted to one of the most pressing topics 
of our day as it touches on the challenge of environmental degradation, 
the various individuals and groups that have arisen in response to it, and 
more specifically for our purposes, the religious or spiritual aspects often 
associated with it. 

Several months ago I was reading Religion Dispatches, an online 
publication that brings together scholars working at the intersection of 
religion and popular culture, when I came across an interview with Bron 
Taylor who discussed what he termed “Dark Green Religion,” and his 
book on the subject with the title Dark Green Religion: Nature Spiritual-
ity and the Planetary Future (University of California Press, 2010). The 
book includes this summary description: 

 
In this innovative and deeply felt work, Bron Taylor examines 
the evolution of “green religions” in North America and beyond: 
spiritual practices that hold nature as sacred and have in many 
cases replaced traditional religions. Tracing a wide range of 
groups – radical environmental activists, lifestyle-focused biore-
gionalists, surfers, new-agers involved in “ecopsychology,” and 
groups that hold scientific narratives as sacred – Taylor ad-
dresses a central theoretical question: How can environmentally 
oriented, spiritually motivated individuals and movements be 
understood as religious when many of them reject religious and 
supernatural worldviews? The “dark” of the title further expands 
this idea by emphasizing the depth of believers' passion and also 
suggesting a potential shadow side: besides uplifting and inspir-
ing, such religion might mislead, deceive, or in some cases pre-
cipitate violence. This book provides a fascinating global tour of 
the green religious phenomenon, enabling readers to evaluate its 

http://www.religiondispatches.org/�
http://www.brontaylor.com/�
http://www.brontaylor.com/�
http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520261006�
http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520261006�
http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520261006�
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worldwide emergence and to assess its role in a critically impor-
tant religious revolution. 

 
 In answering the question in the Religion Dispatches interview 

titled “Losing Old Gods, Finding Nature”, as to what sparked his interest 
in the topic for this book Taylor writes: 

 
I have long been interested in grassroots social and environmen-
tal movements, and whether and to what extent religious percep-
tions and moral values motivates their participants. When work-
ing on an earlier book, Ecological Resistance Movements, I be-
gan to see that ideas that found fertile ground within grassroots 
environmental movements around the world were becoming in-
creasingly influential. As I traveled around the world in the sub-
sequent years, I encountered a fascinating and diverse set of ex-
amples that convinced me that something new and critically im-
portant was emerging that could decisively reshape the political, 
environmental, and religious landscape. I called this phenomena 
Dark Green Religion, and by this I mean religious (or religion-
resembling) beliefs and practices that consider nature to be sa-
cred and worthy of reverent care, and non-human organisms to 
be kin and as having intrinsic value. 

 
When Taylor is asked what he wants his readers to take away 

from the book, in part he says: 
 

Religion and environmental ethics were transformed forever 
when on November 24, 1859, Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of 
Species was published. It shattered traditional religious explana-
tions for the fecundity and diversity of the biosphere. Where this 
cognitive shift has been made, traditional religions with their be-
liefs in non-material divine beings are in decline. The desire for a 
spiritually meaningful understanding of the cosmos, however, 
did not wither away, and new forms of spirituality have been fill-
ing the cultural niches previously occupied by conventional reli-
gions. I argue that the forms I document in Dark Green Religion 
are much more likely to survive than longstanding religions, 
which involved beliefs in invisible, non-material beings. This is 
because most contemporary nature spiritualities are sensory 
(based on what we perceive with our senses, sometimes en-
hanced by clever gadgets), and thus sensible. They also tend to 
promote ecologically adaptive behaviors, which enhances the 
survival prospects of their carriers, and thus their own long-term 
survival prospects. 

 

http://www.religiondispatches.org/archive/scienceenvironment/2149/losing_old_gods%2C_repairing_nature?page=entire�
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After reading the interview, and considering the description of 
the book, I recognized that this was touching on a significant subject 
matter, as well as a movement with tremendous environmental, political, 
and religious dimensions. It also includes elements that critique “Abra-
hamic religions” (which includes Judaism, Christianity and Islam) for 
their failures in regards to the environment and religion, especially Chris-
tianity with its long history of dominance in the West. Dark Green Reli-
gion needs to be understood, reflected on fairly, brought into self-critical 
dialogue with Christianity, and responded to accordingly. 

This special issue of Sacred Tribes Journal seeks to meet this 
need. In the materials that follow the reader will find my extensive inter-
view with Bron Taylor who describes Dark Green Religion, as well as 
something of his personal journey that at one point found him studying at 
a Protestant evangelical seminary. This interview will provide the reader 
with a basic understanding of Dark Green Religion that will serve as a 
foundation for further engagement with the subject matter. 

From the introductory interview we move to two interactions 
with Dark Green Religion and Taylor’s thesis by Christians who have a 
long history of involvement in the environmental movement. The first 
contributor is Loren Wilkinson, who has been at the forefront of Chris-
tian environmentalism, who finds much to commend and agree with in 
Taylor’s book, but argues that Dark Green Religion can have a place 
within Christianity, indeed, that this is the appropriate place for it rather 
than in various forms of what Taylor describes as animism or Gaian 
Earth Religion. Wilkinson also brings substantial critique to Christianity 
for its failures in addressing the environment as a natural part of living 
out the image of God in the creation. 

The second essay in interaction with Dark Green Religion comes 
from Peter Illyn. Like Wilkinson, Illyn has been involved in the envi-
ronmental movement from a Christian perspective for quite some time. 
In his essay, Illyn brings a more conversational tone, and along the way 
finds much to agree with in Taylor’s Dark Green Religion. Through his 
interaction, Illyn relays his experiences with tribal Christians, and how 
they may help Christians in the West as they develop a theology of kin-
ship with nature. 

Following these two essays you will find Loren Wilkinson’s re-
sponse to the interview with Bron Taylor, thus providing a dialogical 
approach, and hopefully laying the foundation for future discussions on 
this important topic. 

This edition concludes with two reviews. The first is my review 
of the film Avatar which set box office records in theaters last year. This 

http://www.regent-college.edu/about_regent/faculty/wilkinson_loren.html�
http://restoringeden.org/about/staff�
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science fiction fantasy was extremely popular in part because of its in-
clusion and emphasis on issues related to Dark Green Religion. This ex-
ample from popular culture helps illustrate the significance of this topic 
even in entertainment. The second is a consideration of John Walton’s 
book The Lost World of Genesis One and the applications for creation 
theology and dialogue over Dark Green Religion that come as a result of 
this book’s thesis. 

  
We hope you find the materials that follow intriguing and chal-

lenging, and that this serves as an introductory guide to Dark Green Re-
ligion as one of the significant cultural and religious issues of the twenty-
first century.  

 

http://www.ivpress.com/cgi-ivpress/book.pl/code=3704�
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INTERVIEW WITH BRON TAYLOR 

 
In order to help readers understand Dark Green Religion and the in-

teractions with it in this issue of the journal, following is an interview 
with Bron Taylor, author of Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality 
and the Planetary Future (University of California Press, 2010). Taylor 
earned a Ph.D. in Social Ethics from the University of Southern Califor-
nia and an M.A. from Fuller Theological Seminary.  He is currently Pro-
fessor of Religion and Environmental Ethics at the University of Florida. 
His research focuses on the emotional and spiritual dimensions of envi-
ronmental movements, and he has led and participated in a variety of 
international initiatives promoting the conservation of biological and cul-
tural diversity. His books include Dark Green Religion as well as Eco-
logical Resistance Movements: The Global Emergence of Radical and 
Popular Environmentalism (SUNY Press, 1995). He edited the Encyclo-
pedia of Religion and Nature (Continuum International Publishers, 
2005), founded the International Society for the Study of Religion, Na-
ture and Culture, and serves as the editor its affiliated Journal for the 
Study of Religion, Nature and Culture. For more information see 
www.brontaylor.com.   
 

Sacred Tribes Journal: Bron, thank you for your willingness to dis-
cuss the thesis of your book involving a significant environment and re-
ligious movement. Your personal history is interesting in how you came 
to your present perspectives and activities. Can you share your back-
ground, including your time at Fuller, and how your views changed over 
time to bring you to your current perspectives? 

 
Bron Taylor: I want to begin by thanking John Morehead for or-

chestrating this forum and for considering my book worth the attention.  
I also want to express my appreciation to Peter Illyn and Loren Wilkin-
son for their thoughtful responses.  I wish I had the time to take up every 
point they raise and that we all had the opportunity to carry out this con-
versation in person.  Nevertheless, I think this conversation is worth hav-
ing in this way, and it reminds me of many good people and conversa-

http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520261006�
http://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520261006�
http://www.sunypress.edu/p-2206-ecological-resistance-movements.aspx�
http://www.sunypress.edu/p-2206-ecological-resistance-movements.aspx�
http://www.sunypress.edu/p-2206-ecological-resistance-movements.aspx�
http://www.religionandnature.com/ern/�
http://www.religionandnature.com/ern/�
http://www.brontaylor.com/�
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tions I have had along the course of my own life, much of which in-
volved my experiences within evangelical Christian enclaves.  

These experiences began when, as a teenager from a dysfunctional 
family, I was fortunate to encounter Christian leaders in Campus Life / 
Youth For Christ, who took me under their wings and became like surro-
gate parents to me during some very difficult years. I was also involved 
with the Jesus movement in the early 1970s, and many evangelical 
churches through the rest of that decade, some of which were Pentecos-
tal. 

By 1975, after two years at a community college, I matriculated at 
California State University, Chico, where I double-majored in Religious 
Studies and Psychology, graduating in 1977. There, I became deeply in-
terested in the Anabaptist tradition’s depiction of Jesus as a prophet of 
nonviolence, and also in socially progressive streams of Christianity, 
from the Social Gospel to Liberation Theology. I wondered why I had 
never heard about these forms of Christianity from my evangelical men-
tors and friends. It became apparent that Christianity was much more 
diverse than I had known.  

I was, however, an evangelical Christian and to consider ministry or 
teaching as a vocation, I decided to attend the evangelical Fuller Theo-
logical Seminary in Pasadena, California.  There I was a social justice 
activist, urging the school to disinvest in South Africa in an effort to help 
overturn Apartheid, support Christian poor people’s movements, and 
fight what I had come to view as an idolatrous trust in nuclear weapons. I 
had become one of what sociologist Richard Quebedeaux called The 
Young Evangelicals, namely, politically progressive evangelical activists 
who hoped to pressure their Christian brethren toward broadening their 
moral concerns to include social justice and peacemaking.1

As I competed seminary I was invited to become the first, interim 
director of the Interfaith Center to Reverse the Arms Race, and about the 
same time, some seminarian friends and fellow wilderness lovers I knew, 
who worked for an evangelical outdoors organization called Sierra 
Treks,

   

2 Earthkeeping introduced me to , a book co-edited and authored by 
Loren Wilkinson.3

                                                   
1 Richard Quebedeaux, The Young Evangelicals: Revolution in Orthodoxy  
(New York: Harper Collins, 1974). 

 This was a wonderful book to discover, for I was dis-
turbed not only by the Church’s apparent indifference to the suffering of 

2 Louis Lorentzen, “Sierra Treks,” The Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, 
Vol. 2, B. T. Taylor, ed. (London & New York: Continuum International, 2005), 
1548-49. 
3 Peter DeVos and Loren Wilkinson, eds., Earthkeeping: Christian Stewardship 
of Natural Resources (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1980). 
  

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/159244394X/ref=pd_lpo_k2_dp_sr_1?pf_rd_p=486539851&pf_rd_s=lpo-top-stripe-1&pf_rd_t=201&pf_rd_i=0802805345&pf_rd_m=ATVPDKIKX0DER&pf_rd_r=1ACMV4DQ813SPNZRW0KY�
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the poor and its failure to resist the production of weapons of mass death, 
but also by its appalling lack of concern for the natural environment.  I 
knew, of course, that my own environmental concern did not come from 
the Church, but from the privilege I had of having been taken into the 
deserts and mountains of California by my father, a geologist and Sierra 
Club member, and at least a modest activist himself.  He regularly wrote 
letters to congress people on environmental issues and he drove a small 
car, having already been convinced through his research that the US 
would itself soon reach what is now widely known as “peak oil.” Though 
he was not much of a presence in my life after I became a teenager and 
died while I was in college, I surmise in hindsight that, like a duck, the 
beauty and value of wild places was imprinted on me early through expe-
riences he provided. 

After seminary and my work with that interfaith center, I went to 
pursue a Ph.D. in social ethics at the School of Religion at the University 
of Southern California. I was interested in liberation theology move-
ments but my coursework and major focus was on theological ethics 
widely.  During my coursework Rosemary Reuther’s New Woman, New 
Earth, was nearly the only assigned reading that had anything to do with 
environmental ethics.4

As a result, when I began to read arguments that Christianity and the 
other Abrahamic religions promoted environmentally indifferent or hos-
tile attitudes and behaviors toward nature, my own long experience in 
evangelical subcultures, including as an InterVarsity Christian Fellow-
ship leader while a chapter president at CSU Chico, provided ample evi-
dence.  Still, as I grew as a scholar, I knew it was important to not rush to 
judgments, but base conclusions on carefully constructed research and 
judicious consideration of all relevant evidence.  As a part of this 
process, I began to explore the wider, global, environmental milieu, 
which has provided an important comparative reference point as I 

 But my environmental concerns were only grow-
ing, including because since high school I had been working with the 
California State Department of Parks and Recreation as an Ocean Life-
guard and occasional Park Ranger, and I had come to appreciate the de-
structive pressure under which the remaining fragments of natural habi-
tats were under. Like Wilkinson and Illyn in the following articles, I 
could tell many stories about the indifference or hostility to environmen-
tal concerns that I encountered during those years in the churches I at-
tended. 

                                                   
4 Rosemary Reuther, New Woman/New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and Human 
Liberation (New York: Seabury, 1975).  
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thought about my evangelical years and Christianity in general, especial-
ly, with regard to its beliefs and practices related to nature.   

Over the years I have retained my interest in Christian ethics includ-
ing its environmental values, even being the primary editor of the Chris-
tianity-focused entries in the Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, a col-
lection for which I was also the general editor. At the same time, I have 
become a scholar who examines the complex relationships between the 
environmental practices of people and their religious beliefs, whether 
they are involved in conventional religious traditions or beyond their 
boundaries.  I have been trying to understand what obstacles and re-
sources the affective and religious lives of human beings might provide 
for what I have come to believe is an urgently needed, global mobiliza-
tion to protect and restore the earth’s environmental systems. 

I think I will stop here for the moment in relating my background 
and intellectual and religious pilgrimage, since my answers that follow, 
(as well as parts of the two articles in this issue that have responded to 
my book), provide a good introduction to some of the central arguments I 
have made, and in my final answer to the questions posed to me in this 
interview, I will return to a more personally to explain how my beliefs 
have changed along the way.   

 
Sacred Tribes Journal: Can you define Dark Green Religion for 

readers? What elements comprise this environmental religious move-
ment? 

 
Bron Taylor: Dark green religion refers to diverse religious, and re-

ligion-resembling social phenomena, in which people have perceptions 
that nature is sacred and has intrinsic value, beliefs that everything is in-
terconnected and mutually dependent, and deep feelings of belonging to 
nature.  

Such nature spirituality is often rooted in an evolutionary under-
standing that all life shares a common ancestor, and it generally leads to 
kinship ethics, namely, felt ethical responsibilities toward and empathy 
for all living things who, like us, evolved through what Darwin aptly 
called the struggle for existence.  Such perceptions generally lead people 
to see more continuities than differences between their own species and 
other ones, and this in turn tends to evoke humility about one’s place in 
the grand scheme of things. 

I label such religion “dark” not only to emphasize the depth of its 
valuing of nature (a deep shade of green concern) but also to suggest that 
such religion may have a shadow side—it might mislead and deceive; it 
could even precipitate or exacerbate violence.  Since there is no religion 
without dangerous manifestations, I believe, it is important to be alert to 
the dangers of religion, of whatever sorts they might be.  As a scholar of 
religion, I take that responsibility very seriously, and endeavored to do so 

http://www.religionandnature.com/ern�
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in Dark Green Religion.  
 
Sacred Tribes Journal: You identify and classify four different 

types of Dark Green Religion. What are they, and why is it important to 
recognize the different expressions of this religion? 

 
Bron Taylor: I explore two main forms in the book, animistic and 

Gaian, both of which can in turn have two main types, those that are 
conventionally religious, involving perceptions or beliefs in nonmaterial 
divine beings of some sort, and forms that are entirely naturalistic, which 
involve no such beliefs.  

The Gaian forms that are conventionally religious include Pantheis-
tic spiritualities (including Panentheistic theologies), which embrace and 
consecrate organicist understandings of the universe’s energetic systems 
and the earth’s living systems that are embedded in them. (Organicism 
historically refers to notions that the universe and biosphere function in 
ways that resemble the interrelated functions in an organism’s body.) 
Gaian spiritualities are conventional in that there is a belief in some sort 
of superordinate divine intelligence that accounts for the existence of 
these systems. 

Naturalistic Gaian forms involve no such beliefs and thus some 
would say they are ‘religion-resembling,’ ‘quasi- or secular- religions.’  
In the book I discuss James Lovelock’s Gaia Theory as exemplary of this 
type. 

The more conventionally religious animistic forms, which I call Spi-
ritual Animism, involve perceptions that there are divine intelligences in 
nature. The most obvious examples are from certain aboriginal peoples 
but such perception is widespread, which I document in my book.  

Naturalistic Animism, meanwhile, draws more on the personal ex-
periences that some humans have with animals, as well as upon scientific 
explorations of animal consciousness, and behavior.  Those who exempl-
ify these naturalistic forms of Animism perceive that trans-species com-
munication if not also communion is possible, or at minimum, believe 
that by understanding animal consciousness we can develop empathic 
relationships with them.   

 
Sacred Tribes Journal: What part does radical environmentalism 

play in Dark Green Religion, and how might this exemplify some of the 

http://www.brontaylor.com/environmental_books/dgr/dark_green_religion.html�
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negative aspects of dark in this movement? 
 
Bron Taylor: Having studied radical environmental subcultures, first 

in North America, and then around the world, publishing Ecological Re-
sistance Movements: the Global Emergence of Radical and Popular En-
vironmentalism (1995), I began to note patterns in environment-related 
spiritualities among both radicals and mainstream environmentalists, and 
as I looked further, some striking similarities within the broader envi-
ronmental milieu.  Many radical environmentalists have decided that to 
defend natural habitats they consider sacred, that illegal activities are 
justifiable.  They generally agree that civil disobedience is permissible, 
and then disagree as illegal tactics become more aggressive. These tac-
tics have included arson and tree spiking (putting hard objects in trees to 
make it more expensive to harvest them), among other things. Radical 
environmentalists have been called “ecoterrorists” and denounced as re-
ligious extremists. Since 1990, I have written about the religious dimen-
sions (or at least religion-resembling aspects) of such movements, and 
since they are viewed as spiritually, politically, and even physically dan-
gerous by many of their adversaries, I thought it was important to se-
riously consider such charges.  I sought to do so in the book.  Where do I 
come out? I really think this is too important and delicate an issue to re-
spond to here, but I do address it in the nuance it deserves in Dark Green 
Religion, as well as in scholarly journals, including Terrorism and Politi-
cal Violence.5

 
    

Sacred Tribes Journal: Your book sets forth the charge that the Ab-
rahamic religions, particularly Christianity, bear great responsibility for 
our current environmental challenges. This is a charge that Christians 
need to hear and wrestle with. How would you support this charge, and 
what aspects of Christianity do you think lend themselves to inappro-
priate interactions with nature? 

 
Bron Taylor: Given my own Christian background and fondness for 

so many Christian individuals, I wish could have avoided coming to this 
conclusion.   

There have been many scholars before me who have advanced this 
case (Wilkinson’s article summarizes some of the major arguments typi-
cally made.) Some of these sources are referenced in the book, and there 

                                                   
5 These articles are downloadable at my website, www.brontaylor.com, which 
also provides materials that introduce and compliment Dark Green Religion, 
including video, music, and a section on the motion picture Avatar, which I 
think is a recent example of cinematic dark green nature religion. See John 
Morehead’s review of this film in this issue of Sacred Tribes Journal which 
echoes this sentiment.  

http://www.brontaylor.com/environmental_books/erm/ecological_resistance.html�
http://www.brontaylor.com/environmental_books/erm/ecological_resistance.html�
http://www.brontaylor.com/environmental_books/erm/ecological_resistance.html�
http://www.brontaylor.com/�
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are also very balanced discussions in the Encyclopedia of Religion and 
Nature (2005), which I edited. And there have also been many books 
penned by Christians who have variously acknowledged environmental 
sins, or argued that properly understood, Christianity is inherently envi-
ronmental, or who have contended that the tradition has an ambiguous 
environmental legacy and needs to emphasize its more environmentally 
beneficent expressions.6

For my part, I never assumed the charges were compelling but have 
considered them carefully in the light of historical and social scientific 
evidence.  This journal interview is not a venue where I can go into detail 
but I can mention a few reasons why the Abrahamic religions seem to 
have a hard time prioritizing earth care.  Perhaps most importantly (and 
here I am especially speaking of the orthodox forms of Christianity and 
Islam), they locate the sacred in a paradise beyond the Earth and believe 
that the most important religious duty is to help people to properly orient 
themselves toward God, in order to reap their un-earthly heavenly re-
ward.  Moreover, when their devotees have been more powerful than 
their neighbors, the Abrahamic traditions have suppressed, often brutally, 
peoples they considered pagan, who felt reverence for non-human organ-
isms or the earth itself.  This tragic history has very deep roots in cultures 
rooted in Abrahamic religions, and while the antipathy toward practition-
ers of nature religions has abated, it appears to remain the strongest 
where Abrahamic religions are strongest and most fervently believed.  

 

I am gratified at the strong environmental concerns that can be 
found among some Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  My respondents are 
two of the most prominent examples from evangelical Christianity.  
Moreover, social scientific data that is available suggests that their num-
bers are modestly growing. Some cite such evidence, or passages in their 
sacred texts that express delight in the beauties and bounty of what they 
consider to be God’s created order, to argue that their traditions are natu-
rally environmentally friendly.  As a social scientist, however, to con-
clude this about Christians or any other religious group,  I would expect 
to find that they would be more involved in environmental protection 
efforts than people who are otherwise similar demographically.  But the 
available evidence about Christians suggests that this is not the case, ex-
cept perhaps among the very most liberal Christians. But it is liberal 
Christians whom conservative Christians criticize for having abandoned 

                                                   
6 Paul H. Santmire, The Travail of Nature: the Ambiguous Ecological Promise 
of Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1985). 
  

http://www.religionandnature.com/ern�
http://www.religionandnature.com/ern�
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what they consider to be the most important foundations of their faith.  
So, the best available evidence indicates that more theological conserva-
tive people are, the less environmentally concerned they are as well.  
This seems to support the critics who contend that specific worldview 
elements in the Abrahamic religions tend to hinder environmental con-
cern and action. Unfortunately, the struggle my respondents in this forum 
about dark green religion have commonly had, and report honestly, with-
in their own communities, supports the critics more than their own asser-
tions that the fundamental core of the Christian faith leads naturally to 
environmental concern and action. 

Today I am the editor of the Journal for the Study of Religion, Na-
ture and Culture. In it my collaborators and I publish every pertinent, 
quality, study we receive that explores environmental action in the 
world’s religions and beyond them.  While we do report on encouraging 
environmental mobilization among Christians and others from the 
world’s predominant religions, there is, to my knowledge, no compelling 
evidence that conventionally religious people, in a proportion beyond 
their numbers in the general population, are taking a leadership role and 
dramatic action to protect and restore the earth’s environmental systems.   

I hope I will some day be able to publish solid evidence that will re-
verse this assessment, but given history and current data, I doubt such 
evidence will be forthcoming. I do, however, want to stress that I know 
many ardent Christians, including Wilkinson and Illyn, have devoted 
their lives to turning their traditions in a greener direction. As important-
ly, there is a great opportunity for them to cooperate with those who are 
not Christians in environmental affairs and with regard to the often close-
ly related social justice causes.  In Dark Green Religion I even discuss 
my hopes in this regard and the possible emergence of a global civil 
earth religion, where people who are both conventionally religious and 
who are not all not come to revere the earth in their own ways and work 
in concert to protect it. Perhaps the very conversation we are having now 
provides an example of the possibility for building real understanding 
and common cause, even if Christians and those who are not Christians 
cannot agree on metaphysical things.  

 
Sacred Tribes Journal: One of the more interesting claims of the 

book is the idea that Dark Green Religions are situated scientifically and 
environmentally to surpass declining supernatural religions in the future. 
The thesis doesn’t seem to be specifically developed in the book. Can 
you comment and elaborate on this and why you see this as the case? 

 
Bron Taylor: I do contend that nature-based, or nature-focused spiri-

tualities are becoming an increasingly important global social force, and 
that, if we think medium to long term, such spiritualities might even be-
come decisive in the religious and planetary future, eventually supplant-
ing the world’s current predominant religions, all of which include be-

http://www.religionandnature.com/journal/�
http://www.religionandnature.com/journal/�
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liefs in invisible divine forces or divinities (whether these are singular or 
plural).  The short answer to your question would be that the entire book 
provides evidence of this admittedly speculative thesis.  

 
I know this is quite a claim, however, especially during a time 

where some contend that religious fundamentalism and conventional re-
ligious forms are strengthening, and that secularization is largely and 
only a European phenomenon.  So to answer your quite reasonable ques-
tion I will say more about my path to what some may consider a contra-
rian perspective. 

For over two decades I have been studying environmental mobiliza-
tion around the world, focusing especially on the perceptual, affective, 
ethical, and religious variables contributing to it.   My first case studies 
involved ethnographic research on radical environmentalism in North 
America, increasingly supplemented by historical work to enable me to 
better understand its tributaries. From there, I branched out and looked at 
environmental movements around the world, discovering some interest-
ing continuities among diverse examples of them in Europe and Ameri-
ca. I then branched out further still, exploring a very wide variety of cul-
tural phenomena in an even broader environmental milieu  (some exam-
ples were mentioned in a previous answer), where diverse individuals 
and groups encounter and mutually influence one another as they strug-
gle to understand and respond an increasingly alarming and obvious 
global environmental crisis. Among the far-flung individuals and groups 
I continued to see, despite important differences, continuities that 
enabled me to group them under the label dark green religion. 

So, on the one hand, my argument is based on historical trends and 
contemporary phenomena that I explore in the book, thinking about what 
has given rise to them, and considering whether their causes are likely to 
exercise more or less influence in coming decades or centuries.  My con-
viction is that these spiritualities will grow because they are sensory and 
thus sensible (pun intended).  By this I mean they are based on the senses 
and thus experiences people can have today, rather than on beliefs and 
perceptions rooted in events and experiences that occurred long ago. 
They appear, therefore, to be sensible to science-embracing modern 
people who understand that today we know many things about the un-
iverse and the biosphere that were unknown when most of the world’s 
conventional religions were born. 

I find it exceptionally difficult to believe that in two millennia from 
now, the overwhelming majority of the world’s people, at least the rea-
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sonably well-educated ones, will not have adopted an evolutionary and 
ecological worldview. Of course, there are many sincere and well-
intentioned efforts to reconcile science and conventional religion.  But it 
is also true that many who adopt an evolutionary and ecological 
worldview leave conventional faiths, even though they often acknowl-
edge that theses faiths have much to commend them, and even though 
they may have loved ones still devoted to them. I think these are dynam-
ics are becoming strong trends that will intensify. I think many orthodox 
religious believers see these trends unfolding as well, which is why they 
are legitimately fearful of losing their young to what they consider to be 
‘secular’ and spiritually dangerous worldviews.7

One thing my book shows is that many of these individuals are not 
really becoming ‘secular’ but rather, are gravitating toward naturalistic 
nature spiritualities. This is because, I contend, that the human quest for 
meaning will not abate even when conventional religions retreat. Instead, 
new forms are emerging that will reverence the sources of our existence, 
our planetary home, and the diverse forms of life with whom we share it. 
My book demonstrates that this process is well underway and, since the 
reasons for these developments are not going away, neither will this 
long-term trend.  

  

To wrap up this answer, I believe that the first time, really, there is a 
cosmogony convincing enough, and communicative technologies ubi-
quitous enough, to spread an evolutionary and ecological worldview 
throughout the world’s intelligentsia (e.g., educators and other thought 
leaders, media and economic elites, and political decision makers). While 
it can be and sometimes is being grafted onto existing religious 
worldviews (as evidenced by my two respondents in this journal), it is 
increasingly serving as a self-sufficient meaning system that also pro-
vides ethical guidance. This is the long-term trend I have identified.  

Personally, I do not think this is something to be feared. If, as a wise 
man once said, the truth will set one free, then we should pursue it, and 
its logics, wherever they lead us, even if away from the world’s currently 
predominant, longstanding religions. 

Sacred Tribes Journal: You have been speaking quite a bit on this 
topic and I understand the reception has been great for eco-spirituality. 
Why do you think this speaks significantly to people? 

                                                   
7 For example, over one third young people are unaffiliated with religious insti-
tutions, according to sociologists Robert D. Putnam and David E. Campbell in 
American Grace: How Religion Divides and Unites Us (NY: Simon and Schus-
ter, 2010). The Barna Group of Christian pollsters has documented similar 
trends in and beyond the churches, which as partisans of what they call biblical 
worldviews, they find troubling.  See especially the articles listed at their web-
site under Faith/Spirituality. 

http://www.barna.org/topics/faith-spirituality�
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Bron Taylor: I think the book’s reception has been significant for 

two main reasons: Firstly, because many modern people find intellectual-
ly compelling what in the previous answer I described as the sensory and 
sensible spiritualities that I have labeled ‘dark green religion’; and se-
condly, because many people feel happy and relieved, and less alone, to 
know there are so many people, from so many walks of life around the 
world, who have come to feel the way they do.  (Even reading the re-
views of the book at my website or at Amazon.com provides evidence of 
such resonances.)  

 
Sacred Tribes Journal: You’ve had a chance to read the essays by 

Wilkinson and Illyn in this special edition of the journal. What are some 
thoughts and impressions that you might have as a result of this? 

 
Bron Taylor: I appreciate the thoughtful comments made by Illyn 

and Wilkinson.   I wish we had the opportunity for a real, extended con-
versation, in person about the many interesting points they made and the 
assumptions upon which these points rely. At this time I can only pro-
vide a few brief responses. 

First and most importantly, I appreciate their honesty, as they have 
both candidly indicated how difficult it is within their own evangelical 
contexts to convince their brethren that as they put it, “creation care,” is a 
central religious duty for Christians. In a very real way they thereby pro-
vide evidence contrary to their most ardent hopes for the greening of 
Christianity, and ironically, provide evidence supporting the views of 
those who contend that there are ideas in the main streams of Christianity 
that work strongly against a dark green Christian environmental ethics.  
(The same tendency is true of most versions of the world’s religions, it is 
worth noting, in part because their most important religious duties tend to 
be oriented toward otherworldly beings and realities, which understanda-
bly makes this world penultimate.)  

Second, and this said, religions are malleable and some of them are 
developing or deepening their felt responsibilities toward nature. As I 
made clear in my book, some Christians and others from the so-called 
world religions are finding resources in their sacred texts to develop re-
verence for life ethics, and some of these are also grafting evolutionary 
and ecological worldviews onto their longstanding religious metaphysics 
and developing dark green dimensions to their ethics. I think, moreover, 
that the balance of evidence is that, of the world’s predominant religions, 

http://www.brontaylor.com/environmental_books/dgr/reviews.html�
http://www.brontaylor.com/environmental_books/dgr/reviews.html�
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Christianity (or more precisely, some forms of it) have made more strides 
in this direction than either Vedic or the other Abrahamic religions.  Illyn 
and Wilkinson both exemplify these developments within Christianity 
and provide evidence of these salutary developments. Yet, as encourag-
ing as these examples of the strengthening environmentalism within 
these traditions are, most of the evidence remains anecdotal and scatter-
shot. Only time will tell if Christianity, and the others among the world 
predominant religions, will take a decisive green turn.   

When I do think about this optimistically, as mentioned previously, 
I envision the emergence of a global, civil Earth religion, wherein people 
around the world retain their own particular religious convictions, while 
coming together with the shared reverence for life and a newfound dark 
green ethics. I have speculated about this possibility in my book, and 
more recently, in “Civil Earth Religion versus Religious Nationalism”, 
an essay published online by the Social Science Research Council. I hope 
that my book will make at a modest contribution to such a vision, and 
that increasing numbers of Christians will share and contribute to it. 
Even if there are some things we cannot agree on there is much we can; 
it is good to focus on those things and how we can work together. One 
important example of such a shared vision is the Earth Charter. This dip-
lomatically crafted interfaith document expresses a reverence for life eth-
ics in a way that at least some leaders of the world’s predominant reli-
gious faiths have endorsed. The objective of its framers is to gain United 
Nations endorsement and then use this as moral and spiritual leverage to 
nudge the nation states toward more environmentally beneficent beha-
vior. As I document in my book, however, many conservative Christians 
view the initiative as spiritually and politically dangerous Paganism or 
Pantheism, and opposition from conservative religionists of various 
faiths might well guarantee that it will never gain the widespread en-
dorsement it envisions. 

Third, there is a real possibility, often feared by conservative Chris-
tians, that as members of their flock incorporate an evolutionary and eco-
logical worldview, many of them will find less or implausible the meta-
physical beliefs, including of a supreme deity governing the universe, 
that have been a centerpiece to their religious beliefs and practices.  
There is significant anecdotal evidence (and as cited above as well as in 
my book, some social scientific evidence) that this could well be a trend.  
Certainly, most Christians know young people who, when exposed to 
scientific cosmogonies, drift away from Christian faith.  Yet we really do 
not have sufficient social scientific evidence documenting how signifi-
cant this trend is, or where such people go spiritually as a result, if any-
where. My own book is more historical and ethnographic than empirical 
(e.g., while it cites survey research that is available it is not itself based 
upon such research). Consequently, while during my research I have met 
many former Christians (and others from the world’s conventional 
‘world religions’), who have slipped away from their previous religious 
traditions as they developed dark green spiritual perceptions and ethics, I 

http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/2010/07/30/civil-earth-religion/�
http://www.earthcharterinaction.org/content/pages/What-is-the-Earth-Charter%3F.html�
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so not know what proportion of those who leave traditional faiths do so 
in this way. This ignorance is but one reason why the field of religion 
and nature is so fascinating: so many questions remain unanswered.  

Fourth, and here I will return to a more personal reflection and thus 
to the first question addressed to me in this forum. During and after se-
minary I studied in depth the various theodicies that purport to explain 
the ways of God, and trenchant, corresponding questions, such as why a 
supposedly all powerful and good god (of any kind) allows injustice, suf-
fering, and death. I cannot recite the typical explanations here but simply 
note that, eventually and reluctantly, I concluded that none of these 
excuses for God were compelling.  Indeed, those offering these theodi-
cies, in my view, go through excruciating, illogical mental gymnastics in 
these efforts.  I found these explanations even more wanting when, 
through deepening study of religion cross culturally, it became clear that 
one of the most common roots of religion in general is a felt sense, as 
people faced inexplicable and sometimes dangerous forces in nature, that 
there are invisible beings animating the world (or otherwise behind the 
observable scenes) which must be propitiated, or sacrificed to, if we are 
to avoid danger and receive blessings. I ultimately decided that the exis-
tence of a divine being or beings who demand blood sacrifice was not 
only implausible but horrific. Make no mistake about it, such sacrifice is 
as much at the heart of the Abrahamic religions as it was for the Aztecs, 
whose human sacrifices transfix and horrify many moderns today.  And 
so, far from obedience, I concluded, any being demanding such sacrifice 
should be resisted, not worshiped and supplicated. Why should we not 
expect our God or gods to be at least as nice as we are when we are in a 
good mood?  

Now, some liberal Christians aver that it is possible to be a Christian 
without believing literally in the necessity of Jesus’ blood sacrifice to 
satisfy the righteous God who cannot stand sin and insists that somebody 
must pay for it. But such Christianity is no longer orthodox and certainly 
not Evangelical, as I understand them, anyway. Some other liberal Chris-
tians will rejoinder that we should look not at the sacrifice of Christ but 
at the ethics of Jesus, who rejected the Hebrew Bible’s ‘eye for an eye’ 
ethics, and transformed sacrifice into the virtue of longsuffering love. I 
take this argument seriously, which has been a strong current in liberal 
Christianity for more than a century, even before Walter Rauschenbush 
gave it expression in the social gospel. Jesus was a great moral teacher 
and he remains, therefore, my favorite religious prophet.  But because I 
now find implausible the Abrahamic metaphysics (as well the various, 
other, supernaturalistic religions), I eventually decided that I could no 
longer honestly accept the label “Christian.”   
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In this, I identify with Darwin, who also had lost a once profound 
Theistic faith but loved deeply his devout Christian wife. His biographers 
have documented how he empathetically sought to navigate the difficult 
personal terrain in a way that was sympathetic to her beliefs (including 
her worries about the fate of Darwin’s own soul), while maintaining his 
own intellectual integrity. I identify with him because many of my 
friends and family members are Christian. I now express my strong ag-
nosticism in their midst – by this I mean, ‘I doubt there are invisible di-
vine forces or beings and even if they are, I think they are beyond our 
confident knowing.’ But I have tried to do this in a way that is respectful 
of the powerful need many of us have to believe in some, ultimate, di-
vine cause of the universe and our place in it. I understand, moreover, 
that many have had powerful personal experiences which, they believe, 
provides compelling grounds for their beliefs. With regard to these, I 
have come to think that there are more compelling explanations for such 
experiences – for example in the evolutionary and cognitive sciences – 
than the understandings attributed to them by religious individuals.  Like 
the religion and nature field more generally, these are still nascent and 
fascinating fields of scientific inquiry that as yet leave many questions 
unanswered.  But in my view, they are already articulating a powerful 
explanatory framework for religious perception and belief.8

Fifth, although both of my respondents are obviously warm and car-
ing individuals, some of what they wrote I find chilling. Illyn, for exam-
ple, was very careful, as the orthodox tradition demands, to distinguish 
his environmental concern from idolatrous, Pantheistic or Pagan beliefs.  
This implies that he accepts his tradition’s longstanding view that such 
beliefs are dangerous.  Meanwhile, Wilkinson gently and warmly urged 
me back to the Christian fold in the final paragraph of his reflections.  
Other evangelical friends and family have entreated me similarly over 
the past couple of decades. I do appreciate the heartfelt and even com-
passionate place from which such overtures typically come. The logical 

  

                                                   
8 For an excellent start on this literature, see Stewart Guthrie, Faces in the Clouds: a New 
Theory of Religion (New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993) Pascal Boyer, 
Religion Explained: the Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought (New York: Basic, 
2001) and Scott Atran, In Gods We Trust: the Evolutionary Landscape of Religion (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002). David Sloan Wilson provides an excellent and 
positive assessment of religion as a usually positive evolutionary adaptation in Darwin's 
Cathedral: Evolution, Religion, and the Nature of Society (Chicago & London: Chicago 
University Press, 2002). For a lucid overview and introduction to naturalistic explana-
tions that is unsympathetic to religion, see Daniel Dennett, Breaking the Spell: Religion 
as a Natural Phenomenon (New York City: Viking, 2006), and most recently, David 
Lewis-Williams, Conceiving God: The Cognitive Origin and Evolution of Religion (Lon-
don: Thames and Hudson, 2010). Conventionally religious individuals who are serious 
about fusing their religions with evolutionary theory should also see if they are able to 
reconcile their religious beliefs with evolutionary explanations for them.  
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flip side of these expressions should also be little examined, however.  
These passages demonstrate that my respondents consider dangerous the 
beliefs of those who think the world is full of spiritual intelligences or 
consider Gaia to be some kind of divine being.  Also dangerous, by logi-
cal implication, are naturalists like me, who express a kinship ethics with 
all organisms because we share a common ancestor, and who also con-
sider the universe and biosphere to be great and wondrous mystery, wor-
thy of our spiritual affections and reverent care, even if we doubt that the 
human mind will ever understand its origins. If one believes that Anim-
ists and those with Gaian spiritualities (whether conventionally religious 
or naturalistic) are spiritually dangerous, then to protect yourselves and 
your loved ones, would you not be tempted, if not compelled, to suppress 
us?   

This is not an idle question given the repressive history of the Abra-
hamic traditions against those they have considered idolatrous pagans.  
As a scholar of religion this is not a history I should forget.  Although I 
am sure that this history is the farthest thing from the mind of Illyn and 
Wilkinson when they were writing the passages to which I am referring, 
there is an echo of it in their concern both for the purity of their traditions 
and their call back to the fold.  On the other side of the coin from a sin-
cere fear for the immortal soul of non-believers is a fear of their danger-
ous and polluting beliefs. I expect my point and concern here will seem 
exaggerated or misplaced, after all and for example, Illyn’s final sen-
tences expressed appreciation for environmentalist pagans of all sorts 
and regions.  I am quite sure he would be mortified to hear that some of 
what he said might trigger such a concern. But I would urge him and 
Wilkinson also, and other Christians, to follow the logic of their fear of 
idolaters, pagans, and pantheists, and to consider the violence it has pre-
cipitated, and still does to a lesser extent today, and whether this fear is a 
part of their faith that would best be left behind. 

I hope that my responses to John Morehead’s questions about my 
book, as well as to the responses to Illyn and Wilkinson, will help them 
and other Christians understand why I, and no small number of other 
scientifically literate individuals, have reluctantly left behind the Chris-
tian faith. Although I have been riding the slippery slope to a strong ag-
nosticism, I have retained my fondness for those who once nurtured me 
in the faith and for Jesus and his teachings. I am also convinced that 
many Christians will continue to creatively fuse their faith with modern 
scientific understandings. I certainly respect those who can reconcile the 
two and recognize that this will naturally redound in environmental ac-
tion. I wish all who are conventionally religious, and believe in invisible 
divine beings or forces, all the best as they endeavor to hybridize their 
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faith and science. At the same time, I appeal to them to recognize that 
some of us, including many who were once devout, have been unable to 
remain in the fold but nevertheless, have retained a deep reverence for 
nature and the sources of existence, even though we cannot bring our-
selves to believe they have a divine cause. 

While I do not claim great brilliance I can express affinity with Al-
bert Einstein, who wrote movingly about the mystical experiences of awe 
and wonder that can come through direct experience in nature. After a 
great storm he weathered at sea in 1931, he wrote, “Never before had I 
lived through a storm like the one this night . . .  The sea has a look of 
indescribable grandeur, especially when the sun falls on it.  One feels as 
though one is dissolved and merged into Nature.  Even more than usual, 
one feels the insignificance of the individual, and it makes me happy.”9 
Einstein’s experience and revelry, and the ethical convictions that he also 
expressed, including kinship with non-human organisms, are very com-
mon in dark green religion.  Einstein exemplified the naturalistic pole of 
dark green spirituality, I should be clear, writing in 1954 to counter those 
who, noting his occasional references to God, assumed or wondered 
whether he was a theist. Einstein made clear, however, that such refer-
ences were metaphorical and that he did not believe in a personal God or 
even in the theological quest.  Lest he be misunderstood, he wrote, “If 
something is in me which can be called religious then it is the unbounded 
admiration for the structure of the world so far as our science can reveal 
it.”10

This is the sort of religious naturalism with which I have grown to 
have affinity. It is also the kind of spirituality that I think will likely play 
an increasingly important and possibly decisive role in the religious and 
planetary future.  My hope is that religious naturalists (including those 
who would not use the term), and those with more traditional religious 
beliefs, will engage in more forthright and honest discussions where we 
agree and disagree, along the lines of those undertaken in this issue of the 
Sacred Tribes Journal. I think that if we do this well we will increasingly 
find common environmentalist cause through a shared reverence for life, 
and a common understanding of our tiny biosphere as a miraculous and 
sacred place.   

  

Sacred Tribes Journal: Thank you for making time in a very busy 
schedule to participate in this interview. These are difficult things that 
various parties need to hear, and we need to dialogue on. It is our hope 
that this journal can open the door and set the table (to mix metaphors) 
for future dialogues, either in person at conferences, or in print in various 

                                                   
9 Albert Einstein: The Human Side, Helen Dukas and Banesh Hoffman, eds. 
(Princeton University Press, 1979), 23. 
10 Ibid., 43. 
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venues, as well as possible collaborative opportunities.  
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SOME NOTES ON BRON TAYLOR’S DARK GREEN RELIGION FROM 
AN “ENVIRONMENTALIST” FOLLOWER OF JESUS 

Loren Wilkinson 

 
Bron Taylor’s Dark Green Religion is an important, scholarly, high-

ly readable survey of the emerging religious dimension of the environ-
mental movement. Taylor argues convincingly that the movement con-
tains an important new world religion which “considers nature to be sa-
cred, imbued with intrinsic value, and worthy of reverent care”.  

This religion—which, as Taylor makes clear, is linked with no sin-
gle source, leader, or sacred text—is, “becoming increasingly important 
in global politics. . . it increasingly shapes the worldviews and practices 
of grassroots social activists and the world’s intelligentsia” (x).1

This Dark Green Religion which Taylor describes is shaped by two 
factors: 1) the recognition, rooted in Darwinism, of how deeply and tho-
roughly we are connected to the rest of life on the planet, and 2) the 
growing human awareness that the planet is in a crisis resulting from 
humans ignoring that connection. Unfortunately, argues Taylor, tradi-
tional religions (especially Christianity) are ill-suited to face both these 
challenges.

 

2

                                                   
1  Born Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary 

Future (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).  Quotations from this 
book (included material from other sources cited in it) will be indicated in pa-
rentheses in the text). 

 Though it focuses especially on the last 40 years (roughly 
the time since the first “Earth Day”, in 1970), Dark Green Religion pro-
vides accurate and insightful background on the spiritual and cultural 
sources of the movement, going back to “early exemplars” like Spinoza, 

2 Though Taylor prefers the more general term “Abrahamic Religions”, 
since most of his examples refer to the dominant religion of North America, I 
am, to simplify things, assuming he is usually talking about Christianity, even 
when he refers to it by some general term like “established religion”. 
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Rousseau, Goethe, and the English Romantics, and continuing through 
the uniquely American ferment that led to the growing appreciation for 
the spiritual value of wilderness. In this respect Taylor continues, at the 
same level of careful detail, the valuable work done in Roderick Nash’s 
important 1967 study, Wilderness and the American Mind.3

Nash (along with many others) recognized the important intellectual 
influence of Thoreau, but Taylor goes further and sees him as a kind of 
founding saint of the new earth-centered religion. He speaks of often 
hearing “activists speak of Thoreau’s writings as sacred texts”, and in-
cludes a 20-page appendix of selections from Thoreau’s work which 
support the idea that Thoreau needs to be understood as a religious writ-
er, the first and most important in a collection of environmentalist saints 
“who appear to be on their way to canonization” (57). (Taylor singles out 
John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, Joseph Wood Krutch, Edward 
Abbey and Loren Eiseley, among many others). 

 

But perhaps the most significant comment Taylor makes about Tho-
reau, though half-whimsical, reveals a fundamental premise of his book.   

 
The Western calendar divides history into periods before and af-
ter Christ. If the many interpreters who consider Thoreau a wa-
tershed figure are correct, then the extensive attention I have de-
voted to him is merited. A demarcation of time, such as AHDT 
[After Henry David Thoreau] might amusingly make the point. 
(58). 

 
Implicit in Taylor’s suggestion is the assumption that the millen-

nium and a half of Christendom has failed. The religious vacuum left by 
that failure (and by the inadequacy of the atheistic secularism proposed 
to replace it by “new atheists” like Richard Dawkins) is rapidly being 
filled by Dark Green Religion, and Taylor suggests that Thoreau is per-
haps the best candidate for a founding saint. His “AHDT” suggestion 
makes clear the double-edged thesis in his whole book:  First, that a new 
“green religion” is indeed emerging; and second, that it is emerging in 
response to, and in replacement of the failure of the old center, the wan-
ing “Abrahamic religion” of Christianity. 

This shadowy second premise—that the emerging environmental 
movement is a religious movement in necessary and inevitable tension 
with Christianity—is the source of my own considerable agreement and 
disagreement with Dark Green Religion. It also has led me to take an 
unusually autobiographical approach to this review article. This is for 
three reasons 

                                                   
3 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind  (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1967).                                                    
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1. I write as a follower of Jesus. I would like to avoid the—

unavoidable--adjective “Christian” as much as possible, for it names a 
religion, not a way of life, and when it comes to care for the earth Chris-
tianity has failed, as I suspect all mere religions, including the “Dark 
Green One” Taylor hopefully describes, must fail.   

 
2.  I also write as one who has been involved in the environmental 

movement over the whole 40-year period of Taylor’s study.4

 

 In that time 
I have devoted a good deal of time in teaching and writing, to the convic-
tion that care of creation should be central to Christian faith and practice, 
and  (from the other side) that the environmental movement itself is an 
ethic in search of a religion, but that no satisfactory foundation for the 
care of creation will be found outside of a fully-fleshed understanding of 
“the environment” as “the Creation.” Mary Ruth (my wife) and I orga-
nized and taught one of the earliest (perhaps the first) Christian environ-
mental studies programs, at Seattle Pacific’s Whidbey Island campus 
from 1974 to 1977; immediately after that program I participated for a 
year at Calvin College (with a biologist, a physicist, a philosopher and an 
economist) in an interdisciplinary project studying the “Christian ste-
wardship of natural resources” (all the words in the title, are, as we shall 
see, problematic) and became the principle writer of Earthkeeping, the 
book which that year of work produced.  

3. During the 30 years I have been teaching at Regent (an unusual 
graduate school of Christian studies in Vancouver, B.C).5

                                                   
4 My ironic involvement on that first Earth Day was to organize a group of 

freshman English students at LeMoyne College to clean up a waterfall south of 
Syracuse, (where I was working at the University on my doctorate on the Ro-
mantics and Hediegger and their view of “meaning man and earth”) —and then 
to have to cancel the whole cleanup because of a massive rainstorm!. 

 I have been 

5 Regent College is a graduate theological school affiliated with the Uni-
versity of British Columbia. On an average year its several hundred students 
come from many professions, Christian backgrounds, and countries. Its first 
principal was James Houston, an Oxford geographer. Vancouver has been at the 
centre of environmentalist activity for a long time; Greenpeace (one of the or-
ganizations Taylor speaks of as an early manifestation of “Deep Green Religion) 
was founded here while Regent College was just getting started, and there were 
some conversation between Dr. Houston and the Greenpeace founders (Houston 
published a book in the 70’s, I Believe in the Creator developing many of the 
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tracing the same religious turn in the environmental movement which 
Taylor describes. This interest first appeared in print in an essay called 
“New Age, New Consciousness and the New Creation”, in a 1986 book 
called Tending the Garden: Essays on the Gospel and the Earth, edited 
by Wesley Granberg-Michaelson. My interest in this new religious di-
mension of the environmental movement led to the addition, in 1990, of 
a chapter to the revised edition of Earthkeeping called  “The Environ-
mental Movement: Searching for a New Religion”; and the emerging 
“Gaian” spirituality of the 1992 Earth Summit was one of the main 
themes of my writing on that event. 

For these reasons, I make no pretense of approaching this article 
from a stance of detached objectivity: I have been following the pheno-
menon Taylor describes, for at least as long, but from a very involved, 
but quite different personal perspective. To his credit, Taylor makes no 
claims either of impersonal detachment about his writing. Though (in a 
brief but engaging “Personal Coda”) he does say “I really do not think 
what I believe matters,” (DGR 220), I suspect it does matter a great deal, 
and he does not hide his personal approval of the movement he is de-
scribing with such scholarly thoroughness.   Thus Taylor quite wisely 
ignores the false positivism of much academic writing, and judiciously 
but frequently speaks of his own personal involvement with the people, 
movements, and events he is writing about, as well as repeatedly making 
plain his own dissatisfaction with belief in any “divine spiritual being”. 
That honesty is one of the things that make this important book also a 
very readable book. Hopefully, it also justifies my own rather autobio-
graphical approach. Like Taylor’s book, this is both a review and an ar-
gument: in my case, and argument to look more deeply at the implica-
tions for creation of the full Christian story. 

What I have tried to do in the pages which follow is to summarize, 
as fairly and accurately as I can, the main points which Taylor makes 
about the emerging “environmental religion”, especially as they pertain 
to Christianity. Then I set forth some principles for creation and creation 
care which (I believe) are subject neither to his (usually justified) criti-
cisms of Christianity, or my own misgivings about the Dark Green Reli-
gion which we both see as a hopeful movement. He sees it though as a 
movement towards a new religion; I see it as an impetus to recover the 
heart of Christianity.  

 
 
 

                                                                                                                  
same ideas about a deeper Christian understanding of creation which I speak of 
in the second half of this essay). 
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On the Difference between “Greening” and “Deep Green” 
 
As Taylor rightly points out, the modern Christian defense against 

the criticisms raised against it by the emerging environmental movement 
began with a flurry of responses to the hugely influential (and exhaus-
tively reprinted) address by the medieval historian Lynn White Jr. to the 
American Academy for the Advancement of Science in 1966. First pub-
lished in Nature in 1967 as “The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Cri-
sis”6

 
. Taylor sums up White’s argument as follows: 

1. Christianity but not Asian religions promoted a dualistic attitude 
between people and nature that fostered exploitation. . . . 

2. Paganism and animism (typically associated with indigenous 
peoples) were more environmentally friendly than Christianity, a 
religion that made people callous toward non-human creatures. . 
. .  

3. Christianity was “the most anthropocentric religion the world has 
seen” and as a result helped precipitate the environmental crisis 
(10-12). 

 
The essay continues to be cited, almost as an item of faith, among 

environmentalist critics of Christianity, and understandably so:  The 
three points which Taylor singles out are indeed typical of attitudes 
which emerged from, and were largely uncriticized, by Western Chris-
tendom, and they have contributed hugely to our current problem.    

Yet Taylor’s three-point summary overlooks an important feature of 
White’s essay. It implies that the dualistic, exploitative, and anthropocen-
tric attitudes of much of Western Christendom are at the heart of Chris-
tianity, rather than being, themselves, a serious misrepresentation of it. 
White, who refers to himself as a troubled Christian, knew better, and 
acknowledges how different these Western attitudes were from Eastern 
Orthodox Christianity, and, more importantly, points out the influential 
counter-voice sounded by St. Francis, whom he famously proposes as a 
“patron saint of ecologists”. Taylor acknowledges White’s citation of 
Francis but strengthens White’s quite serious mistake of calling Francis 
“somewhat heretical”.  He re-enforces the idea of Francis’s “heresy” by 

                                                   
6 Lynn Townsend White, Jr, "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis", 

Science, Vol. 155 (Number 3767), March 10, 1967, pp. 1203–07. 
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calling Francis’s position a “spiritual bio-centrism” as an antidote to “the 
West’s pernicious anthropocentrism” (11). 

The quite un-Christian anthropocentrism of the West is pernicious 
indeed. But to call Francis’s genuinely Christian response “spiritual bio-
centrism” is to make a serious mistake.  “Bio-centrism”, a major plank in 
Dark Green Religion is a kind of half-truth to which the name “heretical” 
could well be applied. Francis’s great hymn “Canticle of the Sun” praises 
(as in Fellini’s dated but accurate portrayal of Francis as a medieval hip-
pie puts it) “Brother Sun, Sister Moon—along with the living world of 
plants, creatures, water, fire and death itself—not as the center—but as 
creatures. Neither is “man” (male and female) the center either. God is 
the center. But a man is singing the song. (In the last half of this essay we 
will try to unpack the significance of that fact, unavoidable for followers 
of both Jesus and the new green religion.) 

What White barely acknowledges, and Taylor misses entirely (along 
with a host of environmentalist writers who have made use of White’s 
essay) is the strength and richness of the biblical concept of creation and 
our place in it, which Francis more accurately represents. White, Taylor 
(and, it must be said, most of the proponents of Dark Green Religion) 
wrongly assume (if they mention it at all) that the “Franciscan”  (and bib-
lical) view was “heretical.” And they portray instead the more anthropo-
centric view of humanity (which, if not heretical, is at least a deep twist-
ing of the Christian story) to be authentic Christian teaching.  

For paralleling the growth of the Dark Green Religion which Taylor 
describes has been the recovery of a more Hebrew, less Greek, and more 
genuinely Christian view of creation which is (I am convinced) the only 
framework within which the half-truths of “bio-centrism” and “anthropo-
centrism” be adequately understood. This is a view which (as I shall 
shortly elaborate) recognizes the unique place of the human among 
earth’s creatures, but sees that uniqueness to be for the good of the rest of 
the creation. (Sadly, Christians themselves have often missed this central 
truth, so the environmentalist critique of Christendom is often justified.) 

So let me begin by trying to state clearly the main criticisms which 
Dark Green Religion makes of the Christian era and (implicitly or not) of 
Christian belief. These can be summed up in two propositions, the first a 
criticism of what Christians believe about God; the second a criticism of 
what they seem to think that belief implies for human action towards the 
earth. (Both of these are restatements of the themes sounded in White’s 
influential essay). 

Then, I would like to outline a more authentic and genuine Christian 
vision, in dialogue with the positions outlined in Dark Green Religion 

 
1. The first and most basic criticism is that Christians believe in a 

God who is quite separate from nature, as opposed to old and 
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new paganisms, animisms and pantheisms which stress the iden-
tity of God and nature.  
 
Whether or not this statement is intended as a criticism or merely as 

a statement of fact, orthodox Christians (and followers of the other “Ab-
rahamic religions”, Judaism and Islam,) must accept it. The dualism be-
tween Creator and creation lies at the heart of theistic belief. As we shall 
see, however, the problem is not this distinction between God and crea-
tion, but the conclusions and behaviors one draws from it. We will short-
ly examine some of those conclusions, some of which have indeed been 
pernicious and destructive. But it is possible—indeed, from a Christian 
point of view, it is essential—to understand that the difference between 
God and creation, as well as an analogous difference between human 
creatures and the rest of creation, is a foundation for the care of creation, 
not the antithesis of it. 

For the importance of this foundational dualism between creation 
and Creator to be clear, it is necessary to look at some of the logical and 
ethical difficulties which follow from the only alternative, the “Dark 
Green” merging of God and Nature. Taylor makes some helpful distinc-
tions early in his book, which he represents in this table: 

 
 
 Animism Gaian Earth 

Religion 
Supernaturalism Spiritual Anim-

ism 
Gaian Spiritual-

ity 
Naturalism Naturalistic 

Animism 
 Gaian Natural-

ism 
 
 
This schemata reflects the complexity of the movement (15 ff). Tay-

lor proposes two categories of religion—“Animism”, and “Gaian Earth 
Religion”, each with a “Supernaturalist” and a “Naturalist” form.  As 
Taylor readily admits, the boundaries among his four categories are 
“complicated and fluid” but they do bring some clarity.  They also 
represent a dilemma endemic to all monisms which the theistic dualism 
between God and nature, Creator and creation, avoids. Put as simply as 
possible, the dilemma is this: If all is One, then relationship, whether 
ethical, worshipful, or analytical, is pointless and (ultimately) impossible. 
All four of Taylor’s categories, both “spiritual” and “natural” are di-
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rected towards a change in people’s behavior. As Paul Watson (head of 
“Sea Shepherd Conservation Society”, founded mainly to protect whales) 
declares in “A Call to Biocentric Religion”, written in response to a re-
quest from Taylor: 

 
What we need if we are to survive is a new story, a new 

myth, and a new religion. We need to replace anthropocentrism 
with biocentrism. We need to construct a religion that incorpo-
rates all species and establishes nature as sacred and deserving of 
respect. (99) 

 
This passionate declaration is well-intended, but it is based on a 

contradiction. Most glaringly:  if we could replace anthropocentrism with 
bio-centrism, then uniquely human activities (like constructing new reli-
gions, and establishing nature as sacred) would have no more meaning 
than the shapes of clouds or the patterns on a butterfly’s wing. All four of 
Taylor’s categories of Dark Green Religion (Animist, Spiritual, Gaian or 
Natural) evoke on the one hand one-ness (between nature and god, and 
humanity and nature) and on the other advocate human attitudes of hon-
or, care, respect, even worship. But we cannot worship what we are a 
part of. Nor can we care for it if we do not have some sense of identity 
apart from it. (The “me” that brushes my teeth is not my teeth; the citizen 
who votes is not the state.). One of the most striking lessons (for me) of 
the “Earth Summit” in Rio in 1992 was that though the subject was the 
health of the whole planet and all its living things, only humans attended: 
in that sense, it was a highly anthropocentric affair. 

This conclusion might at first not seem to follow from our starting 
point, the problem with monism of God and nature, but in fact it does. If 
there is only “nature”, divine or not, then obviously there can be no “su-
per-natural”, no way of standing outside what is, to call for it to be other 
than it is, no call for new myth, new story, new religion.  Morality, wor-
ship, and reason are all rooted in a belief in there being something other 
than the closed cause and effect of nature. Pantheism and atheism are at 
this point the same thing; whether we declare “all is God” (with Spino-
za), or “Nature is all there is” (with Richard Dawkins), both declarations 
leave no room for the declaration itself as a meaningful utterance.    

There are only two possible answers to the question of where the 
universe came from: either it made itself, and our consciousness has 
emerged, like clouds patterns and butterfly spots, with no more or less 
meaning than they; or it was made by a consciousness somehow apart 
from it, an apart-ness which gives consciousness and action the possibili-
ty of meaning. Thus we theists must accept the criticism that we believe 
in a radical distinction between creation and Creator. Yet, as I have tried 
to show, the very call for a “Dark Green alternative” to the distinction is 
incoherent and contradictory. 
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Which takes us to the second criticism, which we have already been 

exploring: That as a result of the belief that “man” is made in the im-
age of God,  “Christianity, in Lynn White’s often-repeated words, is 
the most anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen”.  This 
anthropocentrism justifies seeing nature as primarily valuable as a 
human resource, and at the same time makes it hard to acknowledge 
(via evolution and ecology) our roots in and dependence on the life of 
the earth.    

As I have tried to make clear, the center of Christian faith is neither 
humanity nor nature, but the triune Creator,  so this view of Christianity 
as “anthropocentric” at its core must be rejected. At the same time—I 
must acknowledge as a Christian that the mistake is widespread. The 
deep roots of this idea in the minds of many Christians was illustrated for 
me in a letter I received from a Christian minister after a public lecture in 
which I defended the idea that the Christian idea of “salvation” applied 
not only to people, but to the whole creation. He wrote: 

  
Christ's redemption is always in purchasing the chosen or elect 
from their trespasses. . . .the redemption of the earth from its 
groaning will be its vaporization and replacement. Its value is in 
providing our habitation; it is a variable, we are the constant with 
God. Praise the Lord that his promise is made so clear to those 
that want to hear. 

 
The ubiquity of the assumption that the prime value of nature is to 

be of use to humans is not present only in the peculiar “dispensational-
ism” reflected in this letter. It was brought home to me forcibly in that 
interdisciplinary project at Calvin College in 1977-78, which resulted in 
the 1980 book which I edited, Earthkeeping. The Reformed tradition 
which Calvin College exemplifies has a much richer view of the worth 
and goodness of the created world than does the Baptist pastor who 
wrote me the letter. Nevertheless, the wording of the topic we were given 
year was “Christian Stewardship of Natural Resources.” From the stand-
point of Dark Green Religion there are two large problems with the 
wording. The first is the word “stewardship”, dismissed by many in the 
new movement as anthropocentric and arrogant. Later, I want to defend 
that term. But  (from my viewpoint) the really offensive phrase is “natu-
ral resources”. To regard Gaia, the whole miraculous and mysterious 
planet, with its millions of species of living things, the ancient and com-
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plex cycles and systems which have nourished and shaped us as merely 
“resources” is callous indeed. 

Thirty-three years ago we not only failed to complain about that 
wording of our mandate, but also used it as the subtitle for the book, 
which was published as Earthkeeping: Christian Stewardship of Natural 
Resources. If there is any defense for our error, it is that we were reflect-
ing widespread understanding, and were working near the beginning of 
the 40-year period of ferment which Taylor describes. “Deep Ecology” 
was still pretty much limited to the thinking of Arne Naess; though the 
photos of the earth from space were beginning to work their change of 
vision, Lovelock’s book on the Gaia hypothesis was still two years in the 
future. Most discourse on the subject was still in the language of  “con-
servation of natural resources”. 

As Christians we should have known better. But it was not till we 
reconvened in 1990 to revise the book that the inadequacy of the subtitle 
became glaringly obvious. So the new edition was published as Earth-
keeping in the Nineties: Stewardship of Creation. And the growing reli-
gious flavor of the environmental movement was certainly one of the big 
changes we needed to address in that book; thus the new chapter 9, “The 
Environmental Movement: Searching for a New Religion”.   And I have 
no doubt that the emerging movement which Taylor here calls “Deep 
Green Religion” helped us see more deeply into the full meaning of the 
Christian way. But in doing so we were not “greening” Christianity; we 
were rather seeing trying to disentangle authentic Christianity from the 
creation-denying heresies with which it has become entangled.  

Christianity (along with most of the rest of humanity) has been 
complicit in reducing the earth to natural resources. But just as it has tak-
en a long time for the yeast of the Christian belief in the unique value 
each person to work through the cultures of the world and establish the 
ideals of human rights, and equality for women, so it has taken time (too 
much time) for the implications of Christian doctrine of creation to 
change the culture. (I think it could be argued—though I do not want to 
argue it here—that the very religious nature of the “Deep Green Reli-
gion” Taylor is sketching has its roots at least as deep in Christianity as it 
does in paganism or animism). 

The important idea of “stewardship” needs both defending and de-
fining. It has come in for severe criticism from the “Deep Green” move-
ment. Lovelock, the serious scientist who (along with Lynn Margulis) 
gave precision to the idea of the planet as a kind of organism, says this: 

 
Our religions have not yet given us the rules and guidance for 
our relationship with Gaia. The humanist concept of sustainable 
development and the Christian concept of stewardship are flawed 
by unconscious hubris. We have neither the knowledge nor the 
capacity to achieve them. We are no more qualified to be ste-
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wards or developers of the earth than are goats to be gardeners. 
(36) 

 
And Paul Shephard, whose call for a “new religion” I cited earlier, 

wrote in the same document: 
 

I reject the anthropocentric idea of custodianship. [Taylor’s use 
of the word here seems indistinguishable from “stewardship”.] 
This is an idea that once again conveys human superiority, and, 
quite frankly, we have always been lousy custodians. (99) 

 
Taylor seems to share this rejection of the idea of stewardship. In 

his conclusion he repeats the idea that it is a hallow and superficial 
“greening” of traditional religion, and does not go nearly far enough: 

 
There are, indeed important efforts underway to encourage envi-
ronmental stewardship within the major world religions, and 
these include ways to speak about the value and even sacredness 
of the earth without contradicting traditional religious doctrines. 
On the other hand, for dark green religion in general or terrapoli-
tan earth religion in particular, to gain the critical mass necessary 
to decisively influence national and international environmental 
politics, it may be that the religious forms that fear and resist 
them must lose adherents and social power. This is a process that 
is well underway in many advanced industrial countries, but it 
appears that in many countries such a development will take a 
long time, if it happens at all. 

 
What Taylor seems to be saying is that the idea of stewardship is too 

tied up with current power structures to be really effective in the current 
crisis, and we must wait for the adherents of “Dark Green” religion to 
grow in number before we can expect to see much change. 

I believe “stewardship” must be defended, but before doing so it is 
essential to grant that the term has been misused. For a long time in 
Christian circles it referred only to giving to the church. There have been 
lots of “stewardship Sundays” in Christian congregations over the years, 
but they have been mainly about building funds or meeting the budget.   
Only very recently in Christian groups has the idea begun to grow that 
the word describes something much more basic and important: the hu-
man task and privilege of showing God’s love for creation. Recently, as 
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well, the terms has been perverted by its association with the “Wise Use” 
movement in America: the idea that God has given us all of creation to 
use, and we need to use it “wisely”, usually a euphuism for  “making the 
most profit”. 

“Stewardship” (which comes from an Anglo-Saxon word meaning 
“sty-warden,” keeper of the pigs) means to manage something on behalf 
of the owner. It is thus suspect by Dark Green religionists for two rea-
sons. The first is the idea of “managing”, which implies the arrogant as-
sumption that we have the skills and knowledge needed for managing 
something so vast, complex and mysterious. The second is the idea of an 
implied “owner”. Though some have said we are stewards on behalf of 
our children, or of the future, the very phrase “stewardship of creation” 
implies both a creator, and a unique link between the Creator and human-
ity, both being ideas challenging bio-centrism. 

At the same time—and here is the paradox—the same people who 
reject the idea of stewardship are still passionate about the need to care 
for the earth. Paul Watson, for example, rejecting the idea of “custodian-
ship”—nevertheless names his whale-defense organization “Sea Shephe-
rd”. And who knows how many animal care facilities, with no particular 
Christian connection, have “ark” In their name? It is impossible for hu-
man beings who have some sense of concern for the fate of other crea-
tures to not at the same time try to use their unique human capabilities to 
do something. And it is impossible to avoid some taint of “stewardship” 
in such activity.   

One more aspect of the “Dark Green” rejection of the Christian 
view is the accusation that Christians seem unwilling to acknowledge 
that we are indeed animals, organisms, linked both through time to our 
animal ancestors, and through the very systems which support us to other 
living things on the planet. And indeed (as the letter from the pastor I 
cited above shows), such a radical separation is indeed held by some: 
“the sole value of earth is in providing our habitation; it is a variable, we 
are the constant with God.” Such a view, like the denial of evolution (in-
deed the general suspicion of science) which goes along with it, is a re-
cent development in (mainly) American Christianity, with strong social 
and political roots. But the recognition of a special place for the human 
does not, in authentic Christianity, carry with it either a diminishing of 
the value of the non-human, or a denial of our shared creatureliness, that 
relationship which Francis affirmed through the use of words like 
“brother” and “sister”. 

It is hard indeed to avoid some idea of “creation”, though the Dark 
Green movement which Taylor is describing (and Taylor himself) seems 
determined to do so. This avoidance carries with it the necessary alterna-
tive of accepting on faith a meaningless universe which appears sponta-
neously out of nothing. From my standpoint as a Christian, the word 
“creation” is preferable to all the alternatives: “nature”, “environment” 
and (certainly) “natural resources”. Interestingly, it seems to be gaining 



Sacred Tribes Journal  Volume 6 Number 1 (2011): 22-46  
  ISSN: 1941-8167 

34 

in use among those who, though they do not want to be identified as 
members of an “Abrahamic religion” nevertheless recognize the value-
laden resonance of the word. (I think here of the use of the term in the 
work of climate-scientist James Hansen, or its increasing appearance in 
the work of evolutionary biologist E.O. Wilson.) Much of my own work 
over the years has been to try to restore some of the meaning that has 
been lost through association of “creation” with “creationism”.  

 
Re-Considering Dark Green Religion in the Context of a Christian 
Understanding of Creation 

 
I was asked recently to write the article on “Creation” in a substan-

tial reference work called The Oxford Handbook of Evangelical Theolo-
gy. It was a privilege to do this, and something of a surprise, since I am 
not really a theologian—in fact my own appreciation for the doctrine of 
creation has come largely through discovering it in response to the issues 
and movements Taylor describes in this article. (At this point I have no 
idea how it will be received by the “real” theologians of the evangelical 
community, but I think I have been accurate in what I say about the re-
covery of the doctrine.) For the rest of this article I’m going to cite those 
theses and discuss them in the light of Bron Taylor’s Dark Green Reli-
gion. I can think of no better way of clarifying both where I agree and 
where I disagree with that movement and his presentation of it. (Itali-
cized material is quoted directly from the Oxford Handbook.) 

 
1. Though “creation out of nothing” remains a foundational be-

lief, increasingly evangelicals speak of “creation out of love”-
-an affirmation which takes seriously that the Creator God is 
the triune God.  

 
The understanding of creation which Taylor and his sources seem to 

reflect in Dark Green Religion seems at best to be a kind of deism: the 
action of an aloof intelligence who speaks the universe into being and 
then (with perhaps occasional interventions)  leaves it to work as a kind 
of  machine. And indeed, the Creator/creation relationship has often been 
understood even by Christians that way. Thus the frequent language of 
miraculous “intervention” in a process which otherwise proceeds “natu-
rally”. But as Aubrey Moore, one of the many contemporary Christian 
supporters of Darwin put it: the problem with a theology of occasional 
divine intervention is that it has as its corollary the assumption of ordi-
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nary divine absence.7

  

 The Christian picture is of a Creator who, being 
quite other than creation (“transcendent”) is at the same time intimately 
involved with each thing in it (“immanent”). Margaret Visser, a Cana-
dian scholar who writes primarily to a secular audience, put it well in her 
book The Geometry of Love: 

God is perceived on one hand as infinite, immense, the creator 
and sustainer of a universe, the universe whose unimaginable 
size we are only now beginning to discover, and on the other 
hand he is believed to be present in every single detail of his cre-
ation, to know and hold dear every atom, every speck of dust on 
every star and planet, to care about every blade of grass, every 
insect, every human being. To see Christ as both divine and hu-
man is to grasp two terms of a contradiction. God’s spanning of 
one and many, huge and minuscule, this instant and always, here 
and everywhere, omnipotent and vulnerable is even further 
beyond human imagining. . . .The profoundly Judeo-Christian 
idea that God is not a theorem or a pattern or a necessity but a 
person--an I--takes us even further from common sense. But that 
is not all: Christians believe that this person (“I am who I am”) is 
the root of love and eternally loves us. It takes only two words to 
say the most mind-boggling article of Christian belief there is: 
God cares.8

 
 

This is not at all the understanding of God which Taylor or Dark 
Green Religion seem to be rejecting. Visser’s words describe a God of 
love, not power, which implies intrinsic relationality. To say The Creator 
is love is to evoke divine community. The concept of the trinity has been 
something of an awkward embarrassment (much as quantum mechanics 
has been an embarrassment in physics). But like quantum physics (which 
no one would have invented if they didn’t need to) the Trinity is an em-
pirical doctrine, a way of making sense out of experience: the simultane-
ous experience of God as Creator, of Jesus as God, and of the presence of 
God in the Spirit. This complex mystery has been present in spiritual 
writing down through Christian history, but it has not often informed 
Christian understanding of Creation, which is far too likely to look like 
the deist view of the cosmic machinist, or the Greek view of “the un-
moved mover”. The Christian concept of the triune Creator, by contrast, 
is of a God who is community (otherwise it would make no sense to 

                                                   
7 Aubrey L. Moore, Science and Faith (London: Keagan and Paul, Trench, 

1889), 184. 
8 Margaret Visser, The Geometry of Love (Toronto, Harper Collins, 2000), 

p. 17.     
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speak of God as love), a fact which makes the astonishing interconnec-
tedness and relationship in the cosmos and (especially) on this planet, 
easier to understand. 

 
2.  Creation is the original “amazing grace,” to which the ap-

propriate human responses are wonder, thanks and worship. 
It is the writers and artists who have been pioneers in restor-
ing this attitude.  

 
The most eloquent and influential voices in the recover of a biblical 

view of creation have not been the theologians but the artists, particularly 
the poets and novelists. Here the strongest voice in the period Taylor stu-
dies has been J.R.R. Tolkien— to whose influence on the new religious 
movement Taylor refers several times. Though The Lord of the Rings 
was published originally in the 1950’s, the paperback version appeared 
in the late 1960’s, just before Earth Day, and its influence on the envi-
ronmental movement was considerable. Taylor does not mention, how-
ever, the fact that Tolkien was an orthodox Catholic, and that the extra-
ordinarily moving story he tells in The Lord of the Rings is deeply con-
sistent with Tolkien’s Christian understanding of creation, and of the 
human capacity to honor creation by what he calls “sub-creation”, the 
making of “secondary worlds”. In an important lecture on pagan legend 
called “On Fairy Stories” Tolkien makes plain that the sense of “recov-
ery” which the “secondary worlds” of fantasy and fairy tale brings is a 
recovery of the deep wonder of the “primary world” of creation.   

 
Fantasy is made out of the Primary World, but a good craftsman 
loves his material, and has a knowledge and feeling for clay, 
stone and wood which only the art of making can give. By the 
forging of Gram cold iron was revealed; by the making of Pega-
sus horses were ennobled; in the Trees of the Sun and Moon root 
and stock, flower and fruit are manifested in glory. . .It was in 
fairy story that I first divined the potency of the words, and the 
wonder of the things, such as stone and wood and iron; tree and 
grass; house and fire; bread and wine.9

 
 

                                                   
9 J.R.R. Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories” in The Tolkien Reader (New York, 

Ballantine Books, 1966), p. 59. 
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The forest of Fanghorn works so powerfully on the imagination of 
the reader because it helps us recover the wonder of all forests. In an epi-
logue to that essay, Tolkien says that the “eucatastrophe” or happy end-
ing which (though not without deep pain and loss) happens on so many 
levels in that great story, and in all great tales, is fulfilled most clearly in 
the Christian story: 

 
The peculiar quality of the “joy” in successful fantasy can then 
be explained as a sudden glimpse of the underlying reality or 
truth. It is not only a “consolation” for the sorrow of this world, 
but a satisfaction, and an answer to that question, “Is it true?” 
The answer to this question that I gave at first was (quite 
rightly): “If you have built your little world well, yes: it is true in 
that world.” That is enough for the artist (or the artist part of the 
artist). But in the “eucatastrophe” we see in a brief vision that the 
answer may be greater — it may be a far-off gleam or echo of 
evangelium in the real world.  

 
I would venture to say that approaching the Christian Story from 
this direction, it has long been my feeling (a joyous feeling) that 
God redeemed the corrupt making-creatures, men, in a way fit-
ting to this aspect, as to others, of their strange nature. The Gos-
pels contain a fairy-story, or a story of a larger kind which em-
braces all the essence of fairy-stories. [...] But this story has en-
tered History and the primary world; the desire and aspiration of 
sub-creation has been raised to the fulfillment of Creation.10

 
 

And finally, writes Tolkien, the true Christian story enables us in 
our own “sub-creations” to enhance primary creation itself, as Tolkien’s 
better-known work has done so powerfully, for many in the Dark Green 
movement: 

 
The Evangelium has not abrogated legends; it has hallowed them, 
especially the “happy ending.” The Christian has still to work, with 
mind as well as body, to suffer, hope, and die; but he may now 
perceive that all his bents and faculties have a purpose, which can be 
redeemed. So great is the bounty with which he has been treated that 
he may now, perhaps, fairly dare to guess that in Fantasy he may ac-
tually assist in the effoliation and multiple enrichment of creation.11

 
 

                                                   
10 Tolkien, “On Fairy Stories”, p. 71-72. 

11 Tolkien, p. 73. 
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Another powerful voice which has helped Christians recover the 
deep goodness of creation—in the face of persistent human misuse of it – 
is the Victorian poet Gerard Manley Hopkins (whose work was not pub-
lished or known till well into the twentieth century). Widely acknowl-
edged to be one of the strongest voices in poetry since the Romantic era, 
he wrote eloquently both that “The World is charged with the grandeur 
of God” and that “all is seared, bleared, smeared with toil, and wear’s 
man’s smudge and share’s man’s smell;  But for all of this, he wrote,  

 
. . . . nature is never spent; 
There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 
And though the last lights off the black West went 

Oh, morning at the brown brink eastward, springs-- 
Because the Holy Ghost over the bent  
World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.  

 
The poet who exclaimed,  
 
Wildness and wet, wildness and wet, 
Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet! 

 
Written from a deep understanding of the “pied beauty” of creation; of the source of 

the beauty and diversity of creation being the Creator and (with unusual insight) of the 
unique human privilege and necessity to be earth’s “eye, heart, tongue. . .” to complete 
mute creation by giving it utterance.    

Christians continue to recover much of their neglected heritage of a fully Christian 
understanding of creation from artists like these. 

 
3.  Creation is both an original event and a continuing process. 
 
 As we already noted, Christians are recovering the Hebrew understanding of God as 

the love which holds all things in being. This does not at all deny that creation had a 
beginning (indeed, the evidence, beginning with the work of Edward Hubble, that the 
universe had a beginning in time, is one of the most exciting parts of the “New Story” of 
creation, the lens through which the “Old Story’ in Genesis must be read and interpreted). 
But it makes it both possible and necessary to understand that creation is also a process. 
To acknowledge this, and to describe the process as fully as possible, does not at all 
remove the miracle of the thing being described. Thus understood there should not be any 
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tension between “evolution” and “creation.”  Whether in cosmology or biology, 
description of the process simply helps us understand in more detail how the miracle of 
creation goes on; it in no way challenges or threaten the fact of creation. 

 
4. Creation is contingent, which means that as an act of God’s love it surpasses 

our reason, so we can know only from experience--not by thought--what God is 
doing. At the same time it is ordered, and hence capable of being described by 
human language and mathematics. Recognition that these two beliefs are essential 
pre-conditions for science is leading many evangelicals to an increasing ease with 
science.   

 
An important development in contemporary evangelical theology of creation is a 

recognition that reverses the widespread idea that creation is in necessary opposition to 
science. Rather, it has come to be more and more widely acknowledged that the Christian 
doctrine of creation was an important, perhaps even necessary, component in the rise of 
modern science. An important source of this retrieval is the work of Oxford philosopher 
Michael Foster. In 1934 he published the first of three articles in the journal Mind with 
the overall title, “The Christian Doctrine of Creation and the Rise of Modern Natural 
Science.”12

Given the importance of science to the emerging religion Taylor describes, this deep 
congruence between Christianity and science needs to be acknowledged—especially by 
those in the lower half of Taylor’s chart, “naturalistic animism” and “gaian naturalism”. 
What science shows us is a world which we could not have imagined: it is a discovery of 
wonders; at the same time, it is a world which is remarkably ordered. Without 
observation of the contingent mystery of things there would be no science (we could not 
imagine the world by thinking about it). At the same time, without the mystery of the 
congruence between the mind and the world we cold not speak of, describe or understand 
it either.   Thus Nobel laureate John Wheeler, certainly not speaking as a Christian, 
observes: 

 Foster’s thesis, meticulously argued, rests on three simple points. First, 
modern science is fundamentally empirical—that is, it investigates the natural world in a 
process of discovery, not as illustration of what could be concluded by reason alone. This 
method assumes the contingency of creation—that it could be other than it is. Thus the 
things in creation cannot be known simply by thought: they must be experienced. Such a 
contingent creation is the work of a Creator who does what he wills rather than what is 
rationally necessary. This is a picture far more consistent with the God of Scripture (and 
with the astonishing variety complexity and strangeness of creation) than with the 
rational God of Greek philosophy, and only when this more biblical understanding of 
creation prevailed did modern science begin.  

 
The enormous usefulness of mathematics in the natural sciences is something 
bordering on the mysterious . . .The miracle of the appropriateness of the lan-

                                                   
12 M.B. Foster, “The Christian Doctrine of Creation and the Rise of Mod-

ern Natural Science,” Mind 43 1934. 
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guage of mathematics for the formulation of the laws of physics is a wonderful 
gift which we neither understand nor deserve.13

 
 

This language of  “mystery” “wonder” and  “gift”, describing the correspondence 
between the world and mathematical creations of the human mind, is indeed a mystery 
which (it seems to me) makes far more sense as description of a created universe in 
which humans have a special place than it does in one which arose self-caused and 
randomly. 

 
5. Creation is genuinely free. Increasingly evangelicals understand that creation 

is a network of relationships among creatures upheld in their uniqueness and 
freedom by the Creator. The climax of that free relatedness is human personhood. 

 
Whether understood in a deistic way (as in LePlace), the playing out of initial 

conditions in a tightly-determined universe, or in a theological determinism (as in Islamic 
understandings of fate, or some forms of “pre-destination”, both theist and atheist 
thinkers in the modern era have often been trapped by the idea that freedom is an illusion. 
Scientifically this notion has been challenged both by quantum and complexity (chaos) 
studies; theologically, many Christian thinkers recognize the God creates by upholding 
creatures in their uniqueness, and weaving beauty out of genuine creaturely freedom—
more like a jazz musician improvising than an orchestra conductor slavishly following a 
score. The mysteries of human consciousness and personhood are rooted in this kind of 
freedom. But it is always freedom in relationship. The universe is increasingly 
understood as a network of relationships, more like the give and take of an ecosystem 
than the predictable causalities of a billiard table. One result of this vast, God-upheld 
newness is the marvelous efflorescence we call “evolution”; another is human 
consciousness which, in interaction with other consciousness, and the rest of creation, is 
the parallel “ecology” of human culture. Underlying all of this freedom is (Christians 
believe) the costly and self-giving love of the Creator. 

 
6. Creation is not complete without human beings, who have a unique and 

central role to play: to “image God” to creation, and in turn to speak praise from 
creation back to the Creator. In Hebrew Scripture, the Sabbath is a reminder both 
of the gift of creation and the human relationship to it. 

 

                                                   
13 Cited in E.O. Wilson, Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: 

Random House, 1998), p. 53. 
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Human beings do, undeniably, have a unique place in the cosmos. Taylor refers 
several times to the idea that we are  “the universe thinking about itself.” He develops the 
idea, for example, in discussing the thought of John Seed: “‘I am protecting the 
rainforest,’ could develop into an understanding, “I am part of the rainforest protecting 
myself. I am that part of the rainforest recently emerged into thinking’” (80).   Taylor 
links that idea to Teilhard de Chardin’s idea that “human consciousness is the universe 
reflecting on itself.” But as he often does with Christian thinkers, Taylor neglects to 
mention Teilhard’s Christianity.14

Contrary to what many have (wrongly) understood, the making of Adam (male and 
female) “in the image of God” in the creation story is not the climax of the story—it is on 
the sixth day (a day incidentally shared with the creation of the other animals), and in 
Hebrew numerology perfection and completion is always reserved for the number seven. 
And the seventh day is the Sabbath, a celebration of the wholeness and harmony of 
Creator, creation, and that most problematic part of creation, humanity—who, in Hebrew 
culture, is asked to recall the fullness, beauty, completeness and grace of creation every 
seventh day. The task of the human in creation is to “rule”—but as the account 
(especially the second creation account in Genesis 2) makes clear, that rule is to be 
exercised as “care” and “keeping”; indeed the most literal translation of one of the tasks 
Adam is given in the garden is simply to serve the ADAMAH, the soil from which he 
was made, and of which his name (Adam, “earthling”, human from humus) is a constant 
reminder. Adam’s task in creation is to give it a name, give it a voice—through his own 
unique gifts and capabilities to let it speak.   

 Teilhard was a Jesuit priest, a devout Christian, and his 
idea of the place of human consciousness in the cosmos, though speculative, is quite 
consistent with his Christianity. Teilhard, both a priest and an anthropologist, spent all his 
life on the noble attempt to understand the biblical story in terms of the emerging new 
story of creation. (His Mass on the World is perhaps the clearest statement of that 
synthesis.) The fact that he made mistakes, and introduced ideas whose consequences he 
did not fully anticipate should not obscure the fact that he was always writing as a 
Christian—neither should too much weight be placed on the fact that his Jesuit superior 
refused to let his work be published in his lifetime. Teilhard’s work saw human 
“anthropocentricity” as the means by which bios, life, could reach articulation and 
consciousness. Though he presented that idea in his own unique and sometimes 
problematic way, it is consistent with the biblical portrayal of the place of the human in 
creation.    

When John Seed says “I am that part of the rainforest recently emerged into think-
ing” he is expressing a kind of synthesis of anthropocentrism and biocentrism that only 
makes sense within the theocentrism of the biblical doctrine of creation. The Czech 
philosopher Ezarim Kohak put this necessary balance brilliantly.  

                                                   
14 This tendency for Taylor to fail to mention how many of his sources are 

Christians is most interesting in his use of Max Oelschlager, whose 1991 book 
The Idea of Wilderness Taylor quotes often. But he does not mention the fact 
that in a later book (with “Creation” in the title) Oelschlager speaks “of a con-
version of source” from the strong criticism of Christianity he made in his earli-
er book, and argues that only upon some sort of understanding of creation and 
Creator can human care of creation be based. 
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Because we are human, we are bound by moral considerations in all our 
actions, even though non-humans may not be similarly bound. The true 
meaning of anthropocentrism is that I, as human, am not free to kill a tig-
er, even though that very same tiger may feel no compunctions about 
killing me. In turn the true meaning of biocentrism is that human values 
are only a special instance of the value-structure of all life’s world. Our 
special obligation does not entail special privileges. There is no ecologi-
cal dilemma. There is only human predicament—that the more intensely 
humans love, the more intensely they feel the pain of finitude. The great-
ness of ecology is its willingness to extend that love to all creation. Its 
ethics need to be anthropocentric in the rigorous moral demand it makes 
on all humans, and bio-centric in the respect it extends to all life. This is 
not a dilemma, not even a contradiction. It is, however, a challenge.15

 
 

(Elsewhere Kohak makes plain the Christian foundation of his perspective—
and I will explore that idea of the cross-shaped value-structure of all life’s world 
in point eight, below.) 

 
7. Human failure to be “image of God” is the primary way that creation is 

fallen; this relational understanding of a “fallen creation” implies that much which 
Christians have called “natural evil” is nevertheless a part of God’s good creation. 

 
The notion of a “fallen creation” has sometimes been used by Christians as a justifi-

cation not only to fail to give proper attention to creation as good—but also for the 
assumption that since it is flawed, we are justified in “whipping it into shape” rather than 
modeling our own constructions on it. (Perhaps the most currently obvious evidence of 
that attitude is the assumption that we can live indefinitely on the “energy savings” of 
fossil fuels rather than on “energy income” from the sun.) The consequence of that 
mistaken imposition on the earth of our own ideas of order convenience and economy are 
just now beginning to be felt in climate change. What is becoming more and more 
obvious is that creation is “fallen” because human beings are “fallen.” Whether or not the 
language of a “fall” is used, many of those in the Dark Green movement Taylor describes 
agree that the problem with the planet is people. This has led some close to saying that 

                                                   
15 Erazim Kohak, “The Ecological Dilemma” in Philosophies of Nature: 

The Human Dimension, edited by R.S. Cohen and A.I. Tauber (Dordrecht: 
Kluwer Academic, 1998), 300. 
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the earth would be better off without any human presence—or that any mark of the 
distinctively human is out of synch with the beauty of nature apart from us. But these are 
simply ways of acknowledging a fundamental biblical insight: Creation “groans” in the 
Paul’s language in Romans 8, because it is waiting for humans to be what they were 
meant to be: the proper “eye, heart, tongue” of creation.     

 
8. In recognizing that Jesus on the cross is “the lamb slain before the founda-

tion of the world” evangelicals are beginning to recognize the radical nature of 
God’s love for the whole creation—and to understand what it might mean for 
human beings to image God for creation. 

 
One of the most frequent criticisms leveled by Dark Green Religion against Chris-

tianity is that the idea of man being made “in the image of God” has been used by human 
beings as justification for exercising a God-like power over the earth. Sometimes the idea 
has been picked up by the movement itself. The phrase that opens the Whole Earth 
Catalogue, one of the foundational documents of the Green Religion movement, which 
began to be published in the late 1960’s, (probably written by Stewart Brand) is “We are 
as gods and might as well get good at it”). But what the whole thrust of the biblical story 
makes plain is that the character of the Creator is shown in love, not power: that the 
greatest power is love. This is the absolutely central message of Christianity:  that the 
clearest picture we have of the nature of God is of a man suffering at the hands of those 
over whom he has power. This picture of divine love lies at the center of creation.    

Two profound consequences flow from this centrality of self-giving love to creation. 
The first is that it helps us understand (and be reconciled with) the pain and death in the 
process of creation which we must also recognize is the process we call evolution. 
Holmes Rolston III, founder and long-time editor of the Journal of Environmental Ethics, 
argues that creation is permeated by self-giving love, evident in cellular and sexual life. 
He turns the common way of thinking about evolution on its head.   Instead of “the selfish 
gene,” he argues, we need to speak of “the giving gene.” In the cross, suggests Rolston, 
we are given a clue to the sacrifice at the heart of creation: “The aura of the cross is cast 
backwards across the whole global story, and it forever outlines the future.”16

Understanding that the cross is the clearest emblem of God’s power and creativity 
also implies for humans who try to follow the way of God shown in Jesus that they have 
an attitude of service, not exploitation. The more that humans demonstrate “the image of 
God” the more they give a voice to other creatures. Christians have of course missed this 
message most of the time too—but not entirely. Thus the growth of institutions and 
policies for the giving of care that have spread around the world from Christian cultures. 
There are signs (see the final point below) that such a movement of showing love and 
care for creation is increasing flow more intentionally from Christian centers as well. 

 

 

                                                   
16 Holmes Rolston III, “Kenosis and Nature” in John Polkinghorne, ed. 

The Work of Love: Creation as Kenosis (Grand Rapids, MI.: Eerdmans, 2001). 
p. 60 
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9. The resurrection of Jesus points to a future not just for humanity, but for the 
whole creation. 

 
In the biblical story the task of the first “earthling” Adam was to be a gardener. The 

full biblical story shows a renewed earthling, spoken of sometimes as a “second Adam”, 
Christ. In one of the more profound passages in the Gospel of John is of Mary, a weeping 
follower of the crucified Jesus, seeing him in the dawn of the first Easter thinks he was 
the gardener—and was mistaken, but not really; the passage hints at the restoration of the 
true human purpose, to care for the garden of the earth. The resurrection of Jesus is the 
central event in the Christian story—without it there would be no Christianity. Yet 
because it happened in a Greek world which was suspicious of the body and of 
materiality in general, the hope for creation which the resurrection embodies was often 
overlooked. The Christian vision of the future has all too often been understood as about 
“going to heaven”, but a closer reading suggests quite the opposite: that “heaven”, the 
Sabbath peace of God, humans and all creatures” will come to earth. Very frequently the 
Deep Green writers Taylor quotes criticize—quite rightly—what they perceive to be the 
Christian idea of the ultimate human destiny of leaving the earth behind for a spiritual 
heaven. What the Resurrection of Jesus points to is a very physical and very hopeful 
future for creation not subject even to the various cosmic catastrophes predicted by the 
astronomers. N.T. Wright, one of the most influential of contemporary New Testament 
scholars, in a book trying to set straight generations of Christian talk about “going to 
heaven” as an excuse for neglecting earth, writes: 

 
If evolutionary optimism is squelched by, among other things, the sober esti-
mates of the scientists that the universe as we know it today is running out of 
steam and cannot last forever, the gospel of Jesus Christ announces that what 
God did for Jesus at Easter he will do not only for all those who are “in Christ” 
but also for the entire cosmos. It will be an act of new creation, parallel to and 
derived from the act of new creation when God raised Jesus from the dead.17

 
 

This is unimaginable, of course, but so is creation itself, or at least it would have 
been before it began to happen. I conclude with this point because (whatever it means) it 
is undeniably Christian orthodoxy: not the “immortality of the soul” in some unearthly 
existence, but “the resurrection of the body” in a restored creation continuous with this 
one. So when Taylor quotes Edward Abbey in rather gleeful opposition to what both 
perceive to be the Christian view, he does not recognize that Abbey’s words actually 
describe something very close to a Christian vision of creation, guaranteed by the 

                                                   
17 N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope (New York, NY, Harper, 2008), p.99. 
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Resurrection: “Come home for God’s sake, and enjoy this gracious earth of ours while 
you can. . . The earth which bore and sustains us is the only home we shall ever know, 
the only paradise we ever need. (81). 

This means that the central message of Christianity is about the healing of crea-
tion—starting, but by no means ending, with its most problematic creatures, human 
beings. Which leads me to the final thesis: 

 
10. Evangelicals increasingly are living out their renewed belief that the Chris-

tian Gospel is good news for the whole creation. 
 
Taylor refers occasionally to the fact that suicide is not an uncommon means of 

death by those in Deep Green Religion. This is partly because of uncertainty about what 
place humans have on the earth anyway, and a feeling that perhaps simply to choose not 
to be is the best thing one could do for nature.   It is also because of a general feeling of 
despair and hopelessness. The Christian message is one of hope and healing—not in 
some unimagined future, but now, a kind of backwards working of the Resurrection, 
signaled by the Resurrection of Jesus, often spoken of as a kind of “first-fruits.” More 
and more Christian individuals and groups are beginning to see that the “hope of the 
resurrection” translates into actions which bring healing to creation now. I mention only 
two things: the “Evangelical Declaration on Creation Care” widely circulated and signed, 
and the international organization called A Rocha, started originally by an English 
Anglican minister who loved birds, and thought that care for birds and their migratory 
habitats was one way of being a Christian mission. There are now A Rocha centers in 
over 20 countries, doing things as diverse as restoring salmon streams in the Northwest, 
turning a 20 hectare dump near Heathrow airport in London into a wildlife preserve and 
nature study center (for the mainly Sikh surrounding community), and helping the human 
inhabitants of the last Kenyan coastal rainforest, through better education turn the forest 
into an eco-tourist site which requires protection, rather than a dwindling source of raw 
materials. These and other activities are Dark Green Religion—but at the same time are 
profoundly Christian. 

 
     *   *   *   *   * 
 
In the eloquent “Personal Coda” with which Taylor ends the book 

he writes: 
 

Even though I am a naturalist, in the absence of any compelling 
explanation for the universe as a whole or the life that is in and 
around me on this little blue planet, I can think of no better term 
than “miracle” to describe all that I perceive. Even the bizarre 
fact that I am here to perceive it, reflect on it, and share my mus-
ings strikes me as nothing less than miraculous. 
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I agree with all he says here—except that I find the Christian story a 
far more compelling explanation for what we both describe as “miracle”. 
To my sorrow, many Christians—indeed much of the Christian tradi-
tion—has developed an understanding of salvation which is personal on-
ly, and overlooks that there can be no real health (a root meaning of sal-
vation) which does not include the health of the earth. I have been helped 
enormously, over the last 40 years, by the very movement Taylor is de-
scribing, to recover the deepest core of my Christian belief: which is that 
creation is the costly gift of a personal Creator, who invites me into rela-
tionship with that community of divine love, for the purpose of working 
with the Creator in the healing of creation.    

 
So I am grateful both to Taylor and the movement he describes for 

helping me see more clearly the implications of what it means to be a 
follower of Jesus. And I invite him back onto that same path, which Dark 
Green Religion has sometimes helped to clear in the mysterious forests 
of creation, for the Light which always been in the world, and which 
shone most clearly in Jesus, shines as well into the dark places of that 
emerging  “green religion.” 
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BELLY-BUTTON CHRISTIANITY: TRIBAL CHRISTIANS SPEAK TO 
TODAY’S CHURCH: AN INTERACTION WITH “DARK GREEN RE-

LIGION” 

Peter Illyn 

 
Dr. Bron Taylor, in his book Dark Green Religion, defines the 

subject matter of his book encapsulated in his title as “that [which] con-
siders nature to be sacred, imbued with intrinsic value, and worthy of 
reverent care." By his definition then, I am a practitioner of dark green 
religion. By my own definition, however, I am an evangelical Christian 
simply living out my faith (and I contend a historic Christian faith); a 
faith that holds true the idea that humanity has been placed in the midst 
of nature for the purpose of loving, serving and protecting it.  

It is, I admit, a rather lonely doctrine in today’s evangelical 
church since most conservative and evangelical Christians hold to the 
opposite view - one that believes that humanity has dominion over a cor-
rupted earth that has little or no spiritual value and is unworthy of our 
care or concern. My discussion of Dark Green Religion will examine 
why and how the modern Christian church (in particular the evangelical 
element) has come to embrace a theological worldview where kinship 
with nature is an antithesis of true faith. 

There is a tendency in the evangelical church to dismiss dark 
green worldview as pagan, pantheist or New Age and therefore non-
Christian. In fact, as I write this paper, a group from the religious right, 
the Cornwall Alliance, has just released a 12-part DVD series called 
“Resisting the Green Dragon” that casts aspersions on the “hidden” mo-
tives and “secret” agendas of environmentalists who want to take over 
the world through deception and lies. While I have not watched the entire 
presentation, from past experience I can assume it will be filled with rhe-
torical maneuverings such as generalizations, guilt by association attacks, 
faulty correlations, reductionism etc. 

In contrast to their mistakenness, I propose that dark green 
Christianity is historically relevant, biblical and theologically appropri-
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ate, and increasingly urgent in today’s global ecological degradation. 
Admittedly, dark green Christianity is not a priority of the modern 
church so I will explore some reasons why.  

My analysis will be unapologetically biased. I am a former 
evangelical pastor and the founder of a Christian environmental organi-
zation called Restoring Eden. I will touch on the history of ideas and of 
theology to show how modernity has replaced a sense of kinship with 
nature with that of a mechanistic, utilitarian worldview. I will make little 
attempt to position my views as impartial. Instead, I will argue that na-
ture appreciation, environmental stewardship, and grassroots advocacy 
should be core concerns for all humans, but especially for Bible-
believing Christians, who should be faithfully serving God, serving their 
neighbor, and (I contend) serving the creation. This is the ‘good news’ of 
reconciliation; a gospel so holistically prolife that it is concerned about 
the common good. 

 
Compartmentalization versus Integrative 

In Dark Green Religion, Dr. Taylor examines differences be-
tween spirituality vs. religion, acknowledging that many nature lovers 
claim to be spiritual while not being religious, with the implication that 
spirituality is purer than religion. These frames are too dualistic, superfi-
cial, and simplistic to offer much guidance in defining an authentic faith 
in our modern, complex world. I am, however, grateful to see a younger 
generation of Christians rejecting these polemics and embracing a spiri-
tual journey big enough to make room for paradox and ambiguity, reli-
gion and spirituality, service and celebration.  

This holistic expression of faith - one big enough to embrace 
kinship with nature - is not promoted in older evangelical churches. My 
experience as a Christian environmentalist suggests that a more accurate 
cultural framework would be better labeled as compartmentalized versus 
integrative.  

Many of the anti-environmental debates I have been drawn into 
tend to be with people who have reduced issues of interwoven complexi-
ty into artificially simplistic choices: humanity versus nature, jobs versus 
the environment, government versus liberty. This tendency towards dual-
ism is contrary to the sense of interconnectedness and interdependence. 
Compartmentalized worldviews blind a person from seeing systems, but 
the natural world is filled with systems and cycles – watersheds, migra-
tions, carbon cycles, seasons. As stewards, we must care for the whole 
and not just the parts.  

This compartmentalization becomes apparent whenever Restor-
ing Eden has a presence at a Christian rock festival. In a typical week-
end, we will have conversations with hundreds of people and it becomes 
easy to recognize the compartmentalized believers. They are the ones 
when told that Restoring Eden encourages Christians to love, serve and 
protect God’s creation – pushback by saying, “Christians are not sup-
posed to worship nature!,” as if caring for what God created, entrusted to 
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us, and that supports all of life is somehow a slippery slope to idolatry or 
earth worship. Or they will respond with a “humanity versus nature” 
perspective, assuming that since God has chosen humanity, nature does 
not matter. They seldom seemed bothered by the fact that Jesus never 
warned about the dangers of loving and caring for nature, but He did 
warn about the dangers of loving money and possessions.  

When speaking at Christian colleges I tell of a conversation I had 
with a young man who came up and smugly said, “Dude, the earth 
doesn’t matter because we’re not animals…,” self-assured that he had 
effectively neutralized my message. Somewhat amused, I replied, “You, 
my friend, have nipples. You are a mammal and that makes you an ani-
mal!” If I had covered his mouth and nose with my hand in 30 seconds 
he would have recognized his mammalian need for oxygen. In a day, his 
mammalian need for water, in a week, his mammalian need for food. His 
lack of even basic high-school biology seems embarrassingly prevalent 
in the church. In fairness, this view reflects evolution versus creationism 
debate; since humans did not evolve from ape-like hominids, but instead 
were specially created in the image of God, we are not animals. We for-
get that scripture teaches that we were both made in the image of God 
and created from the substance of the earth. 

Before the reader invests much more time in reading my though-
ts on Dark Green Religion, I will state my bias. That a concern for the 
common good trumps the pursuit of personal freedom, especially for 
Christians who should be living by the golden rule – ‘do unto others as 
you would have them do unto you’. When issues of personal liberty 
and/or social behaviors do lasting harm to the commons of life, then I 
believe Christians should choose the collective good. As such, I believe 
there is a role for good government in creating a just and sustainable so-
ciety. Sadly, I believe that many fellow evangelicals have chosen a ethos 
that is short-sighted, self-centered and is flirting with being mean-spirited 
and hard-hearted.  

In addition, I am also an ocular melanoma (eye cancer) survivor, 
which has colored both my appreciation for the miracle of life and the 
need to protect it. To self- label, I would call myself a Bible-believing, 
Jesus-loving, pro-life, tree-hugging environmentalist who believes there is 
a role for grassroots civic engagement that encourages good government 
to protect the common good even at the expense of free markets and per-
sonal liberty.  

I am considering a new bumper sticker that captures these be-
liefs;  

“Worship the Baby,  
Tend the Garden,  
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Resist the Empire.” 
 

Spirituality versus Religion 
Dark Green Religion is an academic book but it is accessible for 

the non-scholar. It looks at the intersection of religious and spiritual sen-
sibilities concerning the notion of a sacred relationship, a kinship with 
nature. Since Dr. Taylor did not set out to write a theological treatise, 
unasked and unanswered is which comes first? Do religious sensitivities 
lead one towards a sense of kinship with nature or does a sense of the 
kinship of nature lead one towards a religious sensibility?  

What is discussed in some depth is the difference between spiri-
tuality and religion. In popular vernacular, spirituality refers to a private, 
inner journey while religion is the public and organized expression. These 
definitions, however, do not explain why many spiritual people are not 
religious, and why many religious people are not spiritual. In an ideal 
world, religion helps people along their spiritual journey. Choosing be-
tween the two should be viewed as a false dichotomy but since we don’t 
live in an ideal world, Dark Green Religion explores this contradiction. 

A recent international survey of 30,000 youth by the SEARCH 
Institute helps clarify these differences. The survey revealed that, like 
adults, many youth struggle with the difference between religion and spi-
rituality. Interviewing youth in eight countries from all of the major 
world faiths, they asked young people to define themselves; 34% defined 
themselves as both spiritual and religious, and 24% indicating that they 
are spiritual, but not religious. They are also mostly likely to see both 
religion and spirituality positively, although a third viewed religion as 
“usually bad.”  

This survey revealed that their spirituality grows out of a sense 
of meaning, purpose, connectedness, or inner peace and it is related to 
their understanding of, or experience with, God (or a higher power). Inte-
restingly, in light of dark green religion, the SEARCH survey reveals 
that young people pointed to being outside or in nature as being an expe-
rience that make it easier for them to be spiritual. This was the highest 
value, three times higher than getting instruction about their faith tradi-
tions. These young people surveyed are less likely to point to spiritual 
mentors, religious activities, school, or the Internet as making it easier to 
be spiritual. A clear take-away is if church leaders want to help their 
youth on their spiritual journeys, they should make sure spending time in 
nature as essential. 

Lest we be too hard on the idea of “religion”, I would argue that 
religion is logically the outcome of a spirituality that becomes public. As 
people share with one another -- trying to lead others along their shared 
path, codifying their experience into doctrine or dogma, or developing 
spiritual leaders and institutions -- spirituality develops a public compo-
nent. Over time, private spiritual journeys become enmeshed in personal 
and collective histories, language, rituals and they develop public and 
institutional expressions. Eventually they emerge as “religion”.  
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Analyzing the difference between spirituality and religion is not 
a major focus of Dark Green Religion, but it is one I come across repeat-
edly. The fact that many people who self-define themselves as spiritual 
but not religious have transcendent experiences within nature is to be 
expected. But I would contend that there are also many religious people 
who feel spiritual when out in nature but who have not connected or la-
beled that experience as a traditional expression of their faith.  

 
The “Thin Place” of Nature 

The early Celtic Christians (circa 500 A.D.) referred to this expe-
rience as the “thin-place” – that place in nature where the wall that sepa-
rates them from God becomes thinner and more transparent. The idea is 
that there are places in nature where one feels closer to God, where the 
divide is more easily breached.  

This could be explained as simply as getting your hands dirty 
and absorbing soil bacteria. Scientists have discovered that a widespread 
soil bacterium, mycobacterium vaccae, may make us smarter, healthier 
and happier. Exposure to this natural soil bacterium, which people likely 
absorb, ingest or breathe in when they spend time in nature could in-
crease learning behavior. Recent research studies revealed that when this 
bacterium was fed to mice, it stimulated neurons in the brain that resulted 
in increased levels of serotonin and decreased their levels of anxiety.  

This research built upon earlier work that has shown exposure to 
mycobacterium vaccae, (i.e. getting it “under your skin”), also boosts the 
immune system and improves brain chemistry. Researchers have pro-
posed that the sharp rise in asthma and allergy cases over the past cen-
tury stems, unexpectedly and ironically, from living too cleanly. The idea 
is that routine exposure to harmless microorganisms in the environment 
trains our immune systems to ignore benign molecules. The bacteria, 
when injected into mice, activate a set of serotonin-releasing neurons in 
the brain—the same nerves targeted by Prozac, and other reports show 
that it can improve mood. Christopher Lowry, a neuroscientist at the 
University of Bristol in England, had a hunch about how this process 
might work. “What we think happens is that the bacteria activate immune 
cells, which release chemicals, called cytokines that then act on receptors 
on the sensory nerves to increase their activity,” he says. 

 
Walking the sacred pathways through the forest 

Being spiritually inspired in nature is a more common Christian 
experience than people realize. Evangelical scholar, Gary Paulson, in his 
book Sacred Pathways, has defined nine ways (or spiritual wirings) 
people used in their spiritual journey.  
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The first is that of 'naturalist' - loving God in the midst of nature 
– which Bron Taylor would be classified as dark, green religion. But spi-
rituality comes in many forms. The other eight sacred pathways Paulson 
defines are as follows: 
 Sensates – loving God with the senses, 
 Traditionalists – loving God through ritual and symbol, 
 Ascetics – loving God in solitude and simplicity. 
 Activists – loving God through confrontation. 
 Enthusiasts – loving God with mystery and celebration, 
 Contemplatives – loving God through adoration, 
 Intellectuals – loving God with the mind. 

 
Simply put, my fellow tree-hugging, flower-smelling, dog-

scratching, woods-walking Christians are not being seduced by the 
“green dragon” but are partaking in a long-standing, traditional expres-
sion of Christianity, especially as it relates to a sense of inspiration and 
kinship with nature.  

 
Kinship with nature – animism or faithful Christian stewardship? 

 
"God gave us the earth. We have dominion over the plants, the animals, 
the trees. God said, 'Earth is yours. Take it. Rape it. It's yours.'" Ann 
Coulter on Hannity & Colmes.  

 
Although this statement was probably an intentional attempt to 

shock, it does reflect an anti-environmental ethos found in the Christian 
community. It is usually less blatant;  expressed instead as “Jesus really 
only cares about the human soul, so nature doesn’t matter.” Or, “God is 
going to destroy the earth anyhow. Since God clearly doesn’t care, why 
should we?”  

Much of our current theological worldview emerged about five 
hundred years ago as the Western world went through numerous pro-
found changes. Within two hundred years occurred the rise of the scien-
tific era, the Reformation (with the breaking of the monopoly of the Ro-
man church), the emergence of nations, the rise of the first corporations, 
the discovery of the New World, and the advent of the consumerism.   

Adding to the speed of change, the rise of the printing press al-
lowed pamphlets and books to spread these new ideas far and wide and 
effectively. The anonymity of the authors also hindered the Church’s 
ability to censor new ideas and those labeled heretics and dissidents in 
one country could claim asylum in another; i.e. Luther in Germany, Vol-
taire in England, Calvin in Geneva. Ironically, the explorer’s discovery 
of trade routes into the tropics introduced unknown foodstuffs that then 
fostered the rise of new social institutions where these novel  ideas were 
fueled and financed – coffee and cocoa houses, tea rooms, smoking 
rooms – all sweetened with sugar cane or spiced with pepper. Concepts 
once unthinkable became idea de jour. 
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The rise of the scientific method was also driven by the inven-
tion of new tools of observation – in particular, the telescope, the micro-
scope, the spectrometer and the vacuum pump. These, in turn, facilitated 
the rise of the new sciences; physics, calculus, geology, biology.  

For example, the telescope revealed that Mercury and Venus 
were orbiting the sun, leading Copernicus to develop his theory that the 
universe did not revolve around the earth, but that the earth revolved 
around the sun. This theory had a profound social impact on the idea that 
humanity was the center of the universe and was thus fiercely challenged 
by the Church. The authority of the Bible, the Church and the newly re-
discovered Greek philosophers became open to question, although one 
paid a heavy price for doing so. Galileo was exonerated by the Catholic 
Church only a few years ago. 

What arose from these new tools of observation was the steady 
challenge to the Church’s authority to define and explain reality of life. 
Natural philosophers emerged as the first scientists – Francis Bacon, 
John Locke, Renee Descartes. They began to offer alternative frame-
works that contradicted the dominant teaching of the Scholastic Univer-
sities and the Church. It suddenly mattered less what Aristotle taught. 
Observation trumped authority. Knowledge and truth became re-
negotiable.  

Math was still the queen of sciences. Unless a theory could be 
tested, replicated and explained using mathematical theories, it was still 
suspect. Onto the scene arrived Isaac Newton who was able through phys-
ics and calculus to prove and predict the movement of the planets as ellip-
tical orbits around the sun.  

 
Earth as Choir or as Clock? 

This proving theory occurred about the same time that windmills 
were evolving into the earliest factories and the birth of the industrial 
age. Crankshafts, pulleys, and gears became metaphors for the design of 
nature. Mechanistic explanations for life began to replace organic mod-
els. Descartes championed life in mechanistic terms, even stating that 
animals were purely complex organic machines.  

Large factories and steam engines were not the only thing 
emerging during this time. The first clocks, watches and chronometers 
were being designed with intricate gears, springs and bearings. In the 
1700’s, theologian William Paley wrote a treatise describing God as a 
watchmaker with the watch becoming the metaphor for the ordered de-
sign of nature.  

During Paley’s era, the evangelical church first emerged, preach-
ing a pietistic, personal knowledge of and relationship with God and in-
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dividual salvation through faith. My working premise is that these ideas 
merged; resulting in evangelicals adopting the idea of the “earth as a 
well-oiled machine.”  

Eventually the earth became referred to as a well-oiled machine. 
This metaphor of God as watchmaker, earth as well-oiled machine was 
furthered by deism – the belief that God created the universe, set it in 
motion and stepped back from day to day interactions. This is contrasted 
with theism, a theological belief that God is intimately involved in the 
day-to-day process of life. 

This pietism and emphasis on personal faith, further reduced cre-
ation to a mechanistic, utilitarian function while at the same time increas-
ing a sense of religious narcissism. Much of this happened during the 
ramifications of the Age of Discovery and the rise of colonialism. New 
lands, filled with infidels and heathens, became the focus as these theol-
ogies, ideologies and theories were now used to explain and justify mas-
sive social shifts.  

This has had a profound implication on the way we think today, 
especially in light of dark, green religion. Instead of seeing the creation 
as a garden or a choir singing praise to the Creator (a la St Francis), the 
creation was reduced to its utilitarian value.  

Eighty years after Paley’s treatise, Dispensational theology 
emerged. With this new teaching came the rapture of the saints followed 
by the destruction of the earth resulting in further disregard for nature. 
Why care about a world soon destined for destruction? Clearly, no wise 
Christian should. 

 
Earth as Community or Commodity? 

So we traded nature as part of community with viewing it simply 
as a commodity. These new theologies became intertwined with political, 
economic and legal ideologies that became the basis of property law. 
Starting with the Magna Carta, which reduced the authority of the King 
to take away private property, English common law morphed into terra 
nullius (lands claimed by indigenous peoples were “empty” and therefore 
could be legally claimed by settlers who would bring order, productivity 
and civilization with them.  

Terra nullius was particularly prevalent in Australia. In the Unit-
ed States, Manifest Destiny was the ideology that allowed land to be co-
opted for “development”. Even a century later, this idea was still a po-
werful force within the American church.  

B.H. Carroll, founder of Southwestern Baptist Theological Se-
minary wrote in 1948, “In God’s law, neither man nor nation can hold 
title to land nor sea and let them remain undeveloped…the ignorant sa-
vage cannot hold large territories of fertile land merely for a hunting 
ground. When a developer comes, he (the ignorant savage) must re-
tire…mere priority of occupancy on a given territory cannot be a barrier 
to the progress of civilization.” 
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Even without the emergence of the dispensationalist theology of 
the “end times” (construed as involving an earth destined for destruc-
tion), seeing the earth as a well-oiled machine had profound implications 
on the Church’s view of the human/nature relationship. Machines don’t 
have intrinsic value, or inherent rights. Machines are maintained or re-
paired, but are not nourished and nurtured. No one can be immoral to a 
machine, not one goes to jail for cruelty to a machine. Machines don’t 
die. Machines don’t sing praise, or love in return. But the biggest impli-
cation is that no one develops loving kinship with a machine. 

Kinship holds a belief that one is related by family ties – shared 
blood. In the case of an organic view of nature, kinship with nature as-
sumes that humans and nature are created by the same source – the Crea-
tor God, and are made of the same substance – the red earth. The Hebrew 
word adam (man) is a root of the word adamah (red earth). These words 
would have been better translated as “earth” and “earthling”.  

Genesis teaches that God created humanity out of the earth and 
breathed life into them. Many Christians readily quote the verse stating 
humans were made in the image of God (interpreted ontologically rather 
than representationally or relationally), but we ignore the verses that say 
we were made from the very same substance of the earth. 

Modern believers have forgotten that a mechanistic view of na-
ture was not always held by the church. Contrast the grossly utilitarian 
worldview of Ann Coulter with that of St. Basil, the Bishop of Caesarea 
around 375 AD, who wrote “Oh, God, enlarge within us the sense of fel-
lowship with all living things, our brothers the animals to whom you 
gave the earth in common with us. We remember with shame that in the 
past we have exercised the high dominion of man with ruthless cruelty so 
that the voice of the earth, which should have gone up to you in song, has 
been a groan of travail.” 

Or the writings of St. Isaac the Syrian, a mystic writing in the 
seventh century who wrote, “’What is a charitable heart?’ He asks? It is a 
heart that is burning with love for the whole creation, for men, for the 
birds, for the beats… for all creatures. He who has such a heart cannot 
see or call to mind the creature without his eyes being filled with tears by 
reason of the immense compassion which seizes his heart; a heart which 
is softening could no longer bear to see or learn from others of any suf-
fering, even the smallest pain being inflicted upon a creature. That is why 
such a man never ceases to pray for the animals… moved by the infinite 
pity which reigns in the hearts of those who are becoming united with 
God.” 

These battles of kinship with creation still rage today. Southern 
Baptist leader, Richard Land, says “human beings come first in God's 



Illyn: Belly-Button Christianity 

56 

created order….. If that means that other parts of nature take a back seat, 
well, then they take a back seat.” Chuck Colson quoted John Locke, 
“Was man made for nature, or was nature made for man?” James Dobson 
wrote, “I will not support any environmental law that puts the rights of 
plants and animals over the rights of humans.” In these quotes, what is 
assumed is that humanity is somehow separate from the rest of nature.  

Contrast their worldview with the views of John Wesley, the 
founder of Methodism, who wrote, "I believe in my heart that faith in 
Jesus Christ can and will lead us beyond an exclusive concern for the 
well-being of other human beings to the broader concern for the well-
being of the birds in our backyards, the fish in our rivers, and every liv-
ing creature on the face of the earth." 

 
The power of perspective 

Interestingly, two clusters of people seem to hold a deeper, rela-
tional view of nature more frequently than the general public - tribal 
people and astronauts. Perhaps it is a matter of perspective - one micro 
and the other macro - of the human place on the earth.  

Jacques Cousteau, the late, famed oceanographer wrote about 
this sense of connectedness, a sense of fragility and a sense of wonder 
shared by most astronauts. In the forward for the 1980’s book, The Home 
Planet, Cousteau writes, “From their exceptional journeys, they all came 
back with the revelation of beauty. Beauty of the black sky, beauty and 
variety of our planet, beauty of the Earth seen from the moon, girdled by 
a scintillating belt of equatorial thunderstorms. They all emphasize that 
our planet is one, the borderlines are artificial, that humankind is one 
single community onboard spaceship Earth. They all insist of this fragile 
gem is at our mercy and that we must all endeavor to protect it.” 

Soviet cosmonaut, Oleg Makarov, USSR even quantified when 
and how this epiphany happens: “Within seconds of attaining Earth orbit, 
every cosmonaut … uttered the same sort of confused expression of de-
light in wonder. No one has been able to restrain his heartfelt wonder at 
the sight of the enthralling panorama of the Earth. The emotional out-
burst last 42 seconds on average. It is not just that the planet is piercingly 
beautiful when viewed at a distance; something about the unexpected-
ness of the sight, its incompatibility with anything we have ever expe-
rienced on Earth, or known, or practiced, elicits a deep emotional re-
sponse…the spectacle of our small planet haloed in blue. ” 

The editor of The Home Planet, Kevin W. Kelley remarked, 
“Many astronauts and cosmonauts, upon returning from their missions, 
report changes that are powerful and life transforming, attributed to the 
simple experience of looking back at our own planet from the remoteness 
of space. The Apollo astronauts say that from the moon the Earth looks 
like a small, delicate, blue and white marble. Stick out your from and you 
can blot out everything that has any meaning to you on that fragile globe, 
small enough to crumble between your fingers. Space offers us a chance 
to see our world with new eyes, a perspective that may have great signi-
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ficance for the planet for all of the future.”  
Aleksei Leonov of the USSR commented on the fragility of our 

planet, “The Earth was small, light blue, and so touchingly alone, our 
home that must be defended like a holy relic.” Following his space flight, 
United States astronaut, James Irwin became what can best be called an 
evangelist, speaking at conferences and churches about the strong sense 
of God’s presence he felt while looking back towards home. He wrote, 
“The Earth reminds us of a Christmas tree ornament hanging in the 
blackness of space. As we got farther and farther away, it diminished in 
size. Finally, it shrink to the size of a marble, the most beautiful marble 
you can imagine. That beautiful, warm, living object looks so fragile, so 
delicate, that if you touched it with a finger it would crumble and fall 
apart. Seeing this has to change a man, has to make a man appreciate the 
creation of God and the love of God.” 

The fragility of the earth was accentuated when they realized 
how small the biosphere that supports life is when seen against the infi-
nite blackness of space. Ulf Merbold of Germany wrote, “For the first 
time in my life. I saw the horizon as a curved line. It was accentuated by 
a thin seam of dark blue light – our atmosphere. Obviously this was not 
the ocean of air I have been told it was so many times in my life. I was 
terrified by its fragile appearance.”  

Taylor Wang wrote a most loving description, “A Chinese tale 
tells of some men sent to harm a young girl who, upon seeing her beauty, 
became her protectors rather than her violators. That is how I felt seeing 
the Earth for the first time. I could not help but love and cherish her." 

These space travelers commonly experienced not only an epiph-
any of kinship towards the biosphere, but also with the rest of humanity. 
Donald Williams, USA wrote, “For those who have seen the Earth from 
space…the experience most certainly changes your perspective. The 
things that we share and our world are far more valuable than those 
which divide us.” Vladimir Shatalov writes, “The "boundless" blue sky, 
the ocean which gives us breath and protects us from the endless black 
and death, is but an infinitesimally thin film. How dangerous is it to 
threaten even the smallest part of this gossamer covering, this conserver 
of life.”  

Lastly, Sigmund Jahn wrote, “Before I flew I was already aware 
of how small and vulnerable our planet is; but only when I saw it from 
space, in all it is an affable beauty and fragility did I realize that human-
kind's most urgent task is to cherish and preserve it for future genera-
tions.” 
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Loving the land like a tribe 
The second cluster of people that seem to share a profound sense 

of kinship with nature are indigenous peoples. By definition, they are 
people of a place; i.e. typically the very place their creation stories de-
scribe – the caves, cracks or lakes of their ancestral lands. Their sense of 
kinship, however, is rooted in more than story. For traditional hunt-
er/gatherer societies, their very survival depended(s) upon the sustained 
bounty of the land they inhabit. Jared Diamond in the book, Collapse, 
looks at several indigenous societies that lost the ecological balance with 
their native environments and suffered the consequences, eventually 
leading to their demise. The Anasazi, the Mayans, and the Polynesians of 
Easter Island are examples of this. 

For indigenous peoples there is a tendency, even to this day, to 
call members of their clan by terms we use to define immediate relatives 
- uncle, father, aunt, and mother. This sense of kinship is seen, in particu-
lar, in communities that still function in subsistence economies; ones that 
still share what they hunt, fish or gather – fish, deer, caribou, roots and 
berries - as a part of their daily lives. Private property and personal pos-
sessions are irrelevant in the collective whole. 

I was traveling with Yat Paol, a tribal leader from Papua New 
Guinea. We were at my home in Washington State for a couple of days 
and watched one of my favorite films, Dersu Uzala. Directed by Akira 
Kurosawa it won the 1975 Academy Award for Best Foreign Film. Set in 
1902, a Czarist Russian army expedition is assigned to explore Siberia 
under the command of Captain Vladimir Arseniev. He befriends an indi-
genous hunter, a Goldi (Nanai) named Dersu Uzala and invites him to 
guide the surveyors through the boreal forest. 

 In one scene the expedition took shelter from a torrential rains-
torm in a trapper shack roofed with large strips of bark. After the rain sub-
sided, the Czarist surveyors were preparing to leave. Dersu took some of 
his limited food supplies and put it in a corner of the hut. When asked 
why, he said it was for his "brothers."  

My friend Yat, nodding his head knowingly, said quietly, "Yes, 
for his brothers … the animals." At the exact same time in the film, Der-
su answered Captain Arseniev's further queries by saying, "It is for my 
brother the badger and the fox."  

 
Bellybutton Christianity 

For many indigenous Christians, the sense of kinship with the 
rest of creation is unquestioned. I heard this same idea expressed but in a 
different way when a Gwich'in tribal elder from the forests of Northern 
Canada refer to herself as a "bellybutton Christian” with her umbilical 
cord connected the “earth, my mother."  

A few years later, I held a Christian environmental seminar in 
Papua New Guinea for 2,000 Christian tribal members. Afterwards, sit-
ting on a dock in a lagoon, with the ocean still and glasslike a colleague 
from Papua New Guinea and a lifelong Catholic, was watching some 
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village boys fishing from their dugouts. We were discussing the reasons 
how the missionaries never taught a connection to nature as a part of 
faith, even the Catholic Franciscans, who should have known better.  

He looked to me and said, "I am a belly-button Christian" and 
elaborated that “my umbilical cord is still connected the earth, my moth-
er. She gives us our food, our clothing, our shelter, our medicine and 
when we die, she even takes us back into her arms and comforts us." He 
went on to say that when his fellow tribal members move off their tradi-
tional land, they are said to have “lost their belly-buttons.” 

Although global populations of native people are rapidly declin-
ing as distinct culture groups, I have been privileged to work with many 
indigenous communities around environmental campaigns to protect the 
biological integrity of their tribal lands by protecting populations of cari-
bou, buffalo, salmon, and wolves. I have worked with elders of the Ya-
kama Nation who gather huckleberries and offer salmon as a “first fruits” 
ritual practice, thanking the Creator for the gift the fruit of creation that 
sustains their cultures and their lives. 

Twice I have gone on extended speaking tours with Reverend 
Trimble Gilbert, the 75-year-old traditional chief of the Gwich'in people 
and a fourth generation Episcopal priest of Arctic Village, Alaska. Every 
morning in his village, Reverend Gilbert walks to the same outcropping 
of rock his ancestors walked to and catches a white fish for breakfast. He 
sews caribou-skinned gloves and hand-made snowshoes – albeit now 
while watching Christian television on his satellite television (at least 
during the hours when the village generator is running). Rev. Gilbert, 
along with teaching from the Bible, also re-tells stories of how when the 
tribal grandmothers lay dying in their village, they would often dream 
dreams about the caribou and begin to pray in their native tongue. What 
most impressed Rev. Gilbert was how, when the elders are near death, 
many times roving bands of caribou would come near their houses or of 
wolves howling on the outskirts of the village. 

 
Chorus of the singing dogs 

Another example of kinship with nature is Kumalau Tawali. He 
was a Papua New Guinea poet, a newspaper columnist, cultural historian 
and also a Baptist minister. (Note: Kumalau went to seminary at Regent 
Seminary in Vancouver, Canada where Loren Wilkinson, another author 
in this issue of Sacred Tribes Journal, taught him. Small world.)  

Having grown up night-fishing on the coral atolls of Manus Isl-
ands, Kumalau was also an expert star-navigator. He told stories of how 
the birds would lead him to where the fish were. When suffered an inca-
pacitating stroke, part of his recovery was to sit for hours along the beach 
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in the direction of home. He was also noted throughout the South Pacific 
for his deep love of Christianity and his outspoken environmental con-
cerns.  

In his neighborhood, however, he was known for his 
gentleness with the dogs of his neighborhood. These are called 
the New Guinea Singing Dogs who live on the slim overlap of 
domestic and wild. When Kumalau suffered a second fatal 
stroke, his neighbors claim that as he was dying, a group of 
neighborhood dogs came to the edge of his lawn and starting 
singing in a chorus. The neighbors saw it as a supernatural form 
of grieving and interconnectedness that added poignancy to their 
grief.  

Another indigenous friend from Papua New Guinea, a strong 
Christian, seminary trained, told me how one night he was sleeping in a 
traditional guest hut on KarKar Island at his wife’s parent’s village. He 
awoke in the middle of the night with this compelling urge to walk the 
path down to the ocean shore. As he stood under the moonlight staring 
into the calm sea, a white dugong (related to a sea manatee) slowly rose 
out of the water. They held eye contact for a few seconds before the du-
gong slowly slide back under the sea. My friend, awed into silence, 
walked back to the hut, perplexed by what he had seen. A few days later, 
he received word that his brother had died that night back at his home 
village. He believes his brother sent the dugong to say good-bye. Who 
am I to argue? 

Over years, I have taken five trips to Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
teaching at seminaries, Bible schools and teachers colleges. In 1975 PNG 
became a nation, part of British Commonwealth with strong ties to Aus-
tralia and New Zealand. It has a young, chaotic, but freely-elected par-
liamentarian government. As a Christian environmentalist, I find PNG a 
unique place. It is a raw land, with the third largest intact tropical rainfo-
rests filled with birds of paradise and coral reefs filled with WWII 
wreckage. 85% of the people still live in their traditional tribal villages 
getting their protein from substance hunting and gardening. PNG consi-
dered itself a Christian nation as over 93% of the population declared so 
in the last census. 

It is also teeming with hard-rock miners and oil drillers trying to 
buy land that the people will not sell. The PNG government and interna-
tional financial markets are trying to force the individual landowner reg-
ister their land and get legal title. This would allow them to sell or lease 
the land to multi-national corporations.  

Papua New Guinea was forced into the modern world during 
WWII when the Japanese, Australians, and Americans had fierce battles 
in their land. In 1975, the founding nationalists wrote into their constitu-
tion that 97% of the land was to be deeded back to the original ancestral 
landowners – with the collective tribe as the traditional landowners. In 
addition, they developed a traditional land court were land disputes are 
settled through the telling of tribal stories concerning features of the land 
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or their connection to it, not through survey markers and GPS readings.  
 

Looters and finger-wagging 
I was staying at the Lutheran Guest House in the Port Moresby, 

the nation’s capital, when I awoke to the smell of a grass fire and the 
sounds of shouting. Suddenly gunshots rang out as an angry mob crested 
a hill and began torching the dry hill grass. As the mass came upon the 
local small general store, I heard glass breaking and the crowd began 
looting.  Then I heard chanting coming down the main road– the chants 
grew louder as a crowd cresting a hill. It was a protest march of hundreds 
of students, mothers and tribal elders waving banana leaves and palm 
fronds in the air as they chanted.  

The day before the PNG parliament had voted to force tribes to 
privatize their land. Students from the university -- claiming that the 
earth was their mother and therefore was not for sale -- marched to the 
Parliament house. It ended tragically when the police opened fire and 
killed three students.  

The riots and the marches was the people’s outrage at the stu-
dent’s deaths. Later that morning the police came to escort Yat and my-
self to the meet with the US Ambassador at the Embassy. Sitting in her 
office, we discussed the escalating situation. She said with an exaspe-
rated tone, “I don’t get these people. Don’t they want development?” Yat 
was able to hold his tongue until we were safely back out on the street, 
when he retorted, “I don’t get these people. Don’t they understand that 
for us “land is life.” 

PNG is one of the only democratic nations in the world where 
tribal people still govern the land of their ancestors. Heavily Christian 
and English speaking it should be a place for a Christian environmental 
ethos to grow deep roots. But the Christian churches there hardly ever 
speak out on environmental issues -- even as the people fight to stop the 
Chinese nickel mine waste from being illegally dumped into their coral 
beds, or Australian gold miner flooding the rivers with toxic waste, or the 
rain forest get illegally logged by Malaysian timber companies or the 
industrial tuna fishing processing plants owned by the Philippines.  

What some claimed was economic development was clearly 
doing longterm ecological harm. In a subsistence economy, nothing is 
more valuable than the fruitfulness of the traditional land, so I asked my-
self, why the silence? The answer came soon enough.  

The next morning, as I was at airport, I made eye contact with 
the only other Caucasian in the room, an American missionary from Mt 
Hagen. When I told him I was a Christian environmentalist, he raised his 
eyebrows and pointed his finger in my face. “You better never call the 
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earth your mother!” he scolded. Taken a back, I retorted that in the Epis-
tle of Romans, the Apostle Paul wrote that the “creation was groaning as 
if in childbirth” and “if childbirth is not a metaphor for motherhood, I 
don’t know what else is.”  

 
Is the Earth a Goddess, Machine or Community? 

These three incidents all happened within a week. They revealed 
very different views of kinship with nature; bellybutton Christianity, riot-
ing tribal landowners, and finger wagging western missionaries. When 
Yat called the Earth “his mother”, he was not referring to it as divine, as 
a Goddess or as Gaia, but simply as the life-giver and provider, just as 
his mother was. This is a completely biblical idea. The creation account 
in Genesis reveals that first God created the earth, and then God used the 
earth to bring forth the rest of life. The interpretation is straightforward 
and not open to much debate. For Christians, calling the earth “mother” 
is simply acknowledging the life-giving role of the earth and its systems.  

 
Genesis 1: 11-12, 24-25 emphasis added Then God said, “Let 
the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on 
the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their vari-
ous kinds.” And it was so. 12 The land produced vegetation: 
plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing 
fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that 
it was good. 24 And God said, “Let the land produce living 
creatures according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that 
move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its 
kind.” And it was so. 25 God made the wild animals according 
to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the 
creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. 
And God saw that it was good.  

  
Our modern, knee-jerk response to the idea of earth as mother 

represents not the paganism of our faith, but the mechanization of our 
view of nature. Just as I love my birth mother, care for her, protect her – 
so I care for the earth.  

Alternatively, we would find it shameful to be so powerless as to 
be unable to stop someone from enslaving, raping, killing our mother. 
This is why such reprehensible behavior is often used in malevolent gue-
rilla warfare as the ultimate sign of power. It is evil and corruption at its 
finest. 

 
A sacred love of nature as an expression of faith 

Earth as mother is not the only word embedded with complex 
meanings and ambiguous definitions. In his book, Dark Green Religion, 
Dr. Taylor does an admirable job in recognizing that many of the terms 
used to define God, spirituality, love for the land etc., have many differ-
ent definitions among different groups. 
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Within historic Christianity, the word sacred means things that 
are “holy”, i.e. things set aside by God or set aside for God. It does not 
mean that something is divine, but that it is special or holy. For example, 
the early Christian church struggled with the role of icons in the sanctu-
ary - which some in the Western church accused the Eastern Church of 
worshipping. Finally a church council ruled that icons were simply sa-
cred and worthy of veneration, but that they were not divine and were not 
to be worshipped. Venerated versus worshipped may seem like a slight 
distinction today, but it is significant especially in the idea of a dark, 
green religion. When a something sacred is disrespected, it is called sa-
crilege. When something divine is disrespected, it is blasphemy. Wor-
shipping the sacred is idolatry, but honoring the sacred is appropriate. 

With this definition in mind, the idea of nature as sacred takes on 
a more nuanced definition. Calling nature sacred is not the same as call-
ing a divine. Nature is not divine and is not to be worshipped, but there 
are parts of nature that can and should be viewed as sacred and worthy of 
reverential care.  

Take for example, the birthing grounds of the Arctic caribou. To 
the Gwich’in Athabascan people, the birthing grounds are sacred, set 
aside by the Creator for the caribou – so sacred, in fact, that traditionally 
it was taboo to trespass there. They call it “iizhik gwats'an gwandaii 
goodlit" (The sacred place where life begins). The Gwich’in became An-
glican Christians in the 1850’s, but even prior to their conversion, they 
did not worship the birthing grounds, but believed they were a sacred gift 
entrusted to them by the Creator.  

All throughout the far north, small bands of pregnant caribou 
cows overwinter by foraging in the boreal forests. Something of a marvel 
occurs, however, when within the same week, scattered across thousands 
of miles, the mothers all simultaneously stop eating and lift their heads 
towards as though hearing a summons. First in small bands, and then in 
increasing larger groups, hundreds of thousands of caribou begin to walk, 
drawn like iron shavings towards a magnet, towards the Iizhik Gwats'an 
Gwandaii Goodlit. It is a difficult and perilous journey. Pushing through 
waist deep snow, they often drown in raging, ice filled or are ambushed 
by hungry wolves or bears. Nothing stops them. Eventually the small 
bands of caribou converge and the small groups of ten become larger 
groups of hundreds, then thousands and tens of thousands. Eventually, 
about 250,000 caribou cross over the crest of the Brooks Range and drop 
down into the birthing grounds.  

If that is not miracle enough, simultaneously most of the mothers 
give birth. Suddenly there are fifty-thousand young caribou, hours from 
being born, struggling to their feet and beginning to dart around the tun-
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dra. During this time in the spring wind also shifts, and blows the mos-
quitoes with it.  

Again the Gwich’in are not pantheists, but are committed Chris-
tians. However, they are also embedded in place and codependent upon 
the miracle of the caribou and their migration. They are simply following 
the biblical command to tend and keep the earth.   

Another idea is the soul, the spark of life, or the breath of God. 
In reading Dark Green Religion, I was surprised to learn that animism is 
a relatively newly created word, defined by one of the earliest anthropol-
ogists, E.B. Tyler, in the late 1880's. Animism has been used to describe 
and contrast worldviews that believed that there were souls in nature. 
This could range from believing that the ancestors abode in the trees and 
rivers of a tribal land or it could mean something as benign as seeing 
soulful love in the eyes of your dog.  

Many Christians with a disconnected and mechanistic view of 
nature have been dismissive about cultures that believe that there are 
“souls” in the nature. There has been a long debate within the church as 
to the difference between soul and spirit and these terms are used inter-
changeably. Definitions become confusing since when people say ani-
mals have no souls, they usually mean they do not have eternal spirits. 
Soul is at times referred to as the mind, will and emotions, differentiating 
animals from plants.  

St Anthony the Great (251-356 AD) wrote “Plants have a natural 
life, but they do not have a soul. Man is called an intelligent animal be-
cause he that has intellect is capable of acquiring knowledge. The other 
animals and the birds can make sounds because they possess breath and 
soul. All things that are subject to growth and decline are alive; but the 
fact that they live and grow does not necessarily mean that they all have 
souls. There are four categories of living beings. The first are immortal 
and have souls such as angels. The second have intellect, soul and 
breathe such as man. The third have breath and soul, such as animals. 
The fourth have only life, such as plants. The life of plants is without 
soul, breath, intellect or immortality. These four attributes on the other 
hand, presuppose the possession of life.” Philokalia, Vol1, Section on St 
Anthony, Faber and Faber, London 1979, p 354 

 
Dark Green Religion is a study of the modern manifestation of 

an ancient human experience – the sacred sense of kinship with nature. 
Ironically, in the modern world, this worldview has become such an 
anomaly that it must become the focus of academic study. Further irony 
is that evangelicals, those who claim to intimately know the Creator and 
who claim the supremacy of a pro-life morality, are the most hostile to a 
dark green Christianity. My thanks to all of the pagans, earth-lovers, sur-
fers, and radical non-Christians who have proclaimed this truth while the 
church has been silent. Since few of us will ever have the opportunity to 
look back at our home planet from the perspective of space, we must find 
our epiphanies here on the earth, in the city and in the stained glass ca-
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thedrals. My hope is that the faith of Christians can soon grow big 
enough embrace a dark, green religion, acknowledging the miracle of life 
on earth before we squander this sacred trust. Dr. Taylors book will help 
prevent the bitter regret of clarified hindsight.  

 
Peter Illyn is founder and Executive Director of  Eden, a Chris-

tian environmental ministry that encourages nature appreciation as a 
traditional form of Christianity, environmental stewardship as a biblical 
mandate, and grassroots activism as an essential form of civic engage-
ment.  

Peter was raised as part of the Russian Orthodox Church (in Ex-
ile), and became an evangelical during the Jesus Movement of the 
1970’s. Following 10 years of pastoral church ministry (and to fulfill a 
boyhood dream that came after reading My Side of the Mountain), Peter 
took a summer sabbatical, bought two llamas and set out on a four 
month, 1,000 mile llama trek along the crest of the Cascade Mountains. 
According to Peter, “I went into the mountains an evangelical minister, 
but I came out an environmental activist.” 

Combining his deep and abiding love of the outdoors and of the 
church, Peter has become one of the nation’s leading Christian environ-
mental evangelists. Recently featured in Newsweek and Backpacker 
Magazine, Peter is honored to be considered part of the old guard lead-
ing a new generation of activists within the burgeoning Creation Care 
movement.  

 
 

http://restoringeden.org/about/staff�
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SOME RESPONSES TO THE BRON TAYLOR INTERVIEW 

Loren Wilkinson 

 
I appreciate very much Bron Taylor’s ’s genuinely irenic spirit – I 

believe him when he says he wishes he didn’t have to be as critical of 
Christianity as he is.  I appreciate this spirit all the more because since 
writing the response to his book I have been involved (via the Biologos 
website, founded by Francis Collins, head of the human genome project, 
and dedicated to the “integration of science and Christian faith”) with a 
very angry, very wounded atheist community whose default attitude 
seems to be that Christians are, almost by definition, both brain-dead and 
morally culpable.  I don’t detect this sort of stereotyping in Bron Taylor 
(though I confess I rather expected it, and perhaps projected some of that 
antagonism onto his book, at least when I first read it). Taylor is commit-
ted, as I am (and as some of the militant atheists he criticizing seem not 
to be) to working out the implications of the belief that we live in one 
world, not two: the world of  “fact” described by science – and the world 
of “feeling” – emotion, wonder and awe – in which all people (including 
scientists) live. 

   
I am as disturbed as Taylor is by the sociological evidence that 

Christian faith doesn’t seem to make much difference in people’s atti-
tudes toward the earth. But Taylor and I respond differently to that sad 
fact: he assumes it to be that Christianity is not true; I think rather that it 
is evidence of a very widespread human inability to live out what they 
believe to be true.  

 
It is instructive to compare the dismal Christian environmental re-

cord with human response to the equally inconvenient truths of science.   
Most obviously: large swathes of Americans (including, sadly, the ma-
jority of American evangelical Christians) prefer to deny the unavoidable 
science of human-caused climate change.  But ignoring it (and occa-
sional misuses of that science) won’t make the facts go away, any more 
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than ignoring the resurrection of Jesus will make it and its implications 
disappear. More subtly:  Science is a hugely influential force today, and 
(through its applications in technology) arguably at the roots of much of 
the environmental damage we both lament. But one does not decide to be 
anti-science because of the negative uses to which science has been put; 
we have to learn how to use the dangerous truth that the world can be 
understood and manipulated by human beings, but the record of our hav-
ing learned that is pretty mixed—as is the record of Christians having 
learned to live out the dangerous truths about Jesus. Witch-burnings, dis-
trusts of pagans and “In this sign conquer. . .” are all sad records of  our 
failure.  (This analogy between attitudes towards science and towards 
Christianity is complicated by the fact that, science, good and bad, has its 
roots in Christian culture, good and bad – however much that historical 
connection is obscured today.) 

  
I wish Taylor and I had occasion to pursue in some detail the case I 

tried to make about the inconsistency between rational, moral argument 
and the inadequate philosophical and spiritual resources of impersonal 
monism and an accidental universe which seems to underlie “Dark Green 
Religion.” Purpose and personality seem built into the cosmos, and (it 
seems to me) the only philosophy or theology compatible with that fact is 
some sort of theism, perhaps even a trinitarian theism. 

 
Finally:  I sympathize very much with Taylor’s distress at the pain 

and suffering in the universe, and the apparent tension between that evil 
and the idea of a good Creator.  But if that distress is used as an argu-
ment to reject theism (and Christianity), two responses must be made.  
The first has been made often:  The “problem of evil” is a  “problem” 
only for those who are already committed to some idea of a good God. It 
does not arise at all (as Spinoza made clear) in a monist or pantheist uni-
verse (though even the good monist or Stoic has usually had to work 
hard to bring his feelings into conformity with the state of the universe).  
If the universe and its purpose (or lack of it) are one, then our feelings of 
distress about it are an illusion, as the Buddha saw clearly.  

 
The second response is more foundational, and more radically 

Christian.  It is also an answer to Taylor’s quite understandable rejection 
of those Christian theologies which stress the belief that the central 
meaning of the crucifixion of Jesus is that an angry God needed a victim 
on which to take out his wrath, thus “satisfying” a need for divine justice.  
Such a view fails to take seriously a belief which is at the heart of Chris-
tian faith: that in the suffering of Jesus we see most clearly the character 
of the Creator.  Creation is a gift, but a costly gift—as Holmes Rolston, 
the founder of the Journal of Environmental Ethics put it, “The aura of 
the cross is cast backwards across the whole global story, and it forever 
outlines the future.” Far from elevating for worship a blood-thirsty deity 
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who requires sacrifice, this deeper Christian underlines the reality that it 
is the eternal sacrifice of a loving God which makes creation possible.  
 

That picture of a suffering Creator, it seems to me, is a far more 
compelling model for human behaviour towards the suffering earth than 
any of the positions Taylor outlines in Dark Green Religion.  So I ask 
him again not to base his understanding of Christianity on the various sad 
caricatures which he describes, and not on Christians’ woefully inade-
quate attempts to live out their faith.  Rather, I suggest that the morally 
passionate stance towards the earth which he describes, and which he 
represents has only one true center, the crucified God. 
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AVATAR’S SUCCESS: ROMANTIC NARRATIVES OF SACRED PLAC-
ES AND DARK GREEN RELIGION 

John W. Morehead 

 
Last year various news outlets reported that the film Avatar 

surpassed Titanic as the highest grossing film in history. (For a dif-
ferent take on its place in cinema box office see this article.) This 
tremendous response by viewing audiences might have gone the 
other direction. With all the pre-release hype coming from director 
James Cameron, and mixed thoughts on websites and blogs prior 
to the film’s release, Avatar might have gone down as a very costly 
failure for the studio and for Cameron’s career. Instead, it has gone 
the other direction. In light of this it might be helpful to consider 
various factors that have contributed to Avatar‘s tremendous suc-
cess. 

A few of the elements are obvious. The special effects through 
motion and performance capture technology add new dimensions 
to the computer generated aliens and the world of Pandora. The 
story, through the film’s title connected to the idea of experiencing 
reality through a surrogate self, taps into the experience of millions 
of people who assume multiple alternative identities in the digital 
realm through videogames, cyber worlds, and social networking 
sites. I have commented on some of this previously in another fo-
rum. But as important as these elements are I believe there are oth-
er more profound dynamics at work. Because Avatar was able to 
tap into these dynamics it has resonated with audiences according-
ly. The first consideration is related to aspects of Roger Aden’s 
thesis on fan cultures and symbolic pilgrimages that I have dis-
cussed elsewhere. Specifically, I think his discussion of romantic 
narratives adopted in lieu of the failures of technological paradise 
are significant. This consideration must then be connected to Bron 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/27/movies/awardsseason/27record.html�
http://movies.yahoo.com/feature/forbes-avatar-box-office-king.html�
http://cinefantastiqueonline.com/2009/12/avatar-probing-beyond-visuals-to-culture-and-identity/�
http://cinefantastiqueonline.com/2009/12/avatar-probing-beyond-visuals-to-culture-and-identity/�
http://www.theofantastique.com/2010/01/13/avatars-pandora-depresses-some-viewers-utopia-escape-and-the-realized-ideal/�
http://www.theofantastique.com/2010/01/13/avatars-pandora-depresses-some-viewers-utopia-escape-and-the-realized-ideal/�
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Taylor’s thesis concerning the growth of environmental and nature 
religions. 

First, consider Aden’s thesis on fan cultures and symbolic pil-
grimages. In his book Popular Stories and Promised Lands: Fan 
Cultures and Symbolic Pilgrimages (The University of Alabama 
Press, 1999), Aden discusses grand narratives in American culture 
that he describes as “dominant visions of sacred places.” One of 
the narratives that under girds America is its self-conception as a 
promised land, and within that context it has put great hope in 
technology as a means of realizing this vision. However, Aden 
states that despite all the great things technology has done for us, it 
also has its negatives, including the decline of spirit and communi-
ty. In this regard Aden says “[t]he promised land of technological 
paradise has not only failed to deliver on its vision of economic 
plenitude, it contributes to a growing sense of displacement as 
members of a social community.” Due to the breakdown of grand 
narratives in the culture its citizens search the imagination for new 
narrative and mythic substitutes. Aden suggests that one of these is 
the narrative of romantic spirituality. He writes: 

 
A second rhetorical response is a collection of romantic 
narratives in which we find a stable, communal place 
through spirit; the sacred garden community of others is the 
site of promised lands. These narratives are often cyclical 
in nature, promising a return to a natural, sacred home as 
one travels through life. 

 
In this regard Aden mentions the significance of the “narra-

tives of indigenous peoples.” This specific narrative has clear con-
nection to Cameron’s sources of inspiration in the Polyne-
sian/Maori and Native American peoples. In my view a romantic 
narrative of “sacred garden community” is a significant facet of the 
appeal of Avatar as the late modern technological promised land of 
America continues to erode in the thinking of many. 

There is another facet that should be connected to the romantic 
narrative and that is the continued growth, appeal, and influence of 
the sacred, the spiritual, and even the religious in connection with 
the environment and ecological movements. Bron Taylor has dis-
cussed this in his book Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality 
and the Planetary Future (UC Press, 2010).1

                                                   
1  For a futher academic exploration of this see “Avatar as Nature Reli-

gion,” Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture 4(4), December 

 As he describes this 
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phenomenon, Dark Green Religion “considers nature to be sacred, 
imbued with intrinsic value, and worthy of reverent care..” The 
reference to “dark” in connection to the green is a dual referent, 
with application both to the depth of commitment of those to na-
ture religion, and also to the possibility of a “shadow side” to the 
religion that “could even precipitate or exacerbate violence.” Both 
aspects are evident in Cameron, including the latter as revealed in 
an interview in Entertainment Weekly. In response to the statement 
by a critic that, “Avatar is the perfect eco-terrorism recruiting 
tool,” Cameron said, “Good, good, I like that one. I consider that a 
positive review. I believe in ecoterrorism.” 

Returning to the presence of not only an increasingly influen-
tial environmental movement but also the popularity of nature as 
sacred, when this is connected to concerns related to environmental 
sustainability, as well as Avatar‘s underlying panentheism, the di-
vine within all living things in Pandora, indeed within the moon 
Pandora itself, it becomes apparent that Dark Green Religion holds 
great explanatory power for Avatar‘s appeal with audiences. 

Periodically certain films surface at just the right time, adding 
to their appeal. Star Wars surfaced when the appeal of the fantastic 
had been percolating under the surface of pop- culture since the 
late 1960s. The film gave audiences an imaginative alternative to 
the cinematic offerings of the 1970s. Likewise, I suggest that Ava-
tar has the right formula for our time in combining a narrative of 
romantic community with sacred nature. This formula will likely 
catapult Cameron into what may be the two top spots in box office 
history. 

 
 

                                                                                                                  
2010. Information about it (titles, abstracts, Taylor’s introductory article, etc) is 
available at http://www.equinoxjournals.com/JSRNC/issue/view/845. 
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ORIGINS AND MORE: COSMOS AS DIVINE TEMPLE 

The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins De-
bate, by John H. Walton. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press Aca-
demic, 2009. 192 pages. Paperback 

John W. Morehead 

 
 The cultural debate over nature and the cosmos continues to rage, usually 
in two forms, the first touching on origins, and the second in terms of care of the 
environment. Rarely does a volume come along with application to both 
spheres, but that is the case with a book by John H. Walton, professor of Old 
Testament at Wheaton College, titled The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient 
Cosmology and the Origins Debate. The interesting thing about this book for me 
is that it looks at the literary and cultural context of the ancient Near East and 
what the Genesis creation narratives would have said to the Hebrews as it re- 
flected their cultural context. This cultural and literary perspective provides the 
foundation for Walton's argument that the Genesis creation stories are functional 
rather than material in nature, and that this results in a portrait that is painted of 
the cosmos as a divine temple. 
 This volume includes a number of ideas that many evangelicals will no 
doubt find provocative, but are nevertheless worthy of reflection. Consider this 
intriguing excerpt from Chapter 1, "Genesis is Ancient Cosmology": 
 

Deity pervaded the ancient world. Nothing happened independently of de- 
ity. The gods did not "intervene" because that would assume that there was 
a world of events outside of them that they could step into and out of. The 
Israelites, along with everyone else in the ancient world, believed instead 
that every event was the act of deity -- that every plant that grew, every ba-
by born, every drop of rain and every climatic disaster was an act of God. 
No "natural" law governed the cosmos; deity ran the cosmos or was inhe-
rent in it. There were no "miracles" (in the sense of events deviating from 
the "natural"), there were only signs of the deity's activities (some- times 
favorable, sometimes not). The idea that deity got things running then just 
stood back or engaged himself elsewhere (deism) would have been laugha-
ble in the ancient world because it was not even conceivable. As suggested 
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by Richard Bube, if God were to unplug himself in that way from the cos-
mos, we and everything else in the cosmos would simply cease to exist. 
There is nothing "natural" about the world in biblical theology, nor should 
there be in ours. 

 
I take away from this a few observations particularly relevant to this spe- 

cial edition of the journal. Although Walton develops his thesis in light biblical 
exegesis with application to the creation/evolution debate, as will most of his 
evangelical readers, and the book does make an important contribution in this 
arena, I suggest that application can be made in two additional areas. First, the 
idea of the creation narratives as a discussion of God's cosmic temple is a re- 
minder of Protestant, and especially evangelical neglect of a natural and creation 
theology. In light of Walton’s thesis this should include the elements of God's 
temple indwelling through the cosmos, as well as the resulting human responsi- 
bilities as stewards and caretakers of the creation. The lack of these aspects in 
Protestant discussions of creation are glaring, particularly in light of Dark Green 
Religion. Second, Walton's thesis presents a point of contact for Christian dia- 
logue, not only on the origins debate and the interface between science and the- 
ology, but also with pagans and others concerned with Dark Green Religion. I 
encourage evangelicals to entertain Walton's thesis with an eye toward a number 
of significant applications. 
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