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It is high time that the environmental humanities got religion. Don’t worry. This is not a call for 
conversion. At least not to any one faith tradition. It is a call to pay attention. We need to take 
religious beliefs, values, and practices more seriously. Not just within the environmental humanities, 
but also among those pushing for sustainability transformations. Why? Because religion has always 
mattered. 

 

 
Michael Wolgemut, Lot and his Family Leaving Sodom, ca. 1493–1500, ink on paper, 3.62 x 4.88 cm. Published in the 
Nuremberg Chronicle (Liber Chronicarum) by Hartmann Schedel (Anton Koberger, 1493). Public domain.  

 

Across human history—and still today for the great bulk of humanity—religion has shaped how 
people understand the world and how they live with everything else on Earth. Religious texts and 
traditions convey narratives, symbols, beliefs, and practices that inform what it is to be human and 
how we should relate to other beings and our shared environs. Even within modern largely secular 
societies, some dominant notions about nature have religious roots. Take the modern Western idea 
that the Earth should be valued primarily as a storehouse of “resources” and provider of “ecosystem 
services” for human use. This instrumental view is derived historically from the biblical creation 
narrative in Genesis 1 that accords humans “dominion” over other creatures. The secularisation of 
this notion of human supremacy—stripped of the theological qualification that the entire natural 
world was to be honoured as God’s primordially good creation, and that all creatures are beloved 
by God and should not be wantonly mistreated—opened the way to that wholesale exploitation of 
the Earth, which has been so conducive to capitalist industrialisation. 

 

Within modern largely secular societies, some dominant notions about nature have 
religious roots. 
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The role of religion in shaping environmental attitudes and interactions suggests that religious 
studies should be a core component of the environmental humanities as an inter- and 
transdisciplinary research area that examines the “underlying cultural and philosophical frameworks 
that are entangled with the ways in which diverse human cultures have made themselves at home 
in a more than human world.”1  

This definition comes from the editorial introduction to the first issue of the field’s flagship journal, 
Environmental Humanities. And yet, there is a gap. When that same introduction lists the disciplines 
that make up the field—environmental history, philosophy, anthropology, sociology, political ecology, 
posthuman geographies, ecocriticism—religion is missing. Environmental religious studies are not 
even mentioned. This is not a small oversight. It reflects a broader pattern. 

Look at the evidence.2 Among the major introductory anthologies in environmental humanities 
published between 2015 and 2020, only one includes a chapter on religion and ecology. 3 Even 
Emmett and Nye’s widely cited “critical introduction” to the field only touches on religion in passing. 
4 It does not treat the study of religion as a research area in its own right. Only recently have 
religious studies begun to feature more centrally in introductions to the environmental humanities, 
notably in Hubbell’s and Ryan’s textbook, which includes an excellent chapter on “Ecological 
Religious Studies.”5 Recognition nonetheless remains patchy.6 

 

Only recently have religious studies begun to feature more centrally in 
introductions to the environmental humanities. 

 

This neglect is surprising, especially when we look at the field’s origins. One of its most influential 
early texts, now seen as a forerunner of the environmental humanities, is Lynn White Jr.’s “The 
Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” published in Science in 1967. It is a short, speculative essay, 
but it had enormous impact. White argued that it was a particular variant of Christianity that took 
shape in the Middle Ages—in response to contingent environmental conditions, technological 
changes, and economic shifts—that produced the particularly aggressive form of human-centred 
thinking in Western modernity. That essay became foundational. It was even reprinted in the first 
anthology of environmental literary and cultural studies. 7  But White’s conclusion is often 
misunderstood. He did not call for rejecting religion. He did not even call for rejecting Christianity. 
Instead, he suggested something more constructive. He invited readers to develop more ecological 
forms of religious imagination. For him, that meant moving toward something like animism. Still, 
the message has not fully landed. As recently as 2025, the prominent US ecocritic George Handley 
felt the need to restate the case. In his book On Literature and Ecotheology: From Chaos to Cosmos, 
he explains in detail “why ecocriticism needs to get religion.”8 

The consideration of ecology in religious studies itself is not new. Important work goes back to the 
1960s, but the field really took off in the 1990s. A key moment came with a series of conferences at 
Harvard Divinity School between 1996 and 1998, which led to the creation of the Forum on Religion 
and Ecology, now based at Yale University. The Forum has sister organisations across the globe. 
Since 2006, it has been joined by the International Society for the Study of Religion, Nature, and 
Culture. From the beginning, this has been a lively, multidisciplinary space, bringing together history, 
theology, anthropology, sociology, comparative studies, hermeneutics, and the arts—reminiscent of 
the environmental humanities’ trajectory. This academic work has developed alongside something 
equally important: faith-based environmental activism. 
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Faith for the Climate protesters at The Time Is Now protest. © Eleanor Church. All rights reserved.  

 

One early turning point came in 1982. The United Church of Christ organised a grassroots protest 
in Warren County, North Carolina. The issue was toxic waste. The plan was to dump it in a poor, 
predominantly African American community. The protest changed things. It was here that the term 
“environmental racism” was first used, contributing to the emergence of the environmental-justice 
movement. 9  Around the same time, religious leaders began speaking out more strongly on 
environmental issues. In 1986, representatives from Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Muslim, and Jewish 
traditions met in Assisi with the WWF and other conservation organisations. That meeting 
generated a joint statement on why conservation matters to people of faith and eventually led to 
the creation of the international Alliance of Religions and Conservation in 1995. Many religious 
environmental organisations were already active, and others formed soon after. Several religious 
authorities have also issued major environmental statements. Two prominent examples are Pope 
Francis’ 2015 encyclical Laudato Si’ and the 2024 Islamic Al-Mizan.10 Care for what Pope Francis 
calls our “common home” is also creating common ground for interfaith dialogue and activism 
ranging from small-scale local initiatives through to major global associations, such as GreenFaith 
International. 

Secular global institutions have taken note. In 2017, the United Nations Environment Programme 
launched the Faith for Earth coalition. More recently, it produced Faith for Earth: Call to Action, a 
collection of materials from 13 religious traditions.11 The project was coproduced with the Parliament 
of the World’s Religions, the oldest and largest interfaith movement. Its aim is to encourage faith 
communities to align their beliefs with ecological goals, including those of the Earth Charter.  

At the same time, there has been a slow but important shift in recognising Indigenous knowledge 
within ecoreligious studies. Many Indigenous communities understand the sacred as present within 
the world. They also hold deep, adaptive ecological knowledge. For generations, they have defended 
their lands and lifeways against (neo)colonial extractivism. That knowledge is finally gaining 
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recognition in global policy. It appears in the 2022 report by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services titled Diverse Values and Valuation of Nature.12 
And it is also acknowledged—at least in part—in the 2023 Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 
Agreement. 

Of course, not all forms of religion support ecological care. Research in religion and ecology makes 
that clear.13 So does recent politics. The Trump administration’s alignment with a particular form of 
procapitalist, far-right nationalist, and strongly millenarian Christianity is one example. Some 
religious expressions actively work against the kinds of transformations we need: transformations 
that are socially just, economically viable, culturally sensitive, and ecologically sustainable. 

 

Religion cannot be ignored. It must be understood. 

 

But that is precisely the point. Religion cannot be ignored. It must be understood. Environmental 
scholars and activists need stronger religious literacy. We need to understand the histories involved. 
We need to grasp the emotional and symbolic power of religious traditions. And we need to pay 
attention to the power structures and economic interests that shape how religion operates in the 
world—for better and for worse. The numbers alone make this unavoidable. At least 75 percent of 
the world’s population identifies with a faith.14 Religion shapes how people see other beings. It 
shapes how they relate to their environments. And in turn, everyday ways of life shape how religious 
texts and traditions are interpreted. This is especially true in the Global South. There, religion and 
spirituality are especially vibrant and diverse, frequently playing a central role in conservation 
efforts.15  

So, what does it mean to “get religion”? It means taking religion seriously as a force in the world. It 
means bringing it fully into the environmental humanities. And it means shifting perspective. So far, 
the field has largely developed in the secular academic contexts of the Global North—including, 
somewhat paradoxically, the geographically southern continent of Australia—which may be one 
reason why religious studies have been sidelined. “Getting religion” helps to decentre that starting 
point. It opens the field to a wider range of ideas, practices, and collaborations. And ultimately, this 
is not just about academic debate. It is about how we live on this planet. It is about how we respond 
to ecological crisis. And it is about how we protect—and where necessary restore—the shared 
habitability of our deeply interconnected, more-than-human world. 

 

.   .   . 
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