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Political Theology: Theological Reflection Essay- Assessment 2.

This essay will endeavour to reflect theologically on the climate change crisis, as it is a contemporary and extremely ‘live’ issue, with significance to all the population of the world. Ecology is a vast and complex issue and the relationship between Christianity and nature has evolved over time with the differing beliefs within Christianity itself adding to the complexity of this relationship. 
These different beliefs will be explored and their effects on the Christian approach to the climate crisis. Climate change is an important issue in political theology and this assessment will explore how theology has a responsibility to respond positively to climate change as it creates profound inequalities and significantly affects the poorer in our societies around the world. The approach of Jurgen Moltmann (1971) will be explored in more detail as he believes that theology must be responsible and ready to speak out against institutional inequalities and at the same time reflect critically on the ideology itself (p.7). The climate crisis is an example where there is an interconnection with many strands of life and as Hulme (2009 cited in Kempf 2020) stated, that in addition to it being a physical reality, it also affects the cultural and social aspects of communities. 
The assessment will conclude by exploring the important role interfaith dialogue has in addressing climate change in a practical and meaningful way. As clearly stated in the Interfaith Declaration on Climate Change (2010) we have a responsibility to join as different faiths to protect the environment and in so doing protect those individuals most affected by climate change in our societies, showing practical compassion in the process. Hendershot (2020) emphasises the need to ensure that justice and equity are fundamental components of this dialogue.  

There are many differing views on ecology within Christianity and these influence the Christian approach to the climate change.
Bloomfield (2019) suggests that it important to understand Christians’ differing views on climate change which in turn will encourage purposeful dialogue on the subject.
Some believe that that the Christian theological tradition, at one end of the spectrum, has nothing to offer while others suggest that it could be ‘a source for environmental ethics” (Petrescu-Mag et al 2020 p.421). 
The wide range of beliefs can be seen historically with White (1967) going so far as to suggest that “Christianity bears a huge guilt for the environmental crisis” (cited in Riley 2019 p.63) and that it was a reflection that Christian ethics was also in crisis. Lynn White spoke out against materialism and consumerism and suggested that Christian values required re-alignment in order to ensure that modern life was not taken over by them. In addition, he believed that in the 1960 Christian ethics did not convey compassion for humans or the animal world, compassion for him was showing “reverence actively to another being’ (p.76). 
This relates to the present climate crisis and how consumerism and the lack of consideration for other living beings needs to be addressed in order to begin to combat climate change and re-address injustices.
Mc Fague (2013) suggests that consumerism has itself become a religion, advocating that Christians do not require a new way of being, but need to reflect on existing traditional moral values. Interestingly, O’ Brian (2017) suggests that one of the reasons climate change has become a complex issue is that connecting climate change to other moral problems has been difficult and this is influenced by religious tradition.

Wardekker et al (2009) suggests in their research study, involving the exploration of Christian views on the climate crisis in the United States of America that three strands emerge within the Christian and Jewish groups when ecology is discussed: “conservational stewardship’, ‘developmental stewardship’, and ‘developmental preservation’(p.512) Even though there are similarities of ideas and concepts, each interprets them differently and this study reflects the complex, moral and ethical dimension of the issue.  
Conservational stewardship believes that God created the earth in all its glory and should be preserved. Man’s role is to protect the earth from climate change believing every individual has a moral responsibility to act.
Developmental stewardship suggests that nature should be harnessed so that man creates a force that will provide for humans and that societies need to learn how to deal with the problems which arise from the climate crisis. 
Developmental preservation’ on the other hand believes that in addition to preservation, progress also needs to happen, and that God has enabled humans to find ways of achieving this.
The study concludes that three additional ethical themes become evident, namely the effects of the climate crisis on nature with its subsequent effect on future generations and finally, the most prominent, that of its effect on the poorer individuals in society, causing serious inequalities and lack of justice on environmental issues. 

Many studies have been conducted to explore how Christians of different denominations view climate change and the way in which these various themes discussed have played a role in their approaches to the climate debate. As mentioned previously the idea of ‘stewardship’ and the responsibilities that come along with this role for Christians to protect and care for the earth is one approach and in contrast, those who believe that the earth was given by God for man to be in a position of dominance over nature.
An interesting piece of research was conducted by Smith and Leiseowitz (2013), whereby they studied a group of 2,000 North American Christians with approximately 600 who were evangelical Christians. The study sought to understand the differing views on climate change, and it was interesting to note that many of the evangelical Christians tended not to accept that there was a problem, they were less anxious about climate change as they did not believe it was happening. Some prominent evangelical Christians have spoken out strongly against the environmental movement believing that the Bible states clearly that God will prevent global warming. Veldman (2019) has explored this topic in detail, which highlighted the complex religious and political influences on these evangelical beliefs.

Other Christians believe that the climate crisis is very real and requires an immediate response with Pope Francis (2015) in his second encyclical called “Laudato, si’ describing the world as a home for all, with a need and a responsibility for all to work together to protect this home. Interestingly, again there are complex issues here too, as with those holding evangelical beliefs, with some conservative Catholics disagreeing with the Pope and questioned his competence to discuss the issue (Li, Nan et al 2016). 
Many feminist theologians have discussed the environment specifically in relation to women, especially women in the poorest of regions in the world and Sallie Mc Fague (2010) an eminent feminist Christian, reiterates the responsibility noted by the Pope and describes the earth, not as a home but as God’s body and emphasises the urgency of the situation by stating we need to accept responsibility “ for our beautiful, fragile earth, without which there will be no bread and no wine”(p.203).She notes that not only does nature suffer when it is neglected but the poor also suffer and both are intrinsically linked and will suffer together.

Another feminist theologian, Elizabeth Johnson (cited in Hessel and Russel 2000) states that for approximately fifteen centuries, history showed that there was a close relationship between God and the natural world but in later years developed so that only humans were viewed as possessing intrinsic value. She now believes that due to the climate crisis this generation requires to reassess the earth and create a new ecological framework (p.18).

 Many Christians have come to believe that this reassessment requires us to view nature not as a possession but more as a gift from God and that we should see an opportunity to show care and appreciation for this gift. Wirzba (2015) believes we need to move away from the analogy of nature being a storehouse but rather see nature as a creation.
Schell (1982) suggested that we as humans possess the knowledge that we can create harm to ourselves and other living creatures and with this knowledge comes huge responsibility to respond with compassion.
Climate change requires humankind to be compassionate towards nature and at the same time towards each other. White (cited in Riley 2017) described this compassion succinctly as “showing reverence actively to another being’ (p.76). 

These differing views on ecology within Christianity form the foundation to how Christians approach the present climate change, and the present climate crisis has been forewarned by many respected individuals, one of which was Peter Raven who stated back in 1987 in his keynote address to the American Association for the Advancement of Science that "we’re killing our world” and that the world was in grave danger and required our immediate response (p.472). 

Later in 1997 in Japan, the third session of the Conference of Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change emphasised the need for justice which became the key element of the agenda stating that justice means “being responsible; accountable for abuse of power; equitable sharing of earth’s resources; demands truth and requires honesty (Hallam cited in Ruther et al. p.468).

Most recently the Convention on Climate Change, commonly referred to as ‘COP27’, the twenty-seventh United Nations Climate Change Conference was held in Egypt in November in which the countries reached an historic agreement on the creation of a fund which would provide financial support to those countries facing the heaviest toll of the climate crisis. This again, is a reflection on the need for justice with a practical, meaningful plan now in place to support those vulnerable nations but there were also continued concerns that not enough emphasis and action had been taken to lessen the emissions of fossil fuels. 
It was interesting to note that this issue of providing support to those most affected by climate change was referred to by Batatz (2013) in the ‘Beneficiary Pays Principle’ where he discusses how the developing countries should be compensated for the damage done by climate change.

Reflecting theologically on climate change requires an approach of looking ‘through a moral and ethical lens’ (Hendershot p.227). As Martin Luther King stated we are called to speak for the weak, for the voiceless, for victims of our nation and for those it calls enemy, “for no document from human hands can make these humans any less our brothers’’ (Philips 2012 p.130).
Philips (2012) suggests that there are some who believe that to bring politics into the discussion on theology is unwise and merely results in additional problems, stating that one’s faith is personal and individual and should be separated from politics. 

This assessment will now explore how this issue of climate change effects the everyday life of people world-wide and as such politics cannot be separated from it.
“Action and faith cannot be seen as separate entities” (Baylor 2022).

Climate change therefore with its effects on humanity, requires Christianity to approach the problem from the standpoint of ensuring justice for all. Tanner (1992) emphasises the importance of our understanding of God and the world, which in turn affects our understanding of our responsibilities we have towards each other. Sadly, she states that Christians, when in positions of power have often pressured others to conform and accept their beliefs and she emphasises the importance of being tolerant and respectful, that everyone is a creature of God.
The word justice is mentioned here as previously, conveying that words and actions need to truly promote justice which is very relevant when addressing climate change.

Hawkes (1986) suggested that this ecological crisis has in fact been instrumental in showing the need to further develop the theology of creation. The need to re-establish justice, becomes a recurring, clear theme with Hessel/Rutter (2000) stating that it is “imperative to peruse in reinforcing ways, what is both ecologically fitting and socially just’ (p.8). 
Social justice creates a context for the climate crisis which provides a strong Christian foundation for moving forward to address the issues ensuring that religious beliefs do not only emphasise salvation but encompasses the wider responsibilities to mankind.

Political theology therefore “anchors the human agent within a schema of justice” (p191 Scharper). This justice requires the church to refrain from being neutral when faced with social oppression and injustice and to act against the abuse of those ecosystems which are being attacked. Scharper (1998) gives a powerful example of how political theology of the environment not only involves the protection of the universe with its stars etc but must also include those children affected by pollution in their communities and sights the example of those children in the Bronx area whose asthma is exacerbated by the burning of toxic waste in their neighbourhood. 
Stating that “until all can gaze upon the compelling beauty of the cosmos from positions of dignity and empowerment, the anthro-harmonic hope of a political theology will not have been achieved’ (p. 191).
 
Stephen Scharper (1997) has described five paradigms in relation to the political theology of the environment:- 
Gaian framework portrays the human as set back from the environment “we are merely passengers not managers, like ants on a log” (Thompson cited in Scharper p.68). 
Process framework emphasises the “human interrelationship with all reality’’ (p.106) with the relationship between the environment and a human being as one with moral importance. 
New Cosmology endeavours to bring together religious and mythical qualities and scientific information to assist the human with finding his or her place within the universe but there is a criticism of this framework suggesting that it does not place it in context and “what does not seem to be understood in the new cosmology is that environmental changes takes place within a context of oppression, and environmental activism is a political act as well as a cosmological act.’(131).
Ecofeminism believes in a link between the oppression of women and that of nature, and it is a ‘theology of emancipation’ (p.133).
Liberation theology extends its solidarity with women, especially in the developing countries, to all peoples struggling to maintain their unique ways of life. 
Leonardo Boff (cited in Scharper 1997) states that ‘’Liberation theology and ecological discourse have something in common; they stem from two wounds that are bleeding---------------
It is time to try to bring the two disciplines together’ (p.165). 
Liberation theologians insist that the church must not take a neutral stand but instead take the side of those who are vulnerable, threatened and weak in our society.

These attributes of justice provide the basis for the way in which Christian theology approaches the life of people within society with Philips (2021) stating that there were three movements- Political, Liberation, Public Theologies and that this was the beginning of political theology becoming a “specific discipline within academic theology” (p.49). 

Political theology emerged in the 1960’s with the work of Johann Baptist Metz, Jurgen Moltmann and Dorothee Solle with Moltmann believing that it is imperative that humans respond to the environmental crisis in a responsible way guided by God. His theology is one of hope and a belief that Christians can create a “framework for a political theology of the environment” (Scharper (2004) p.51).
For him political theology encompasses more than political ethics, it delves deeply into political consciousness, and he emphasises the need to express social love for others. He believes that Christian faith to be a true faith must take responsibility for others but again he does not loose hope and advocates facing failure with the ability to overcome the obstacles that we face. 
Wardekker et al (2009) noted that there were numerous calls from a cross section of religions for politics to make climate change a central issue and to this end Jurgen  
Moltmann’s political theology, I believe, can provide a strong foundation to face the climate crisis. He also acknowledges the complexity of the problem but provides a clear hopeful way of facing the issues. He emphasises that “tragedy is not the last word” (Amber (1990) p.83) comparing Jesus and his vision of seeing the best in the worst possible situation. 
Again, Moltmann emphasises the important issue of justice, stating clearly that he believes it is not possible for Christians to follow Jesus without ensuring that we also create a world which treats every other human being justly and the issue of climate change is a clear example of where this is essential. He advocates that nature’s resources are used responsibly and creating “an economic order that could be sustained in future generations, without, therefore, using up resources that could not be renewed.’ (p.76)
Politics, therefore, cannot be separated from humanity, as Aristotle wrote (cited in Philips (2012) it is more than a word to describe governments and the way those in authority should rule, it has a more fundamental meaning of ensuring that structures are in place which ensure that human beings are able to develop and flourish.
Moltmann believes like Lynn White that historically Christianity has a responsibility for the way in which the environment has been abused through human beings striving for power and interestingly stated this back in1985 that “the Christian belief in creation as it has been maintained in the European and American Christianity of the western churches is therefore not guiltless of the crisis in the world today” (p.21).

As the Pope described the world and nature as a garden, Moltmann describes humanity as a community, irrespective of differences and believes that for us to combat the climate crisis we need to unite and posses a global identity and this theology creates a strong inclusive, positive and hopeful foundation for interfaith dialogue.  

Climate change as discussed, affects the whole global community and Hallam (2000) cited in Hessel and Ruether) believes that Christianity has a significant contribution to make in affecting change, especially as a force to bring together other faiths in the dialogue to explore ways to achieve sustainable communities across the world.
Tanner (1992) believes that there is a breakdown between the relationship between man and the ecology of the earth and the way in which man has imposed its modern industrial system on nature but there is a belief that in our present-day, religions can work together to protect nature. The climate crisis affects all of humanity and the link between the way in which we treat nature, and the way other humans are treated is inseparable. Gandhi stated that “the only way to find God is to see Him in his creation and be one with him. This can only be done by the service of all. I am part and parcel of the whole and I cannot find Him apart of the rest of humanity” (Grey 2003.p.191)
This is not to say that it is not a complex issue, but an acknowledgement of its complexity provides a realistic foundation for the necessary interfaith dialogue.

This complexity was emphasised in a survey in 2008 by Lutheran World Federation which stated that some Christians, they had interviewed, interpreted climate change as an impending apocalypse but the study also emphasised positively that if the dialogue included diverse pathways of communication, then this would encourage those with very different views to potentially reach a shared path to climate change action.  

Another interesting study was conducted by Bloomfield (2019) to look at the ways in which productive dialogue on climate change can be supported positively between Christians who hold diverse beliefs, ideas and attitudes on the environment. Briefly she concluded that there were three groups- separators, bargainers, and harmonizers. 
Briefly ‘separators’ believe that the environment is not part of their faith and was evil in nature. ‘Bargainers’ on the hand accept some elements of the issue of the environment but emphasised that it was a natural phenomenon. “Harmonizers’ fall into the category of being Christians who believe that it is up to the individual to respond by adjusting their individual personal behaviour, without the need for public or political action to influence change. 
Bloomfied (2019) suggests that specific communication strategies can be adopted when engaging in interfaith dialogue on climate change with the three types of individuals focusing on trying to change environmental beliefs with the “separators” and “bargainers” and trying to engage the “harmonizers” to be more involved in acting on environmental issues. She also advocates, as mentioned previously, the need to find common values to assist in the dialogue. 
Interestingly Wardekker et al (2009) also raises many ethical questions which must be considered during this interfaith dialogue, questions which again involve the three narratives discussed previously, conservational stewardship - the emphasis on keeping nature as God created it; developmental stewardship-working to changing the wild nature of the garden to what it should become; developmental preservation-the idea of trying to join together conservationism alongside making changes for the future. 
Interestingly in a recent Interfaith Colloquium (2022) Tanja Mancinelli stated that a positive element of this subject of ecology was that its theme was common to all humanity and as a common problem, interfaith dialogue on this subject was seen to be easier that with other complex subjects which did not possess possibly this commonality.  
Knitter (2000) (cited in Hessel and Ruether) suggests that this task of engaging in dialogue, though complex is urgent and requires an understanding of the various beliefs and attitudes the different religions hold about ecology and to work towards finding common beliefs which will then create a common ground to address the concerns of climate crisis. He describes the need for religious individuals to become more attentive to the needs of nature and believes through this process they will find themselves connecting ecumenically, which is essential for successful interfaith dialogue on this vitally important subject of climate change.
Tanner (1992) describes tolerance as being a key component in ensuring justice, as every religion advocates the importance of respect for all humans irrespective of difference, they are seen as creatures of God. Respecting differences supports the process of building bridges of co-operation and create an appreciation of the connections between people as Hulme (2009) (cited by Kempf 2020) states clearly that the climate crisis is a social and cultural issue not only a physical and scientific reality.
Understanding of the environment is not complete without a deep appreciation of the religious lives of those people within that environment and O’Sullivan (cited in Grim 2007) clearly believes that truly understanding ecology follows through the understanding of this unique relationship between the people and their environment. Tanner (2022) notes that there is a need for respect between individuals of different faiths which in turn will support strong foundations in interfaith work.
Zagonari (2020) strongly believes that religion can serve as a reminder to assess one’s behaviour towards the environment and it can become a catalyst for change. Grim and Tucker (2007) co-ordinated a conference at the Centre for the Study of World Religions at Harvard reflecting on the complexities of this subject of climate change. The conference emphasised the need for linking approaches from all the field involved, namely policies pertaining to health, politics, economics and science.  
There are many practical examples around the world of how the poorer and most vulnerable nations are being affected by climate change with Tafue Molu Lusama, General Secretary of the Tuvalu Christian Church (cited in Schaefer 2014) describing how he believes it’s his responsibility as a Christian to highlight the injustice the climate crisis has caused, resulting in rising sea-level which has displaced the Tuvaluans peoples. His example is only one of many island nations effected disproportionally by climate change around the world which again emphasises that one cannot separate the theology of ecology from the human element and the Christian responsibility to address this.
The World Council of Churches (McKibben, 2015) has also worked with victims of severe weather events and the climate crisis through interfaith groups, showing concern about climate change and the need to care for the creation. 
In addition, Native American organizations have drawn directly from their religious traditions and there are examples of how indigenous peoples have worked together to protect, their garden as they see it “Mother Earth” (National Wildlife Federation, 2011, p. 6). The National Wildlife Federation's Tribal Partnership program has undertaken educational projects to highlight the traditions of the indigenous peoples of living peacefully with their natural habitat. Much can be shared and learned which will strengthen and enrich the interfaith dialogue on influencing positively on the serious issues of climate change.
The interfaith dialogue is key to addressing climate change as man and ecology cannot be separated. Our responsibilities to the wellbeing of our planet are intrinsically linked with our responsibilities to our fellow human and Petrescu-Mag et al (2020) argues that Christianity has a big part to play in bringing others together to improve the environment for all. 
Climate change is a complex issue but clearly not only one of social, cultural and economic element but as Al Gore (2007) pointed out it is also a “spiritual crisis” (p.189). Ruether (2002) points out clearly that eco-justice must become central to church life and Hallam (2002) shares the hope that Moltmann alluded to, suggesting it’s a ‘dynamic time to be involved in the issues of ecological theology and ethics’(p.464).  
Interfaith dialogue is the way forward so that we can learn from each other and then more importantly, act together to make the changes necessary to begin to address climate change (Barbour 2002). 
Tenzin Gyatso 14th Dalai Lama in his message to World Environment Day 1986 clearly stated “we have the capability, and the responsibility. We must act before it is too late” (Barbour (2002) p.478).
Encouragingly, the COP15, in a biodiversity summit in Canada agreed this week to protect a third of the planet for nature by 2030 with the UN Secretary General, Antonio Guterres stating “we are finally starting to forge a peace pact with nature” but the work must continue to address climate change for future generations.
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