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Introduction
This essay compares and contrasts Bron Taylor’s article on ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One)’, published in the Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture[footnoteRef:1], with Maria Botelho, Irene Cardoso, and Kei Otsuki’s article ‘”I Made a Pact with God, with Nature, and with Myself”: Exploring Deep Agroecology’, published in Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Bron Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion Hypothesis (Part One)’, Journal For The Study Of Religion, Nature And Culture, 10:3 (2016), 268-305.  DOI: 10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010.]  [2:  Maria Izabel Vieira Botelho, Irene Maria Cardoso, and Kei Otsuki, ‘”I Made A Pact With God, With Nature And With Myself”: Exploring Deep Agroecology’, Agroecology And Sustainable Food Systems, 40:2 (2015), 116-131. DOI: 10.1080/21683565.2015.1115798.] 

Context
Taylor’s article on the greening of religion is an in-depth review of the ideas that emerged prior to Lynn White Jr’s publication of ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’[footnoteRef:3] and the various responses that White’s article invoked.  Although the article was published in an academic journal, it is also freely available on Taylor’s public website, indicating that there is interest in reaching a wider audience.  Dr. Taylor has held academic appointments in the fields of environmentalism and religion and is currently a Professor of Religion and Nature at the University of Florida.[footnoteRef:4]  He has published many articles and several books on nature and religion and has won numerous awards, establishing him as an authority on his subject matter.  This particular article was published in 2016 and built upon some of Taylor’s earlier work, including his book Dark Green Religion, which explored the various forms of nature and/or environmental-based spiritual worldviews that have been emerging since the 1960’s and which Taylor has classified within the realm of religion. [footnoteRef:5] [3:  Lynn White, Jr., ‘The Historical Roots Of Our Ecological Crisis’, Science, 155:3767 (1967), 1203-1207.]  [4:  Bron Taylor, ‘Curriculum Vitae’, Bron Taylor, <http://www.brontaylor.com/pdf/cv.pdf> [accessed 2 November 2021].]  [5:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2010).] 

Botelho, Cardoso, and Otsuki’s article is similar to Taylor’s in that it is also concerned with the connection between ecology and religion.  In contrast, however, it is based not on an article, but on interviews and longer-term interactions with coffee farmers in the Zona de Mata region of Brazil.  Botelho and her coauthors described how the farmers’ observation of and interaction with the land through the process of agroecological farming and agroforestry influenced their spiritual beliefs.  The article was published in Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems and seems to be mainly targeted to other researchers and scientists who work in the fields of agroecology and agroforestry.  Two of the authors of this paper are professors at the Federal University of Vicosa in Brazil, Dr. Botelho in the Department of Rural Economics and Dr. Cardoso in the Department of Soil.[footnoteRef:6]  Dr. Otsuki is an Associate Professor in the Department of Human Geography and Planning at Utrecht University in the Netherlands.[footnoteRef:7]  All three authors have conducted research and published articles related to agroecology and agroforestry, many of which are accessible online at ResearchGate[footnoteRef:8], and are well-equipped to undertake the analysis offered in their paper.  Their article was published in 2016 based on a study conducted from 2008-2013[footnoteRef:9] and is thus fairly contemporary. [6:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.116.]  [7:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.116.]  [8:  ResearchGate, <https://www.researchgate.net/> [accessed 2 November 2021].]  [9:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.118.] 

Summary
In ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part 1)’, Taylor made the argument that, while Lynn White Jr.’s 1967 article received wide readership and its criticism of Western religion’s role in creating the ecological crisis had a tremendous impact, White’s ideas were not new.  Indeed, Taylor traced the history of these criticisms back to at least the 1850’s and early 1900’s with thinkers such as Ludwig Feuerbach, Edward Payson Evans, John Burroughs and John Muir.[footnoteRef:10]  Following this thorough accounting, he went on to describe the various responses to White’s article, both within and outside of the religious establishment.[footnoteRef:11]  He argued that it is the lasting effects of these responses that have led to what he has termed ‘the greening of religion hypothesis’ or the idea that religions can (and must) effect positive change in humans’ interaction with nature.  Taylor then laid this hypothesis out as a series of fact claims that he suggested need to be examined and assessed to determine the true extent to which religion plays a role in humans’ environmental perceptions and actions.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, pp.277-281.]  [11:  Taylor, ‘The Greening of Religion’, pp.287-296.]  [12:  Taylor, ‘The Greening of Religion’, pp.296-297.] 

Coming more from an on-the-ground approach than a philosophical one, Botelho and her co-authors traced the history of small-hold farmers’ involvement in agroecology and agroforestry and the effects these endeavors had on their relationship with their land in the coffee-growing region of Zona de Mata in Brazil.  They contended that, although the agroecology initiative was originally promoted within the context of love and care for the land through the regional arm of the Catholic church, the subsequent politicization of the movement distanced farmers from that idea.[footnoteRef:13]  Later, as the farmers introduced agroforestry and became involved in a much more intense interaction with and observation of the land, they rediscovered this original intent of love and care and their renewed connection to the land then circled back and strengthened their connection to God.[footnoteRef:14]  The authors also described how traditional practices were rediscovered through this process and emphasized the important role of indigenous cosmology in creating successful regional agroecology practices.[footnoteRef:15]  As well as laying out the positive developments, Botelho and her coauthors concluded by describing the social and economic challenges that became evident through their work, as well as their proposal to improve future technical assistance programs by taking these issues into account.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.117.]  [14:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.124-125.]  [15:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.125-126.]  [16:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.126-128.] 

Analysis
In ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part 1)’, Taylor’s writing was engaging and informative.  He clearly introduced his topic and his intent for the paper and then used sub-headings to delineate each topic he introduced.  Differing from most academic papers, he neither summed up each section nor provided a summary of the article as a whole, concluding instead by leading the reader into his aims for Part 2, which was published separately.  Although the introduction stated the intention to undertake a thorough review of White’s more neglected views, the main focus of the paper was on White’s critique of religion, particularly Christianity, and the ripple effect it created.  Taylor did, however, lay out a 4-point summary of the totality of White’s argument, including the non-religious factors.[footnoteRef:17]  Leslie Sponsel, writing in 2012, had provided a similar summary of this listing when he stated that White saw the environmental crisis as ‘the product of the synergy among Christian religion (particularly Protestantism), Western science, technology, economy and culture’.[footnoteRef:18]  What stuck in people’s minds though, Taylor pointed out, was the critique of the church. [17:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, p.274.]  [18:  Leslie Sponsel, Spiritual Ecology: A Quiet Revolution (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2012), p.76.] 

In Taylor’s view, the main reason why White’s article had such a powerful impact on the discourse around nature and religion was not due to its originality, but rather to the timing of its publication and the prominence of the journal it was published in.[footnoteRef:19]  To back up this claim, Taylor embarked upon a thorough and detailed review of the emergence of the criticism of Abrahamic religions, and particularly Christianity, for its furthering of the view that man is separate from and superior to nature.  To his review he brought not only earlier writers, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, but also writers contemporary to White, including Rachel Carson and Richard Baer.  Taylor used ample quotes from primary and secondary sources and specific timelines to demonstrate his point.  Taylor especially highlighted the contribution of Aldo Leopold and his Land Ethic, which laid out a criticism similar to White’s some 20 years earlier and is still foundational to the environmental movement today.[footnoteRef:20]  One example of Leopold’s assessment of the church’s attitude towards nature stated that  [19:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, p.277.]  [20:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, pp.281-283.] 

Abraham knew exactly what the land was for: it was to drip milk and honey into Abraham’s mouth.  At the present moment, the assurance with which we regard this assumption is inverse to the degree of our education.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac: And Sketches Here And There (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p.102.] 

Having decisively laid out the history of the criticism of Christianity for its contribution to environmental destruction, Taylor then pivoted to detailing the response to White’s widely circulated publication and how these responses have effected a change in religious environmental viewpoints since that time.  Taylor divided the responses from within the church into three categories.  There were, he said, those that rebuked the attack and held to their view of nature as utilitarian, or at the very least inconsequential in comparison to spiritual matters.  Others attempted to find evidence within religious texts that the view that had been passed down was incomplete or incorrect.[footnoteRef:22]  One such case is illustrated by the examination of the Second Story of Creation in Genesis, as recounted by James William Gibson in 2009.[footnoteRef:23]  Although the Second Story appears in Genesis later than the First Story, it is believed to have been written some 200-400 years earlier.  This version of the creation story did not situate man as superior to nature, but rather solidly in relationship with it.[footnoteRef:24]  A third group of responses to White’s article agreed with his proclamation and set about either trying to reform church viewpoints on the environment or to create a new spirituality entirely.[footnoteRef:25]  Again, Taylor made good use of sources and citations to flesh out his narrative in this section.   [22:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, pp.289-290.]  [23:  James William Gibson, A Reenchanted World (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2009), pp.211-213.]  [24:  James William Gibson, A Reenchanted World (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2009), pp.211-213.]  [25:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, pp.289-290.] 

In the final section of his article, Taylor detailed ‘the greening of religion hypothesis’, a collection of fact claims, describing how religion can and does affect environmental behavior, that have emerged from the developments in environmental thought he described.[footnoteRef:26]  He then drew on his own description of the complicated history of these ideas to argue that they cannot be accepted without proper examination.  To close, he wrapped up his article with a series of questions that he believed must be answered and a description of his own review of studies related to these questions, which he published as ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis Part 2’.[footnoteRef:27]  Having used Part 1 to lay out such a thorough history of the emergence of environmental thought related to religion and the varied players and factors involved, Taylor’s conclusion on the need for a comprehensive review to validate these fact claims makes sense and draws the reader into Part 2 of his examination. [26:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, pp.296.]  [27:  Taylor, ‘The Greening Of Religion’, pp.297.] 

In the Botelho article, the authors also laid out a detailed historical survey of their topic, in this case of the introduction and development of agroecology and agroforestry in the Zona de Mata of Brazil and how it was influenced by the church, technology and politics.  The writing style of their paper is a little more technical than Taylor’s and the necessary but frequent use of acronyms to describe all the groups involved can be a little challenging to follow for those unfamiliar with them.  Similar to Taylor, the authors made use of an introduction and sub-headings for clarity, but did not summarize individual sections within the paper, preferring instead to allow the history to flow as a narrative.  Unlike Taylor, Botelho and her coauthors did provide a conclusion, which recapped what they had done and the recommendations they offered.  
The story of the small-holders journey with agroecology that Botelho’s article detailed started around the timeframe of the publication of White’s original article, when the military in Brazil began providing funds for farmers to introduce chemicals and technology on their farms.[footnoteRef:28]  By the mid 1980’s, as small-holders who had not been able to afford the ongoing use of technology and chemicals started to see diminishing yields on their farms, the reexamination of the church’s attitudes towards the environment that Taylor related was in full swing.  The authors described how the initial introduction of agroecology to the small-holders was spearheaded by the Catholic church and emphasized managing ‘the land with love’.[footnoteRef:29]  In this case, it was religion that brought the farmers into closer connection with their land through the promotion of agroecology and, later, agroforestry, a case which could be construed as an example of Taylor’s ‘greening of religion hypothesis’. [28:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.120.]  [29:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.121.] 

Botelho and her coauthors conveyed the development of the various groups involved and the eventual politicization of the agroecology program in a fluid and detailed manner, citing many sources relevant to their discussion.  Unlike Taylor, they rarely used direct quotations, preferring instead to tell the story themselves and paraphrase their information.  They described how the problems with reduced yields and low profits persisted to some extent until the introduction of agroforestry experiments.[footnoteRef:30]  The authors then explained that the success of these experiments was dependent on detailed observation of both the land and the different tree species, resulting in the farmers beginning to remember and rediscover older practices that had been lost.[footnoteRef:31]  In effect, it reconnected them with their local traditional ecological knowledge, which, as Robin Wall Kimmerer described, ‘is born of long intimacy and attentiveness to a homeland and can arise wherever people are materially and spiritually integrated with their landscape’.[footnoteRef:32]  In recounting the farmers’ experiences in this section, the authors drew on their primary source material and recounted specific examples from it, such as the rediscovered practice of using tree leaves as green manure or the identification of new feed sources for their animals that then resulted in improved health.[footnoteRef:33] [30:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.121-122.]  [31:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.124-126.]  [32:  Robin Wall Kimmerer, ‘Weaving Traditional Ecological Knowledge Into Biological Education: A Call To Action’, BioScience, 52:5 (2002), 433.]  [33:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.124.] 

Botelho and her coauthors continued by exploring how the closer observation of the land rekindled a spiritual connection and how this connection, deliberately avoided in the modern scientific approach, is embedded in Latin American indigenous cosmology.[footnoteRef:34]  To back up their claim, the authors cited several anthropological studies to explain these belief systems and then compared them to the convergence of the farmers’ ecological and religious beliefs in the Zona de Mata.[footnoteRef:35]  The authors likened the farmers’ embrace of nature as a divine entity to the deep ecology movement that arose in the 1970s and 80s as one alternative to Western religious views of nature.  They argued that, through the process of agroecology, the farmers ‘are embedded within the divine nature, and this embeddedness nurtures their personal and practical knowledge, enabling them to care for the land with love’.[footnoteRef:36]  Arne Naess, in talking about his philosophy of deep ecology, stated that ‘conservation strategy will be more eagerly implemented by people who love what they are conserving’.[footnoteRef:37]  This combining of love with conservation is evident in the study undertaken by Botelho and her coauthors.  Indeed, the quote from one farmer, which serves as the title of the Botelho article, describing his ‘pact with God’[footnoteRef:38], indicates one possible outcome of the ‘greening of religion hypothesis’ that Taylor introduced in his article. [34:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.125.]  [35:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, pp.125.]  [36:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.126.]  [37:  Arne Naess, ‘The Deep Ecology Movement:  Some Philosophical Aspects’, Open Air Philosophy, (p.3) <https://openairphilosophy.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/OAP_Naess_Deep_Ecology_Movement.pdf>  [accessed 15 July 2021].]  [38:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.125.] 

In the final section of their article, Botelho and her coauthors went one step further than the physical environment and related how the developments in agroecology brought the social, economic and gender issues in the area to the fore.  They drew on their primary source material to illustrate these issues and envisioned the use of agroecology to create not only an improved relationship to the land but improved social relations as well.[footnoteRef:39]  In contrast to Taylor, the authors summed up their findings in a concluding section, which mostly focused on the spiritual realizations of the farmers through their engagement with the land.  Similar to Taylor, they closed by enumerating suggestions for future study, as well as stating their intention to actively contribute to that process.[footnoteRef:40] [39:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.127.]  [40:  Botelho, Cardoso and Otsuki, ‘I Made A Pact’, p.128.] 

Conclusion
As described in this paper, both Taylor’s and Botelho’s articles dealt with the subject matter of nature and religion.  All of the authors involved are qualified to present the work they detailed and both papers are well-written and accessible.  Taylor related the history of the idea, expressed by Lynn White, that Western religion is at least partly responsible for our environmental crisis.  He then chronicled the reaction to White’s criticism, especially as it pertained to the ability of religions to effect changes in environmental viewpoints, which Taylor summarized as the ‘greening of religion hypothesis’.  Botelho and her coauthors, by contrast, studied the effect of a church-initiated program of agroecology in the Zona de Mata region of Brazil.  They explained how the process of agroecology and agroforestry brought the farmers into closer connection to the land and, through this, back to a deeper spiritual connection, both with the land and with God.  This process could be seen as an illustration of Taylor’s ‘greening of religion hypothesis’ in action.  Though using different approaches, both papers are solid explorations of the connection between religion and the environment, and both offer concrete suggestions for future study in this field, which all of the authors intend to actively participate in.
image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





