Section F: Part 3 Q from NCCA Guidelines
Part 3: The religious imperative to act for justice and peace

1. a) Explain what is meant by the ‘greening of religion’.
    b) Give three factors that brought about this ‘greening’process.

2. Outline the key ideas of one writer on religion and the environment.

3. The biblical concept of Jubilee (Lev. 25) was a very radical mechanism for giving a fresh start to the poor.  Discuss.

4. Explain the concept of stewardship and dominion in the Genesis creation texts.  

Give an example of how one of these concepts might apply to a current environmental     problem.

Task:

Explore the two accompanying texts.


Compare the approach in both and identify the possible merits of each answer.


Using guidance from Assessment for Learning offer suggestions to the following:

· Learning intention

· Success criteria

· Constructive feedback including guidance on the merits of the answer and how to improve so that the success criteria are achieved
Example 1:

1 a) The ‘greening of religion’ means taking an interest in the environment and preserving it for future generations.  Even though God gave human beings dominion over the natural world (according to the Book of Genesis) we should not destroy it.  It is wrong to pollute the planet and be selfish about the resources of the earth because they are not really ours to destroy and it’s not fair to future generations.
b) Three factors that brought about this ‘greening’ process are:

· People are more interested now in the environment and how we should take care of it

· Religious orders such as the Franciscans have always been interested in the environment and nature

· We now know more about the world and all the different types of life in it.  Religion tells us that we should preserve it for future generations

2.  One writer on religion and the environment is Thomas Berry.  He was an American who grew up surrounded by the beauty of nature.  He wrote poems about nature because he felt very close to it.  He was also interested in religion and he joined a monastery in the 1930s.  He used his many writings and lectures to talk about his great love of nature and believed that we should all take great care of the earth.  Berry saw how humans inflict awful cruelty on one another and do untold damage to the environment.  He believed that humans were no better than animals or plants and that we all have life so we all have equal rights.  When we infringe on the rights of nature we pay the price through floods, hurricanes etc.  It’s like when we are so keen to build houses that we chop down lots of trees and remove the wildlife living there.  As a result the air quality is poorer as there is less oxygen and the birds and insects are killed because we have taken their habitat.  He believed that from now on we have to not be so selfish and keep taking from the earth in the name of progress.  Everything we do should have a good effect on the earth.  We have lost touch with nature and we are all the poorer for it.  If we were in touch with nature we would be healthier people.
3. I think that the idea of the Jubilee year was a very good way to give a fresh start to the poor.  It meant that anyone in debt had their debt cancelled.  If you were a slave you got your freedom during the Jubilee. You could access a loan if you had fallen on hard times.  The land was not tilled during the Jubilee so that it could have a rest.  Basically, people got a second chance because of the Jubilee.  It meant that they didn’t have to stay poor for the rest of their lives.  So yes, I think the Jubilee was a very good way to give a fresh start to the poor.
Example 2:

1  a) The ‘greening of religion’ is a concept which refers to the fundamental essence of life which humans share with all of nature.  There is an underlying unity which sustains all such life, whether human, animal or vegetated and religion sees the essence of this preservation of life as an attribute of a Creator God (e.g. in Judaism, Christianity and Islam).  Since God is understood as the source and sustainer of all life the concept of the ‘greening of religion’ is absolutely a religious concept.  Humans who belong to various religious traditions, and indeed the leaders of such traditions, must recognise the hand of the Creator God in all of life and understand the inter-connectedness of all life species.  We are not separate entities.  The air that we are breathing right now was, a short while ago, in the atmosphere if India, for example, and has collected molecules of hydrogen and oxygen which people in India were also inhaling.  After a while, that air and carbon-dioxide will contribute to rainfall in south Africa, and fertilise the land which will produce fruit which will then be exported to Europe and we will consume!  Thus we are all interconnected in one huge web of life.  What we do to our environment here has a knock on-effect on oxygen supplies and quality of life in China, for example.  Thus we are inseparable from our fellow humans on the other side of the world.  Their animals and plants similarly are affected by us – polluted air from industrialised countries causes acid rain which falls on other countries, having a bad effect on land fertility and crops, and causing possible long term health damage to people.
All of this is a religious issue, not just in terms of our moral responsibilities towards other humans and those with whom we share life, but we must also give consideration to what we mean by creation, God, the soul, sin, death, salvation etc.  There are massive threats to our environment today (pollution, ozone layer, deforestation etc) and these are fundamentally linked to our religious beliefs and our understanding of our role in the world as humans.  In Genesis 1:27-31 when humans were created last and given dominion over other animals it would seem as if we are more important than other forms of life and that we have a right to control them.  The greening of religion reminds us that we share life together with a variety of species on the planet and that we have a profound unity and interconnectedness with them.
[Such re-examination can help develop the mutual understanding necessary for making ethical ecological judgements and putting these teachings into practice in an appropriate manner. Among these teachings are the expectation that people will serve and keep the Creation (earthkeeping principle), that creatures and ecosystems not be relentlessly pressed (sabbath principle), that provisions must be made for the flourishing of the biosphere (fruitfulness principle), that the Earth be filled with biologically diverse and abundant life (fulfilment principle), that pressing the biosphere's absolute limits must be avoided (buffer principle), that people should seek contentment and not selfish gain (contentment principle), that people should seek biospheric integrity rather than self-interest (priority principle) and that people should not fail to act on what they know is right (praxis principle). Ecologists need to recognize and respect these and other biblical ecological teachings and be ready to assist churches in their care and keeping of Creation. And churches must join ecologists in the work of assuring the continued integrity of the biosphere. 

Ref. http://www.springerlink.com/content/g54762k18087v2kh/ ]

b) Three factors that brought about this ‘greening’ process are:

· 1937 saw the establishment of NCRLC (National Catholic Rural Life Conference). It was a meeting of economists, scientists and theologians to look at how Christians might take seriously their duty to care for the earth.   Its two main concerns were promoting good local communities and a healthy environment.  Working in close relationship with the Conferences of Bishops they seek to put an ethical perspective on the preservation of the environment.
· In 1948 The World Conservation Union was formed.  It brought together representatives from 132 countries and states, NGOs and other agencies with a mission to encourage and assist societies throughout the world to conserve the integrity and diversity of nature and use of natural resources that is equitable and ecologically sustainable.
· The World Council of Churches held their eight Assembly in 1998 in Harare.  Part of the conference dealt with the integrity of creation.  Its title was ‘Nurturing Peace, overcoming violence: In the Way of Christ for the sake of the World’.  One section of the conference explored the theme of ‘Affirming human dignity, the rights of people and the integrity of creation’.  This demonstrates that in recent years there has been a keen interest from church leaders across a wide ecumenical span to look at the relationship between humans and the rest of the environment not just in physical terms but in theological terms that shape our understanding of ourselves as people, the world in which we live, all life on earth, the role of God / creation /eschatology, ethical imperatives etc.

2. One writer on religion and the environment is Thomas Berry, a renowned Catholic ecologist and ‘geologian’ since he sees theology and the study of the earth as utterly inseparable.  Coming from a childhood in North Carolina where he was immersed in meadows, flowers and the abundance of nature, Berry learned at a young age to deeply appreciate the beauty of nature and the preciousness of the environment.  His love of nature inspired him with a sense of profound awe and wonder about the natural world, our place in that world, the effects of our actions on others and the place of the Creator God.   Entering the monastic tradition in 1934 to escape from the plight of rampant commercialism he began teaching and lecturing on Religion.  The content of his lectures and work was firmly rooted in a constant theme – care for the earth.  He also saw care for the earth as inextricably linked to the cause of justice in the world – the two are inseparable, since so much of justice is about power and control of resources (e.g. the U.S. interest in the oil fields of the Middle East, since oil drives the wheels of the economy).

He felt the pain of human suffering by tuning into the lack of compassion and the open hostility and violence that humans are capable of.  His underlying philosophy is that we are not here on this earth to destroy and control nature for our own benefit.  We are here to share life with many other species and we should not exploit life in essence.  He saw the earth and all its inhabitants as interconnected by life and that all share the same ‘sacred matter’.  The sacredness of the life thread in everything that lives, including the earth, necessitates that we rethink our understanding of humanity and who we are in relation to the earth and our fellow creatures.  Our ancient ancestors and native tribes knew deeply the importance of respecting the sacredness of land, water, mountains, lakes etc.  For them, creation was inseparable from the creator and both must be respected.  The earth is not an inanimate object.  It has a physical and spiritual aspect to its reality.  Everything in the natural world has natural rights and we, as humans, must learn how to respect such rights.  When we don’t we pay the price through ‘natural disasters’.  Famine, for example, is not simply a ‘natural’ phenomenon.  The greed and actions (and inactions) of people and governments across the globe have indirectly led to endless suffering through famine.  
In Berry’s understanding of cosmology humans are not the ‘be-all-and-end-all’ centre of the universe – a notion particularly prevalent as a result from scientific reductionism at the time of the Enlightenment.  For Berry, God is the centre of the universe, the planet and all of life and that Creator God infuses all of creation with God’s sacred matter.  Therefore humans live and breathe this sacredness in a shared union with animals, plants, fish, bacteria, soil, stars, the solar system etc.

Berry sees that his ecological and cosmological perspective has huge repercussions on human life and on our responsibilities towards the earth and its inhabitants.  He calls this the New Story.  Humans are called to a radical and fundamental change in how we live on the planet.  Instead of endless capitalism, secularisation, consumption of resources and greed we must learn to live in harmony with the earth and its ecological systems – as indeed many of the ancient native inhabitants did – and rediscover all that is sacred, full of wonder and mystery.  We need to re-learn the art of reverence for the gift of life.  Human actions should support the integrity of the earth and its eco-systems.  We must use, rather than abuse, the earth’s resources.  This type of existence has radical implications for social justice.  Economic, political, cultural and social structures must invest their energies into the promotion of a shared sustainable existence for all of the earth’s inhabitants – this involves a massive re-distribution of the earth’s resources away from capitalist markets.  The New Story promotes unity, harmony and a relational way of living in a way that supports ecology and social justice.
Finally, Berry warns us of the price we pay for becoming dis-connected from nature.  The perpetual greed and consumption of humans gives us a superficial reassurance of power and control but in fact our existence is a vulnerable one and is utterly dependant upon viable eco-systems.  We have become alienated from nature – we seldom feel the grass under our feet since we tend to drive everywhere.  As humans, our humanity is diminished as a result and we lose our essential connection with the sacredness of all of life.  We perpetuate a meaningless cosmic cycle of polluting the planet and suffering ill health as a result.  We diminish our humanity by contributing to the suffering experienced by those who work in sweat shops under conditions akin to slavery.  The balance can only be restored by reconnecting with creation and respecting that creation.  The health and well-being of humanity depends on our willingness to make a paradigm shift in our thinking and actions which will embrace inclusiveness, reverence for life, and relational living.
3. The concept of  ‘Jubilee’, originating in the Hebrew text of Leviticus 25:11-12, must be understood in the context of the Jewish understanding of the Sabbath.  The Book of Genesis designated the Sabbath as a day of rest, since during Creation God rested on that day.  Humans, whether members of a religious tradition or not, need to experience rest from their everyday routine in order to stay healthy.  The notion of the Jewish ‘Jubilee’ expanded this theme of Sabbath rest.  It meant that every fifty years the Hebrews were not to work the land but to leave it fallow and trust in God’s providence to provide for them.  It also meant that all debt was cancelled at this time.  The reason for this is the clear understanding that we need to be reminded that the world and its resources are not in fact ours, but God’s.  God is Creator and Owner of all.  As stewards of God’s creation we are entrusted with the earth’s resources for safekeeping.  The common good should be served by distributing the land and resources in a way that will benefit all.  Cancelling debt meant that everyone was once again equal, as God had planned it.  The poor were liberated from their poverty.  It reminded them that God was the supreme Creator and it was God who held ultimate power and ownership of the world and its resources.  The Jubilee also provided loans for people who had fallen into poverty.  Land was redistributed to former ‘owners’ and all slaves won their freedom.  This meant that every fifty years the Jubilee would end a cycle of poverty and slavery and people would experience true freedom, in a way symbolic of their ancestral experience of the Exodus.  The freedom from physical slavery became freedom from economic and material slavery during the Jubilee.  The Sabbath rest became a profound ‘rest’ from all forms of injustice and oppression, especially for those on the margins of society.  So it is absolutely true to say that the concept of Jubilee was a radical mechanism for giving a fresh start to the poor.  
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