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Some Environmental Issues 

[Robert Brungs, SJ, Director of ITEST, received his AB in Classics from Bellarmine College, Plattsburgh, New 
York and a PhL. From Fordham University. He earned a PhD in Physics from Saint Louis University and a 
Licentiate in Sacred Theology (STL) from Woodstock College in Maryland. Father Brungs has served as a 
consultant for the Vatican Secretariat for Non-Believers and the Committee on Science and Human Values of the 
National Conference of Catholic Bishops. He has also held consultantships for several other organizations. He is 
the author of several books dealing with aspects of the faith/science relationship (see for example, The Vineyard, 
Scientists in the Church, co-edited with Eva-Maria Amrhein located on the ITEST website) and many articles on 
the same topic. He taught physics and theology at Saint Louis University for several years before assuming full 
time duties with ITEST.]

There are high stakes for the Church in various issues in the “environmental crisis.” It would be well to be 
aware of them. Here I shall mention one or two to show some of the deeper concerns that are hardly ever, if 
ever, articulated. Consider the Endangered Species Act. Three articles in the January, 1992 issue of The Atlantic 
Monthly are worth taking the time to research. They spell out in some detail the economic and social implications 
of this Act. I will concentrate on the religious issues which are quite profound. 

In essence, the Endangered Species Act is designed to protect all endangered species. It is extremely rigid. In 
trying to protect everything, it will probably succeed in protecting nothing. That, however, is not its prime religious 
aspect. Environmentalists see this Act as built on what is called the Noah Principle: “all our fellow passengers on 
Spaceship Earth . . . have a right to exist” is the way the Ehrlichs express it in their book Extinction. 

That statement is compatible with a Christian understanding provided we don’t carry it to the next step and, as 
many environmentalists do, assume that each species has the same right to exist, including the human. Because 
all species are precious and have intrinsic worth, human beings have a moral responsibility to each and every one. 
This is what many environmentalists mean by stewardship. It is what I would call cosmic piety. It is the imposition 
of a moral responsibility on humans when they have neither the information, the wisdom nor the resources to 
carry it out. There is nothing moral in that kind of obligation. 

What is at stake here theologically is the whole Christian perspective on the creation. E. O. Wilson and Paul 
Ehrlich wrote in Science in August, 1991: 

. . . the first step (to halt the apparently accelerating extinction of species) . . . would be to cease “developing” 
any more relatively undisturbed land. Every new shopping center built in the California chaparral, every 
hectare of tropical forest cut and burned, every swamp converted into a rice paddy or shrimp farm means 
less biodiversity. . . . [Even so,] ending direct human incursions into remaining relatively undisturbed 
habitats would only be a start (my emphasis). . . . The indispensable strategy for saving our fellow living 
creatures and ourselves in the long run is . . . to reduce the scale of human activities. 

The assumption here, of course, is that biodiversity is the highest law of the planet. It is the criterion by which all 
human activity is to be judged. Is this consistent with a Christian view of creation and of the place of the human in 
that creation? Is the protection, for instance, of every species a definition of the Christian notion of stewardship? 
This is a growing activity for and praise of any form of biodiversity. The pace of extending this notion is growing. 
Is biodiversity the highest law of the universe of all living things? 

At the risk of being labeled anthropocentric, I believe that humans, with the ability to reason and to love, are the 
summit of the material creation. This is especially true since God sent his Son as one of us, not as a dung beetle 
or a whale. What could be more anthropocentric than to think that we can save all species? As I noted earlier, we 
have neither the information, the wisdom nor the resources to do so. To suppose that we have is arrogant nonsense. 
We have absolutely no idea of even the number of species, much less any details about them. 
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I see three ways in which humans can approach environmental issues of this magnitude. The first is the way the 
Ehrlichs approach it -- essentially creating a god (or, perhaps, goddess?) named Biodiversity to whom all humans 
pay homage and whose prophets are “scientific” environmentalists. All human behavior is to be circumscribed by 
the putative needs of every species. This is an essentially misanthropic view of reality: “the only problem we have 
is humanity and human activity.” 

Paradoxically enough, the prophets of Biodiversity look to these same humans for the survival of planetary 
biotic systems. In a sense, this is a “scientific” counterpoint to the romantic American myth of the wilderness 
popularized by James Fenimore Cooper in The Leatherstocking Tales. In its more extreme forms this approach 
would advocate not leaving any trace of our being here, no achievement, not even a footprint to indicate that 
we have lived. Strangely, the proponents of this position praise the mounds left by the Indians because they’re 
evidence of a high culture. 

Still, the position that we leave no trace is antithetical to a Christianity that sees us as co-creators, sacramentally 
building with and in Christ the New Jerusalem. If we are true to our baptismal warrant, we must leave some trace 
of our passing. Things (and people) will (ideally) be more beautiful because we passed through. 

Another way to approach the issue has already been tried -- unfortunately. It essentially says that only the human 
is important -- especially me. “Take care of Number One.” We’ve all met these people, and they’re just as hard 
on other human beings as they are on the environment, if not harder. If anything is clear from Christian history, 
laissez-faire behavior of any stripe is not sanctioned by the law of God. This approach is not compatible with the 
Faith, even though, I’m afraid, it has been attributed to Christianity by many writers, including the historian Lynn 
White in his Science article of thirty years ago. Christianity has condemned this attitude in a multitude of other 
situations and issues and there is no need to repeat the condemnation here. All we need do is recall that Christ 
came to serve and not to be served. 

The third way is truly the Christian way -- to make the difficult choices that take into account the need for humans 
and the need for biodiversity. The hard work must be done to reconcile conflicting (or seemingly conflicting) 
needs of humans and non-humans. Even though Christianity maintains that “sub-human” creation is in the service 
of humans, it does not provide any approval of greed. The Book of Genesis speaks of “subduing and conquering,” 
not of “raping and despoiling.” We must look to the 13th chapter of the Gospel of St. John for the full description 
of mastery over creation: “You call me Lord and Master, and rightly; so I am. If I, then, the Lord and Master have 
washed your feet, you should wash each other’s feet.” Like any other book, not all the answers in scripture are to 
be found fully explained on the first page. In fact, not all the answers have been written. That is an on-going task 
in the Church and its fulfillment depends on each of us. 

Our first priority is to enlarge in our hearts the vision of a creation in Christ . The whole creation, groaning in birth 
pangs awaiting the children of God, is being re-created in the image of God-with-us. We do have obligations to 
protect and foster the planetary environment. It is not, however, our task to “save every species.” That is a cosmic 
piety, not a Christian piety. We do not know enough nor can we assume that the current earthly conditions are 
optimal. They probably are optimal for today, but we should not assume that they’ll be optimal ten or twenty years 
in the future. This, however, is not a warrant for any laissez-faire attitude. The environment is constantly changing 
and conditions right now will not be the conditions of a year from now. 

How is it that the proponents of evolution do not understand that the environment is in constant and sometimes 
radical change. Some species may be viable for only a brief span of time. To try to save is species is an attempt 
to deny change. 

It does not seem likely that we shall accomplish as much by fiats - by the draconian laws proposed by E. O. 
Wilson, Paul Ehrlich, Peter Raven and their companions -- as we will by a full Christian vision of creation in 
Christ. We should be teaching the vision of Athanasius: 
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Like a musician who has attuned his lyre, and by the artistic blending of low and high and medium 
tones produces a single melody, so the Wisdom of God, holding the universe like a lyre, adapting things 
heavenly to things earthly, and earthly things to heavenly, harmonizes them all, and, leading them by His 
will, makes one world and one world-order in beauty and harmony (Contra Gentes, 41, p. 26.) 

This will have more power to “save” than all the mandates of the anti-human wing of the environmental movement 
combined. The Church must promote an awareness of the unity of creation, while standing athwart all efforts to 
promote “environmental sanity” at the price of human freedom. Freedom is God’s greatest gift to his creation, 
including, in the Final Kingdom, the nonhuman world. Any “sanity” purchased at the price of true human freedom 
-- which includes sinful and stupid behavior - is really Christian “insanity.” 

Over a hundred years ago a Protestant theologian, Horace Bushnell, remarked that power follows the direction 
of hope. We who have Christ -- who are Christ in the Church in history -- must preach and live the hope that is 
Christ’s presence to us in the Church. 

Covenantal freedom demands that we learn all there is to learn about our world, to foster the health of the 
creation in Christ, to co-create in Christ the creation that fulfills God’s designs for it. This is a primary duty of the 
Christian, one that we cannot abdicate, cannot leave to the “pagans” to achieve. Creation can find its full destiny 
only in Christ -- and we in the Church are the Christ-bearers in the world today. It is we who must give the world 
the hope that is Christ. 

We cannot do this in ignorance or in greed. It is important for us to learn as best we can ? using all the scientific 
and humanistic tools we can acquire -- to know and appreciate and love “this world.” Almost every data set we 
get in astronomy and astrophysics reminds us of how little we know. This is true also of the biosphere. We are 
essentially ignorant of the profound complexity (and beauty) of the biosphere. It is incumbent on all of us to 
learn as much as we can and do as much as we can to promote “environmental sanity”-- as a true religious duty. 
All that exists, insofar as it exists, is revelatory of God; it tells us the “complexity” of God, which, when finally 
understood, is clearly seen as the “simplicity” of God. The sheer number of things “out there” and “in here” 
bespeaks of the “multiplicity “and prodigality of God who is One. The order in the universe speaks of the love of 
God for us. It is all beautiful and it is all gift. 

We have a duty as Christians to learn about and love the physical world as-it-is. In fulfilling this task, we must 
always remember that we are Christ’s surrogates in this world. We are literally, in virtue of our baptism and 
confirming in the Spirit, other Christs. We are responsible for the health and vitality of the world -- to a point. That 
responsibility does not extend to every species and to every possibility. God is primarily responsible for all that 
is. All we can do is the best that we can. Doing more is arrogance; it is anthropocentrism run wild. Many, if not 
most, things are God’s responsibility. He can take care of their longevity, since we cannot. 

QUESTIONS 

What is the virtue of hope? On what basis can we have hope in view of the environmental “crisis.” 

What is “covenantal freedom”? 

If creation can find its destiny only in Christ, how does that mandate the Christian to “be in Christ”, to “act in 
Christ”, to “love in Christ”? What does it mean sacramentally “to be in Christ”? What did the Fathers of the 
Church mean by `participation’ in Christ? Does that mean that if we are in union with Christ we will know with 
his knowledge and love with his love? 

We are called to be other Christs; we have that as a mission and as a duty. How can we carry it out except with 
his grace, with his love? 
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