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Abstract 
 

This dissertation examines the role of the congregation in encouraging or inhibiting 

engagement with environmentalism for mainline and evangelical Protestants.  We often think 

of the congregation as a mobilizing structure, but this study shows that congregations may 

actually discourage some forms of engagement.  Additionally, I find that congregational activity 

is strongly shaped by the traditions and institutions in which the churches are embedded. 

Through in-depth interviews with green mainline and evangelical Protestants, I have identified 

different forms that engagement with environmental stewardship can take, ranging from 

individual practice to political engagement advocating for societal change.  I find that while 

evangelicals may not participate in the forms of engagement that are most visible, they 

transform their participation in a way that allows them to maintain their religious identity.   This 

study illustrates how religious, social, and organizational factors within congregations can 

influence engagement with environmentalism. This will contribute to our understanding of how 

religious congregations impact individuals civic engagement, especially around divisive issues. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 

As a child, Mary was appalled when she learned that the towering hills in her city park 

were created by covering an abandoned landfill with dirt and sod.  “They literally built a 

mountain out of trash!”  The realization that our waste stays with us deeply affected Mary and 

she began recycling at the first opportunity.  In 2009, at the suggestion of one of the ministers 

in her Presbyterian congregation who knew of her environmental concern, Mary attended a 

symposium on “Caring for Creation” organized by the regional conference of a mainline 

Protestant denomination.  

The symposium was a powerful and informative experience and Mary was inspired to 

start a committee on environmental stewardship at her congregation.  The committee, which 

they called the “green team”, has led educational Sunday School classes, initiated a recycling 

program, and hosted an Earth Day fair at the church that was open to the public. She also 

began a recycling program at her children’s school.  At her minister’s prompting, she spoke at a 

faith-based women’s retreat about how recycling can be a spiritual practice.  Mary started a 

consulting business to connect companies with environmentally-friendly solutions for dealing 

with waste. In her community, Mary joined a green networking group that she attends regularly 

and a group for women involved with environmental issues. 

 Mary’s story fits into the established model of congregations and civic engagement; a 

large body of research suggests that religious congregations have the capacity to draw its 

members into civic life, mobilize them for service in their communities, and inspire movements 

for social change (Ammerman 2005; Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Wuthnow 1999; Verba, 
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Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Park and Smith 2000).  In Mary’s case, her initial engagement with 

environmentalism through her congregation allowed much larger engagement both within the 

church and beyond.  Her church provided ideological support for her beliefs about the value of 

Creation, education and encouragement, and the opportunity to act on her ambition by 

allowing the formation of the green team.   

 However, a growing body of work has shown that participation in religious 

congregations does not always increase civic engagement; involvement with conservative or 

evangelical Protestant congregations has actually been found to decrease individuals’ 

participation in civic society (Schwadel 2005) or have no effect (Beyerlein and Hipp 2006).  This 

research suggests the relationship between participation in religious congregations and civic 

engagement depends on context.  The extent and form of engagement with larger society may 

be influenced by religious tradition and other contextual characteristics of each particular 

congregation. 

 Consider the case of Diane, an evangelical Protestant who had only recently become 

“green.”  Four years prior to our interview, she was in graduate school for architecture and had 

been learning about sustainable building practices and other environmental issues. This new 

knowledge and interest caused an internal struggle; Diane worried that her concern for the 

environment did not align with her religious beliefs. “I was just on my own, wondering ‘are my 

feelings for the environment something that is from the Christian faith?’ and I asked God to 

help me.”  Soon after, she found a book written by an evangelical Creation Care advocate 

named Matthew Sleeth called Serve God, Save the Planet: A Christian Call to Action (2007).  The 

book moved her to tears because for the first time she was hearing from other evangelicals 
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with similar values in regards to the environment.  For her, this was confirmation from God that 

faith and environmentalism were aligned.  

 Diane sat down with a pastor at her evangelical Bible church and laid out some of the 

ideas from the book about how making green changes within the church can save money and 

energy.  The pastor was not overly receptive or enthusiastic but said that he would pass the 

information on to the elders.  Diane never heard back from him and never followed up.  When 

another pastor at the congregation later saw a t-shirt she was wearing that advocated recycling, 

he asked her “are you a tree-hugger?” and laughed.   

Diane went on to complete her graduate work in architecture and became a LEED 

certified professional (LEED: Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design).  She feels she can 

make a positive impact on the environment through her professional work.  She and her family 

have also made changes in their personal behavior to become more environmentally conscious; 

they have begun transitioning to a vegetarian diet, recycle and reuse religiously, and have 

downsized to only one car for the family.  She has reached out to a national-level evangelical 

environmental organization in order to try to find local religious people or groups with an 

interest in the environment.  She is not a member of any secular environmental organizations. 

In the case of Diane, her congregation did not foster her engagement with 

environmentalism.  The religious messages heard within her church did not directly promote 

her development of green ideology.  Her pastor did not encourage her involvement and the 

congregation did not provide her the opportunity to work within the church on environmental 

issues.  Nonetheless, Diane did engage with environmentalism.  She pursued a career focused 

on addressing environmental concern and made changes in her personal life and behavior.  
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While not a member of any organizations, she is searching for other like-minded Christians in 

the area.  Her engagement occurred outside of, and even in spite of, her congregation. 

The nature of Diana’s engagement with environmentalism is different from Mary’s, 

though.  Mary is vocal about her support for environmentalism within her mainline Protestant 

church and in her community.  She has joined with other environmentally-minded persons, in 

both religious and secular organizations.  Diana, while equally committed to her beliefs about 

the importance of environmental stewardship, is engaged in the movement privately, through 

changes in her family’s habits and through her career.  Her engagement occurs outside of 

organizational channels.   

In this dissertation, I examine the role of the congregation in encouraging or inhibiting 

engagement with environmentalism.  Given past research, we can expect that the impact of the 

congregation will vary according to religious context. Congregational activity is strongly shaped 

by the traditions and institutions in which the churches are embedded and thus they will differ 

significantly in the extent to which they mobilize members for civic action in communities and 

the form of that mobilization.  Through in-depth interviews with green mainline and evangelical 

Protestants, I have identified different forms that engagement with environmental stewardship 

can take, ranging from individual practice to political engagement advocating for societal 

change.  Religious congregations can impact individuals’ involvement with environmentalism in 

each type of engagement, and the interviews show that the influence of the congregation does 

vary for evangelicals versus mainline Protestants. 

Despite environmentalism being deeply tied to religious values for the evangelical 

respondents, their engagement occurs outside of organizational channels.  Instead of the 
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congregation serving as a source for information or support, evangelical respondents 

developed green ideology and engaged with the movement outside of their congregations.  

Evangelicals’ engagement with environmentalism in a public form, however, was often 

impeded by congregational and religious factors.   Mainline Protestants, on the other hand, 

were aided by their congregation in most forms of engagement with environmentalism.  But 

mainline respondents faced many of the same obstacles within their congregations, and some 

of their congregations impeded engagement at the societal level; by avoiding political dialogues 

and promoting behavior-level solutions instead, mainline congregations did not provide 

respondents with much opportunity to take part in a political form of engagement with 

environmental stewardship. 

As stated earlier, the traditional model of religion and civic engagement gives 

congregations a central position in mobilizing their members in civic and political arenas.  

Congregations can mobilize members for civic involvement by raising the consciousness of 

church members, supplying networks and opportunities for civic action, and cultivating skills 

that can be used in efforts outside of the congregations.  In my research, I found evidence 

supporting the claim that congregations can encourage engagement in these ways, but I also 

found that the forms of engagement that are encouraged vary across the religious context.  

Additionally, in cases where engagement around an issue is discouraged or impeded in the 

congregational context, religious persons nevertheless may find ways to participate in certain 

forms of engagement. 

In this chapter I will introduce my study of religion and engagement around 

environmentalism.  I first explain how environmentalism is a special case for evangelical 
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engagement, and why it serves well for examining the relationship between congregations and 

civic engagement.  Next I provide a review of the literature on civic engagement and religion, 

including an examination of how levels or styles of civic engagement are different for 

evangelical Protestants.  I will summarize my methods and procedure for collecting data 

through in-depth interviews and discuss the limitations of my data and the study overall.  In the 

final section I provide an overview of the remaining chapters. 

Why environmentalism? 
 

The overarching question that originated my research was how do individuals who are a 

part of the evangelical community engage with environmentalism, a movement that seemed to 

be incompatible with the political and social views of prominent evangelicals.  In comparison 

with mainline Protestants, who have a longer and more visible history with environmental 

advocacy, evangelicals are relatively new to the field, and this question remained unanswered.  

Engagement with environmentalism may be shaped by the distinct cultures of the religious 

traditions, as well as the political and organizational obstacles faced by their members.  

We have seen an increase in the visibility of evangelical environmental advocates over 

the past decade. A growing number of evangelicals have embraced the ideology of “Creation 

Care”: a scripturally grounded approach to promoting responsible environmental stewardship 

and principles.  Christian organizations such as Evangelical Environmental Network (EEN), 

Blessed Earth, Restoring Eden, and Care of Creation, have formed to encourage environmental 

ideals among evangelicals, or “mobilize the church to care for creation.” A 1994 declaration 

signed by almost 500 evangelical leaders called for followers to acknowledge the responsibility 

they had to care for the world that God had created.   
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Previous research has examined evangelical environmentalism. However, this research 

has focused mainly on identifying different strains of religious environmental ethics; survey and 

attitudinal data on environmental issues; or on the increasing environmental political advocacy 

of evangelical elites.   The development of the Creation Care movement within congregations, 

and the further engagement of green evangelicals beyond the congregation, was previously 

unexplored.  

This case provides an interesting opportunity to examine the relationship between 

religious context and civic engagement; focusing on a movement within a context in which it is 

not already broadly accepted allows us to see the congregational and religious impediments to 

engagement more clearly.  Because of the negative political and social connotations to 

environmentalism within the evangelical world, the obstacles to engagement that the 

respondents encountered were often conspicuous.  The goal of this dissertation is to extend 

our understanding of the bearing that congregations and religious tradition have on individuals’ 

civic activity, and limiting the focus to engagement on one (often contentious) issue unclutters 

the overall picture. 

Religious Participation and Civic Engagement 
 

One of the most widely cited recent works on the state of civic engagement is Robert 

Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000).  He argues that multiple indicators point to a significant decline 

in levels of civic engagement for Americans during the last half of the 20th century.  Using data 

from the General Social Survey and membership data from organizations, Putnam shows that 

Americans’ membership in traditional civic organizations, like the P.T.A. and fraternal 

organizations such as the Elks, had steadily declined.  In addition, voter turnout has decreased 
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and Americans have less trust in the government.  He offers a number of explanations for this 

decline, including a suburbanization of American cities; increasing pressure on families for time 

and money; the cohort replacement of an older, more civic-minded generation; and an 

increasing value being given to private entertainment.   

Putnam contends that the decline in civic engagement is tied to a similar decline in 

levels of social capital, meaning the “connections among individuals – social networks and the 

norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (2000: 19). Americans are 

becoming more self-involved and individualistic, he argues, leading to people being less civically 

engaged and concerned about their larger communities. Some social theorists argue that a lack 

of civic engagement could have a detrimental impact on the strength of American democracy 

and our ability to address social problems (Zukin, Keeter, Andolina, Jenkins, and Delli Carpini 

2006; Putnam 2000).  If people are not concerned about issues that impact their society they 

will withdraw from the civic world, leaving a smaller group of people, often with special 

interests, to make the decisions about public affairs. 

Religious groups could play a vital role in fostering a sense of civic responsibility and a 

can help to unite individuals with diverse backgrounds (Skocpol and Fiorina 1999).  For many, 

participation in a religious community is itself a kind of civic engagement and involvement in 

their local community (Putnam 2000).  Putnam finds that almost half of the memberships that 

Americans claim are church related and that half of the volunteering takes place within a 

religious setting. A large number of Americans are involved in religious organizations and 

participate in local congregational life; more than 60% of American adults report attending 

services in any given week (Chaves 2004).  Involvement in a religious congregation has been 
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found to be a salient predictor of community engagement in the U.S. (Ammerman 2005; 

Greeley 1997; Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Wuthnow 1999; Chaves 2004; Lichterman 2005; Verba 

et al 1995), so continued participation in religious organizations could be meaningful for larger 

trends in civic engagement. 

A large body of research suggests a strong link between religion and civic participation 

outside of church (Ammerman 2005; Becker and Dhingra 2001, Beyerlein and Hipp 2006, Verba 

et al 1995; Wuthnow 1999; 2004).  Church attendance is associated with a higher rate of 

volunteering (Wuthnow 1999) and the frequency of attendance is associated with higher 

likelihood of participating in political civic engagement like voting (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 

1995) and collective organizing (Harris 1999).  From social movement literature we know that 

church leadership can encourage participation in political activity by organizing discussion 

groups, encouraging voting, or preaching on political issues (Guth et al. 1995; Verba, 

Schlozman, and Brady 1995).   

One of the mechanisms through which religious congregations may support civic 

engagement is through facilitating the formation of a civic ideology, giving members a sense of 

responsibility for wider society (Wuthnow 2004).  By endorsing an interpretation of scripture 

that promotes care for our neighbors and reaching out to those in need, churches can 

encourage members to participate in social action outside of the congregation.  Clergy can 

shape opinions and action through sermons that interpret biblical text and provoke further 

reflection (Djupe and Gilbert 2003; Kohut, Green, Teeter, and Toth 2000; Guth, Green, Smidt, 

Kellstedt, and Paloma 1997).  By influencing congregants’ opinions on social issues, churches 

can provide the moral motivation and sometimes be a mobilizing force for civic engagement.  In 
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his study of faith-based community organizing, Mark Warren (2001) shows how a shared 

religious discourse helps clergy and laypeople work together to attain better housing and 

schools in their neighborhoods.   

One of the principle goals of congregations is to gather people together to engage in the 

cultural activity of expressing and transmitting religious meanings (Ammerman 1997; Becker 

1999; Chaves 2004). As Becker writes, “congregations develop distinct cultures that comprise 

local understandings of identity and mission and that can be understood analytically as bundles 

of core tasks and legitimate ways of doing things” (1999:7).  A religious congregation can 

promote cultural norms about the scope of the religious mission that includes activities, such as 

volunteering and providing social services to the community, which can lead to further civic 

engagement. 

The congregation also serves as a place where members can discuss public issues and 

individuals can learn about the issues that impact their communities (Lichterman 2005).  

Ministers may speak about injustice during worship service or the congregation might arrange 

forums, Sunday School classes, or seminars where social issues are discussed. Research has 

shown that congregations where debate on social issues is encouraged are more likely to have 

members involved in civic engagement through volunteering (Becker and Dhingra 2001).  

Congregations can also encourage civic activity by informing members about opportunities to 

participate by hosting speakers from the community or posting announcements about activities 

(Chaves et al 2002; Chaves 2004; Greeley 1997). If a church member becomes concerned about 

a specific civic issue, the congregation provides an outlet for them to engage their passions and 
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interests. As Chaves notes, congregations place “very few hurdles in the way of people who 

want to turn their interests into a ‘congregational’ activity” (Chaves 2004).   

Beyond facilitating the ideological outlook for civic engagement and encouraging 

discussion on social issues, the congregation can cultivate skills that can be used for civic 

engagement outside of the congregation (Smith 1998; Ammerman 2002). Many individuals 

have the opportunity to advocate, plan, and lead within their churches which help with the 

formation of civic skills that can be applied in other instances.  Ayala (2000) showed that 

individuals who performed civic skills within their congregations, like leading meetings, writing 

letters, and giving presentations, were more likely to engage in political action outside of the 

church. 

Congregations are active in providing social services both to congregants and to their 

communities (Ammerman 2005; Chaves 2004; Kniss and Numrich 2007; Wuthnow 2004).  While 

much of a congregation’s actions are geared toward internal issues or religious and cultural 

practices, Chaves shows that 57% of congregations reported some form of social service activity 

like food pantries or programs that provide housing.  Through their work providing social 

services, congregations can also cultivate relationships with the larger society through creating 

bridging ties with other organizations (Ammerman 2005; Chaves 2004; Wuthnow 2004).   

In their work with the community, congregations often form partnerships with outside 

organizations. The most common form of connection to community organizations is “human 

services”, like providing food or clothing to people in need, with about two-thirds of all 

congregations having connections with outside organizations.  (Ammerman 2005). A significant 

portion of American congregations’ civic engagement is through creating coalitions with other 
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organizations, providing resources to religious and secular nonprofits, and serving as partners 

to governmental organizations (Ammerman 2005; Chaves 2004).  Chaves (2004) finds that 

about 40% of congregations in the U.S. had a representative of a social service organization 

come as a visiting speaker within a year. Through these partnerships, church members are 

introduced to the work and mission of other organizations, both secular and faith-based, and 

have the opportunity to volunteer with these organizations or engage further.  The 

congregational partnerships also expand individual networks, introducing church goes to a 

wider range of people outside of the church. 

The relationship between religious congregations and civic engagement is established, 

but it varies for different religious traditions.  For evangelical Protestants, the relationship 

between religious participation and engagement in the wider community is complicated.  A 

growing body of sociological research has shown that evangelicals differ from mainline 

Protestants in the extent to which congregations are mobilized for civic participation (Chaves 

2004; Wuthnow 2002; Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Schwadel 2005; Kanagy 1992), generally with 

conservative denominations associated with low levels of civic activity. Schwadel (2005) finds 

that certain characteristics of evangelical denominations, including biblical literalism and strong 

friendship ties within the church, are strongly and negatively related to the level of activity in 

organizations outside of the congregation. 

Traditionally, evangelical denominations have been defined by their withdrawal from 

broader culture, adopting a resistant stance against societal progress.  As such, evangelical civic 

involvement was limited by their theological beliefs and their detachment from the public 

sphere (Ammerman 2009; Smith 1998).  Numerous studies have found that evangelicals active 
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in their congregations are less likely to be involved in civic organizations (Chaves 2004; 

Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Wuthnow 1999; Guo 2013; Schwadel 2005).  As Chaves finds in his 

study of congregations, moderate and liberal Protestants are more likely than conservative 

Protestants to “join nonreligious voluntary associations, work actively in those associations, and 

volunteer in support of secular activities and organizations” (Chaves 2004: 96).  Theological 

conservatism can also limit civic engagement; Kanagy (1992) finds that a literal interpretation of 

the bible is negatively correlated to the level of importance individuals attribute to involvement 

with community and social issues. 

As discussed previously, congregations can facilitate civic engagement by serving as a 

bridge between church members and other secular and faith-based organizations. However, 

research demonstrates that evangelical congregations are less connected to outside 

organizations than mainline congregations (Ammerman 2005; Chaves 2004).  Ammerman finds 

that 89% of mainline congregations have connections with community organizations but only 

60% of conservative protestant congregations.  Chaves also shows that moderate and liberal 

Protestant congregations are more likely than evangelical congregations to serve as bridges to 

community partners. “Fifty-eight percent of people attending moderate to liberal Protestant 

congregations, for example, are in a congregation that had a representative of a social service 

organization as a visiting speaker within the previous year, compared to… only 24 percent of 

people attending conservative and evangelical Protestant congregations” (Chaves 2004: 102).  

They are also more likely to allow outside groups to use their building space, and notably for 

the purposes of this research, moderate and liberal Protestant congregations were more likely 
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to hold groups or classes about pollution or environmental issues (23% vs. 6% for conservative 

Protestants). 

The reluctance of evangelical congregations to partner with outside groups is especially 

true for secular organizations; Mainline Protestant congregations are almost twice as likely as 

conservative Protestant congregations to partner with a secular non-profit organization (83% 

vs. 42%).  Ammerman credits this difference to “the history of Mainline Protestantism [that] 

has given it both a broad mandate for community betterment and an impulse for broad-based 

cooperation” (2005:187).  It could also be that some evangelical congregations seek to remain a 

genuine alternative to the secular options and feel that collaboration with outside groups 

threatens that objective. Joining with other organizations might muddy the character of 

congregations’ social service activities.  Evangelical and conservative congregations might feel 

that their religious approach to providing services might be undermined by partnering with 

secular agencies, especially governmental agencies (Chaves 2004). 

Similarly, some scholars have argued that evangelical congregations may discourage 

involvement with politics because they worry it will distract from their principal religious 

mission of evangelizing the world (Ecklund 2006).  Research on congregations’ political ties 

demonstrates that evangelical churches are much less externally connected; Only 8% of 

conservative Protestant congregations had a tie to a political advocacy organization versus 20% 

of mainline Protestant congregations (Ammerman 2005).  

Some scholars, though, argue that evangelicals have a public and engaged orientation 

and are just as involved in their congregations and in politics (Smith 1998; Regnerus and Smith 

1998).  Regnerus and Smith (1998), using data from the Religious Identity and Influence Survey, 
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found that a majority of evangelicals (68%) think that religion should speak to public issues 

(compared to 48% of mainliners) and this belief is backed up by action; evangelicals lobby 

officials and participate in faith-based community organizations more than mainliners or other 

religious groups.  Evangelicals were also more likely than mainline Protestants to vote in 

elections and to give money to programs for the poor (Smith 1998). Similarly, Becker and 

Dhingra (2001) found no difference between mainline Protestants and evangelicals in the time 

spent volunteering or even in the likelihood of choosing secular versus religious volunteer 

opportunities. 

Others have argued that it is not that evangelicals are not at all civically active, but that 

they tend to participate in civic activities within their congregation rather than outside 

(Wuthnow 1999; Green 2003). Green (2003) argues that most evangelicals take an 

individualistic stance towards social involvement; evangelicals prefer programs that allow 

people to solve their own problems, and view individual conversion to Christianity as the most 

effective way of solving social problems.  He shows that while evangelicals may trail others in 

some forms of civic engagement, they are equally involved in social programs in religious 

venues. (Green 2003).   

 Evangelicals do have a strong sense of personal responsibility for the state of the world 

and desire to engage and transform it (Smith 1998), but their methods are not necessarily 

“political”.  Smith (1998) finds that ninety-two percent of evangelicals agreed that “Christians 

should be trying to change American society to better reflect God’s will.” As far as how to effect 

this change, however, evangelicals overwhelmingly favored converting people to Christianity 

and adopting a Christian lifestyle as the best methods.  Corresponding to these beliefs, the 
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most common forms of religious or social activism reported by evangelicals were supporting 

the spread of the gospel through contributions of time or money and working to set a good 

Christian example.  

I should emphasize here that evangelicals are of course not a homogenous group – the 

term encompasses a number of different denominations, each with variety across their 

congregations in degree of religious and political conservatism.  While research on the political 

and social involvement of evangelicals has tended to focus on the burgeoning impact of the 

Religious Right, an established “evangelical left” has existed since the 1970’s (Fowler, Hertzke, 

Olson and Den Dulk 2010).  This progressive branch of the evangelical movement has been 

engaged on social justice issues such as poverty and welfare, gun control, and gender 

inequality.  The Evangelicals for Social Action, an organization founded by progressive 

evangelical leader Ron Sider, sees injustice in society as “an affront to the Creator who made 

persons to bear the very image of God” (ESA 2014).  It would be erroneous, then, to assume 

evangelicals behave as a conservative voting bloc or staunchly oppose political action on 

progressive issues.  The heterogeneity of the group may explain some of the complicated 

nature of evangelicals’ relationship with civic engagement. 

 

Religious Participation and Environmental Concern 
 

Empirical studies of the relationship between religion and concern for the environment 

began in the 1980’s in response to Lynn White’s 1967 Science article “The Historical Roots of 

Our Ecological Crisis”.  White argued that our relationship with the environment has been 

negatively impacted by a religious tradition, Christianity, which promotes dominance and 
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mastery over nature (White 1967).  These early studies found that people who held strong 

beliefs in god were no more or less likely to hold environmental values than people without 

these beliefs (Eckberg and Blocker 1989; Hand and Van Liere 1984).  Others found that church 

attendance, religious affiliation, and frequency of prayer also were not related to 

environmental attitudes (Boyd 1999; Eckberg and Blocker 1996; Guth et al. 1993; Kanagy and 

Nelsen 1995).   

However, some of these empirical studies did find a relationship between religious 

fundamentalism and environmentalism.  Fundamentalist Christians, measured in a variety of 

ways including a belief in biblical literalism, view of vengeful God, rejection of Darwinism, belief 

in God’s presence in everyday activities, and membership in a conservative Protestant 

denomination, were consistently shown to hold less favorable views of environmentalists, less 

likely to support environmental protection policies, and to be less concerned about the state of 

the environment (Eckberg and Blocker 1996; Boyd 1999; Greeley 1993; Guth et al. 1995; Barkan 

2004; Sherkat and Ellison 2007).  

Most studies to date have reached conclusions that have largely affirmed Lynn White’s 

1967 thesis of the connection between religious conservatism and lack of support for 

environmental protection (Eckberg and Blocker 1989, 1996; Guth et al. 1995; Hand and Van 

Liere 1984; Kanagy and Nelsen 1995; Sherkat and Ellison 2007).  One explanation for this is the 

fundamentalist belief in our sanctioned dominion over nature; this theology could lead many 

Christians to minimize the importance of environmental problems, to be less willing to sacrifice 

material well-being for the sake of nature, and to be less supportive of political and private 

efforts to prevent environmental degradation.   
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Those further right on the theological spectrum are even more suspicious of 

environmentalism; fundamentalist and Pentecostal churches rarely address such issues and 

sometimes equate environmental enthusiasm with idolatry (Coffman and Alexander 1992).  

When evangelical lobbyist Richard Cizick resigned from his office as vice president of the 

National Association of Evangelicals (NAE) because of his public remarks in favor of civil unions, 

the message for some evangelicals was to be wary of the slippery slope of environmentalism.  

In response to an NPR interview, President of Family Research Council Tony Perkins stated “this 

is the risk of walking through the green door of environmentalism and global warming — you 

risk being blinded by the green light and losing your sense of direction." 

There is some evidence, however, that principles of religious stewardship, rather than 

dominion, have a positive impact on the belief that environmental problems are serious and a 

subsequent willingness to sacrifice (Sherkat and Ellison 2007).   The specific theology contained 

in the religious frames promoted by each congregation is likely to influence the likelihood of 

concerted social action on the part of the members.  Religious beliefs could provide 

“transcendent motivation” for action because of their potential to align the cause with the 

sacredness of God’s will (Smith 1996). 

However, as many theorists have pointed out, religious affiliation and belief are not 

static; the interpretation of religious values varies across time and can be influenced by shifting 

political and social attitudes (Cornwall 1987; Djupe and Hunt 2009; Ellison and Sherkat 1995).  

Djupe and Hunt argue that religious beliefs (such as stewardship vs. dominion over the 

environment) do not on their own explain political and social attitudes, but instead are 

dependent on the interpretation of information that is presented by clergy and supported by 
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other congregants. They find that “social interaction and social insulation” help to support a 

particular set of religious beliefs. “The more the member is networked within the congregation, 

the more he or she shares the congregation’s beliefs” (2009). Further, they find that measures 

of congregational communication are more influential on environmental attitudes than the 

measures of religiosity and doctrine. Specifically, the more clergy speak out on the 

environment, the more likely congregants are to hold pro-environment views, and even the 

presence of adult education courses on the environment (whether an individual goes or not) 

has a positive effect on environmentalism. 

Summary of Methodology and Data  
 

To collect the data necessary for addressing my research questions about civic 

engagement around environmentalism, I conducted 42 in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with green Protestants, both mainline and evangelical, in one large metropolitan area.  Local 

respondents included ministers, lay persons, staff members of faith-based environmental 

organizations, and representatives of secular environmental groups.  The interviews addressed 

the formation of green ideology for the respondents; the role of respondents’ congregation in 

encouraging or suppressing environmentalism; the environmental actions respondents have 

taken and the motivation behind those actions; and their involvement with other faith-based or 

secular environmentalists and organizations.   

I initially located respondents through attempting to identify congregations with some 

green focus.  This included contacting signatories of environmentally focused initiatives; 

internet searches for churches that had addressed the issue or those with a “Green Team”; 

searches through denominational newsletters; and links from national level environmental 
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websites.  One suburb’s city-level government had recently hosted an educational event about 

faith-based environmentalism, and I was given the names individuals from a broad range of 

backgrounds that had participated. I also contacted national-level religious environmental 

advocates to inquire about their local contacts.  

Through the initial respondents I then built a snowball sample of individuals with an 

environmental focus within a religious context; my final sample included 42 interviews, with 

individuals from both mainline and evangelical backgrounds.  Interviews were conducted in 

person (with the exception of three phone interviews with national organization 

representatives).  Each interview lasted between one to two hours.  They were then transcribed 

and inductively coded for important themes, first more generally and then in more detail as 

additional themes emerged through analysis.  To further my understanding of respondents’ 

environmental engagement, I also attended green team meetings at two congregations, 

attended a “Creation Care” fair at a mainline congregation, and observed an evangelical prayer 

for Creation.   

 

Overview of the Dissertation 
 

This chapter has served as an introduction to the examination of engagement with 

environmentalism among evangelical and mainline Protestants respondents. The next chapter 

provides some context and background for the study by outlining the development of 

environmental thought and practice within Protestantism, especially focusing on the past four 

decades.  I look first at mainline Protestantism, following the growth of green theology and 
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organizations.  I then examine environmentalism within evangelical Protestantism, outlining 

both the growth and opposition over time. 

 The next chapter (Chapter 3) explains the methodological approach of this study, and 

describes the process of site selection, data collection, and the structure and content of the 

interviews.  I also explain my process of coding the data obtained from the interviews. 

 Chapters 4 and 5 then focus on the substantive responses about environmental 

engagement by the interviewees.  I first present the evangelical case in Chapter 4.  After 

describing the prevalence of Creation Care in evangelical congregations in the area, I discuss 

the formation of green ideology among the respondents and the role of the congregation; the 

environmental actions respondents have taken both in their private lives and in their 

communities; and their involvement with other faith-based or secular environmentalists or 

organizations and opinions about how best to effect change.  The most common path to the 

development of a green ideology occurred outside of congregational channels for the 

evangelical respondents; instead, congregations and their leadership were often unsupportive 

of environmental stewardship from the respondents. Evangelical congregations also did not 

provide the institutional support or opportunities that would allow for public forms of 

environmental engagement.  Evangelicals were disconnected from secular or faith-based 

environmental organizations and reported very little public engagement, either within the 

congregation or in the community at large, on the issue.  However, evangelical respondents 

held deeply religious beliefs about environmental stewardship and were intensely committed 

to doing their part to care for Creation, in spite of the lack of support or opportunity within 

their congregations. 
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 I present the mainline Protestant case in Chapter 5.  I discuss the motivation behind 

their environmental ideology and the merging of this with their religious beliefs.  I then describe 

the environmentally-focused actions of the respondents, including the formation of green 

teams or environmental committees within their congregations.  Special focus is given to the 

obstacles within the congregations to advocating for environmental stewardship.  Last, I discuss 

environmental advocacy at the societal level by mainline respondents.  In general, mainline 

respondents were assisted by their congregations in their engagement with environmentalism; 

congregations provided ideological support; the opportunity and resources to engage within 

the church itself through the formation of green teams or environmental initiatives; and 

connections to other congregations and organizations that are involved in environmental 

stewardship.  The efforts of congregational leaders to keep separate from political deliberations 

and discussions, however, impeded societal-level engagement and mainline respondents 

reported little political engagement around environmentalism.   

 In the final chapter, I combine the substantive results from chapters 4 and 5 with the 

theory about congregations and civic engagement.  I identify four forms of engagement with 

environmentalism in which the respondents participated: individual engagement such as 

changing personal or family behaviors; indirect engagement, meaning participating in activities 

that have a positive environmental impact but where respondents are not explicitly open with 

their motivations or intentions; public engagement, such as starting a green team or leading 

workshops; and societal-level engagement focused on larger social change, like political 

advocacy, lobbying, or letter-writing campaigns.  I then describe the impact of the congregation 



30 
 

in encouraging or impeding different forms of engagement, and how that impact can vary 

depending on the religious tradition of the congregation and other social forces.   

Together, these chapters reveal the complicated nature of the relationship between 

religious congregations and their members’ civic engagement.  Congregational activity is 

strongly shaped by the traditions and institutions in which the churches are embedded and thus 

they will differ significantly in the extent to which they mobilize members for civic action in 

communities and the form of that mobilization.  In my research, I found evidence supporting 

the claim that congregations can encourage engagement in many ways, but I also discovered 

that the forms of engagement that are encouraged vary across the congregational context.  

Additionally, in cases where engagement around an issue is discouraged or impeded in the 

congregation, religious persons nevertheless may find ways to participate in certain forms of 

engagement. 
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Chapter 2:  Background 
 

Development of Protestant Environmentalism 
 

Interest in environmental issues among religious communities has become increasingly 

prevalent in the four decades since 1970. In this chapter, I will outline the ways in which 

religious environmentalism has become entrenched in mainline Protestantism, both 

theologically and organizationally, and the ongoing challenge of environmentalism within the 

evangelical community.  

 The evidence for increasing attention to environmental issues and the extent to which 

religion and environmentalism have become linked in our culture is considerable.  The most 

visible example is the number of prominent religious leaders supporting environmental 

protection. For example, the Dalai Lama has spoken out several times about global warming in 

recent years, and Pope Francis made a call to protect the environment during his inaugural 

address in early 2013. Pope Francis stated “I would like to ask all those who have positions of 

responsibility in economic, political, and social life, and all men and women of goodwill: Let us 

be protectors of creation, protectors of God’s plan inscribed in nature, protectors of one 

another and the environment”.  

 The linkage of religion and environment is also made by prominent political leaders. For 

example, President Obama spoke in his 2012 inaugural address of the obligations Americans 

have to address climate change and seek sustainable energy sources. He said:  “That’s how we 

will maintain our economic vitality and our national treasure – our forests and our waterways, 

our crop lands and snowcapped peaks.  That is how we will preserve our planet, commanded to 
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our care by God” (President Barack Obama’s Inaugural Address, 1/21/2013; retrieved from 

www.whitehouse.gov).   

 The market for religious environmentalist literature and media has surged, allowing for 

the publication of numerous books promoting the topic (e.g. Love God, Heal Earth (2009); Serve 

God, Serve the Planet: A Christian Call to Action (2007) to name a few).  The Harper Bibles 

publishing company produced The Green Bible in 2010, a version of the bible that identifies 

more than a thousand references to the earth by printing them in green ink.  Along with books, 

Christian magazines and other publications have shown an increase in pro-environmentalist 

articles.  

 There has also been an increase in the number of faith-based environmental 

organizations.  Some are ecumenical and national, like GreenFaith, National Religious 

Partnership for the Environment, or Interfaith Power and Light, and others are denomination 

based or local.  Almost every mainline denomination has published an official statement in 

support of the environment, and most have official organizations or a branch devoted to 

environmental issues: Presbyterians for Earth Care, Lutherans Restoring Creation, The Episcopal 

Ecological Network, Church of Christ Creation Justice Ministries, etc.  

 With the growing popularity of the subject, colleges and universities around the world, 

including Yale, Harvard, and Oxford, have developed specific concentrations in religion and 

ecology, and faculty at many others have developed various courses in the area.  In 2003, the 

Department of Religion at the University of Florida introduced a Ph.D. in Religion and Nature, 

the first of its kind in the US.   Divinity schools and seminaries have also taken up the charge to 

advocate for the environment. The Green Seminary Initiative was introduced in 2007 to 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/
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promote “green” coursework in the curricula. The idea is that ministers will become equipped 

to advocate for environmental issues in their congregations, furthering support among their 

church members. More than fifty theological schools have committed to the initiative (GTS). 

 With the increased visibility of religious leaders and organizations in the environmental 

movement, acceptance of green Protestantism within secular environmentalism has been 

growing – in their early years, religious environmentalists were viewed negatively by 

established environmental groups (Fowler 1995; Kearns 1996), with the apparent distrust of 

science by religious radicals being one reason.  More recently, there has been an increase in 

acceptance and collaboration. The Sierra Club, one of the most well-known and respected 

secular environmental organizations, launched a Faith Partnerships program in 2005 (Sierra 

Club).  Because of the high level of political legitimacy brought to the environmental movement 

when the cause is adopted by powerful social institutions like Protestant denominations, it has 

become in the interest of secular environmentalists to allow religious voices on environmental 

issues.  
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The “Greening” of Mainline Protestantism – Theological and Organizational Shifts 
 
 In the beginning of the 1970’s there was a burst of interest from Christian theologians 

and ministers towards the environment (Fowler 1995; Shibley and Wiggins 1997).  In one sense, 

the interest among Protestants and other religious persons reflects a similar shift of attitudes in 

American culture more generally; 1970 marks the first officially recognized Earth Day 

celebrations in the U.S. But the surge in interest also reflects a defensive response to 

accusations that Christian thought and belief was indifferent towards, or even a cause of, the 

environmental concerns of the time. There was a widespread view that American Protestant 

thought provided license for people to use the natural environment to further their interests.  

One charge made against western Christianity is that an anthropocentric belief in dominion, 

that humankind has mastery over Creation, results in the abuse and destruction of nature 

(Greeley 1993, Guth et al 1995, Schultz 2000, White 1967). 

 This indictment was most famously made in Lynn White’s publication “The Historical 

Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” (1967) in the journal Science. In the paper, White argued that 

religion, and more specifically Western Christianity, had brought about an environmental crisis 

by encouraging the exploitation and mistreatment of nature.  Academics and religious leaders 

reacted to this charge.  The article became the impetus for the emergence of the field of 

religion and ecology, and numerous conferences were held to discuss the role of 

environmentalism within religious communities. And religious leaders, now on the defensive, 

took to reinterpreting biblical scripture to show support for environmental ethics.  

The meaning and implications of biblical statements about creation are contested, but 

Green Protestant thinkers agree that a faithful Christian should be mindful of the environment 
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and often assert that the Bible supports this position.  There are certainly eco-positive passages 

in the Bible, but they are only part of a complicated and sometimes contradictory whole (For a 

concise discussion of the variety of Protestant approaches to the environment and theology, 

see Fowler (pp 28-44). Certain concepts gained nearly unanimous support among green 

Protestant groups (stewardship, eco-justice, community), but their meanings and the resultant 

support for actions can diverge greatly (Fowler 1995; Kearns 1996).   

Mainline groups have been a consistently active force in pro-environment advocacy for 

decades. Even before Lynn White’s article that spurred the eco-theology burst, many Christian 

organizations were already developing a range of environmental advocacy programs. They 

were advocating for more stringent environmental regulations like the Endangered Species Act 

in the early 1970’s and sending delegations to international summits like the United Nations 

Conference on Human Environment in 1972 (Shibley and Wiggins 1997).    

A significant development in the early years of religious environmentalism was the 

development of the idea of “eco-justice” (Kearns, 1996).  One of the first uses of the term was 

from the Board of National Ministries of the American Baptist Churches (a mainline 

denomination known previously as the Northern Baptist Convention). In the early 1970’s the 

Board brought together a strategic planning team of young scholars and theologians, some who 

had attended the UN environmental summit in Stockholm, to discuss the role the denomination 

should play in addressing the ecological crisis (Moody 2002).   Attendees saw the link between 

environmental issues and the justice goals already held by the denomination, and developed 

the notion of “eco-justice” to address these linked concerns.  The term was adopted by other 



36 
 

denominations attempting to address environmental issues. Local “eco-justice” groups 

emerged in mainline churches across the country throughout the early 1970’s (Moody 2002).   

In 1975 the World Council of Churches created a program called “Just, Participatory, and 

Sustainable Society” and began to advocate for environmental issues internationally.  In the 

United States, the National Council of Churches, an ecumenical association of Christian 

denominations, both mainline and evangelical, was also becoming a more vocal advocate for 

environmental issues. In the mid-1970’s the NCC was a forceful opponent to nuclear energy, 

and began an education program on the energy crisis (Moody 2002).  Another main focus for 

the NCC was the connection of environmental issues with poverty and hunger worldwide 

(Fowler, 1995).  Arguing that these problems were the result of a non-sustainable lifestyle, the 

“Eco-Justice Working Group” was formed in 1983. This group remains today as the primary 

principal interdenominational Protestant group that focuses on environmental issues (the 

organization’s name was changed in 2013 to “Creation Justice Ministries”, though they 

maintain that the structure and focus will remain the same).  

During the 70’s and 80’s individual denominations were also working on their own 

programs for addressing ecological concerns. Some engaged in legislative advocacy, and nearly 

all developed denominational statements declaring their commitment to caring for God’s 

creation (Folwer 1995).  Along with the Baptists’ National Ministries program, the Presbyterians 

formed their own Eco-Justice Task Force to operate at the national level, and the United 

Methodists organized a Department of Environmental Justice and Survival at their national 

office in 1980 (Moody 2002).    
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During the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, both religious and secular environmentalism in 

the United States experienced a surge, partly spurred on by the unresponsive environmental 

policy of the Reagan administration and ecological disasters like the Exxon Valdez oil spill 

(Moody 2002). All major U.S. mainline denominations expanded their environmental programs 

during this period, passing numerous resolutions and committing additional resources to 

advocacy (See Moody 2002 for a description of these developments within the major 

denominations).  Mainline environmental programs have fairly similar issues of concern, and 

the statements written on the issues share similar language and theological basis.  Additionally, 

a number of national faith-based environmental organizations were founded during this period, 

including GreenFaith, Christians for Environmental Stewardship, and Earth Ministry, all of which 

still exist in 2013.   

Religious environmentalism made a great leap in visibility in 1993 with the formation of 

the National Religious Partnership for the Environment (NRPE).  The NRPE, spurred by a 

purposeful collaboration between religious leaders, politicians, and scientists like Carl Sagan, is 

a partnership of four groups: the National Council of Churches, the Evangelical Environmental 

Network, the Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life, and the United States Catholic 

Conference. With the support of then vice-president Al Gore, NRPE was given $4.5 million in 

foundation funding and set up national office in D.C.  (Moody 2002; Shibly and Wiggins 1997). 

NRPE created programs to spread the environmental message among all involved faith 

groups, by involving seminaries and theological schools, providing materials and curriculum to 

congregations, and organizing trainings for clergy and lay leaders.  They send an estimated 
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70,000 – 80,000 study guides and worship plans to congregations for Earth Day every year 

(Moody 2002).  

After the Kyoto Protocol was adopted by the United Nations in 1997, establishing legal 

obligations for countries to reduce their carbon emissions, the mainline Protestant community 

made climate change one of their primary issues. The NCC Eco-Justice Working Group led a 

letter writing campaign in 1998 urging then President Clinton to take action.  In 1998, Interfaith 

Power and Light was formed, building a coalition of congregations to educate and advocate on 

climate change issues.  They launched campaigns in 12 states in their first year.   

Along with global warming, energy conservation was another focus. In 2000 the NCC’s 

Eco-Justice Working Group produced an Energy Stewardship Guide for congregations and 

distributed it widely. In 2001, 28 Christian and Jewish leaders signed a statement called “Energy 

Conservation and God’s Creations”, calling for congregations to take notice.  Global warming 

remains a primary focus for mainline Protestant environmental advocacy organizations. In 

2005, the NCC drafted a letter to congress, signed by principal religious leaders and leading 

scientists, calling for action on climate change. Since then, numerous statements and letters 

have been published by mainline environmental organizations, advocating for climate change 

legislation and energy regulations.  

As of 2013, faith-based environmentalism has become entrenched in the organization of 

mainline Protestantism.  All major mainline denominations have released support statement for 

environmental issues, and care for creation is a generally accepted tenet of mainline 

Protestantism. According to a 2008 Barna poll, 36% of active church attendees had heard a 

sermon on the topic (Barna). Christian environmental organizations have expanded, as well; to 
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date, Interfaith Power and Light has affiliate organizations in 38 states and more than 10,000 

congregations are members. The NCC holds over 100 meetings and trainings per year at local 

congregations on climate change and other environmental issues (NRPE, 2013).  GreenFaith 

developed a certification program for environmentally active congregations, and over 60 

churches in 22 states have taken part (Greenfaith, 2013). 
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Evangelical “Creation Care” – Growth and Opposition 
 
Research shows that the environment has been receiving increased attention from 

religious groups, including evangelical Christians in the US.  While this is partly just evidence of 

a general cultural move toward acceptance of the issue of environmental crises, it also has the 

potential to transform evangelical culture from within. The environmental movement as a 

whole may be distrusted by conservative evangelicals, but church-based initiatives may not be 

viewed as skeptically.  This does not mean, however, that evangelically-based religious groups 

are willing to work with secular environmental groups, as Psaros shows in her study of religious 

leaders involved in the Evangelical Climate Initiative.  The statement released by these religious 

leaders called on evangelicals to take action on climate change as part of their Christian duty, 

but purposefully avoided any association with more mainstream environmentalism (Psaros 

2006).  This measured support appropriately characterizes the nature of the current 

relationship between the evangelical community and environmentalism.   

In the early years of religious environmentalism, however, evangelical organizations 

were right beside more mainline Protestant organizations in declaring a need for stewardship.  

In 1970, the same year the Environmental Protection Agency was officially created, the National 

Association of Evangelicals (NAE) released a policy resolution titled “Ecology” calling on all 

Christians to “support every legitimate effort to maintain balance in ecology, preservation of 

our resources, and avoidance of the cluttering of our natural beauty with the waste of our 

society.”  The resolution declared that a person who did not act accordingly would be “guilty of 

sin against God’s creation.”  (NAE).  Evangelicals began promoting a doctrine of stewardship as 
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justification for environmentalism, one example being Francis Schaeffer’s book Pollution and 

the Death of Man (1970).   

In 1979 the Au Sable Institute of Environmental Studies was formed, with Dr. Cal 

DeWitt, one of the originators of evangelical environmentalism, as the first executive director.  

Au Sable began articulating an environmental ethic that reinterpreted dominion in terms of 

assistance to the earth (Larson 2001).  By providing educational sources and field experience, 

Au Sable became one of the initial players in the Creation Care movement within evangelical 

Protestantism.  The 1980’s were a relatively slow decade for the growth of evangelical 

environmentalism, however, due to wariness of environmentalists’ ties with New Age theology 

(Larson 2001). 

The twentieth anniversary of Earth Day in 1990 sparked a renewal of evangelical 

interest, resulting in the publication of multiple books and the founding of new organizations. 

The Southern Baptist Convention adopted a new resolution, “On Environmental Stewardship” 

in 1990.  This was followed three years later by the establishment of the Evangelical 

Environmental Network (EEN) by the Evangelicals for Social Action.  EEN joined with mainline 

Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish organizations in the National Religious Partnership for the 

Environment.  The following year, EEN released their first official statement: “An Evangelical 

Declaration on the Care of Creation”, asserting Christian responsibility for the environment.  

The declaration decries the degradation of humankind along with the degradation of creation, 

and argues that “biblical faith is essential to the solution of our ecological problems” (EEN).  

EEN was instrumental in preventing Congress from weakening the Endangered Species Act in 

1996 by carrying out a million dollar education and advertising campaign (Moody 2002).  
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Two years later, in 1998, EEN was involved in two conferences promoting care for 

creation. One was co-sponsored with the American Scientific Affiliation, a Christian organization 

of scientists and others that seek to address issues of faith and science. The keynote speaker at 

the conference was Sir John Houghton, a Christian scientist who has been instrumental in the 

study of climate change.  The other, titled “Compassion and Care of Creation”, was 

cosponsored by the National Association of Evangelicals and Christianity Today, the leading 

evangelical magazine.   

Since 2000, evangelical environmentalism, or Creation Care, has experienced a second 

surge.  In 2003 EEN launched the “What Would Jesus Drive” campaign to bring light to the issue 

of carbon pollution from automobiles and its effect on the environment. Evangelical pastor Jim 

Ball traveled the country (in an electric hybrid Prius) speaking at worship services and Sunday 

school classes as part of a nationwide promotion.  In 2004 the NAE released “For the Health of 

our Nation”, which had a section calling on evangelicals to “protect God’s Creation.”  2006 saw 

the announcement of The Evangelical Climate Initiative, with 90 prominent evangelical leaders 

signing a “Call to Action” on climate change.  That same year, The Evangelical Youth Climate 

Initiative is launched, which included over 1,000 signatures of young evangelical leaders. The 

statement was released through an advertisement page in the New York Times and began: 

“Our commitment to Jesus Christ compels us to solve global warming.”  In 2008 a Southern 

Baptist declaration calling for action on Creation Care was issued and signed by over forty 

Southern Baptist leaders, though the denomination was not behind the statement.  

This was also a decade of concerts and conferences revolving around Creation Care. The 

“What Would Jesus Drive” campaign ended with a Creation festival in Pennsylvania attended by 
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over 50,000 young people (NRPE, 2013).  The NAE partnered with Havard Medical School’s 

Center for Health and Global environment to host a retreat for scientists and evangelical 

leaders in 2007. The 28 evangelicals in attendance wrote and signed “An Urgent Call to Action” 

on climate change the following year.  In 2008, Northland Church in Florida, one of the largest 

in the nation and led by prominent evangelical Rev. Joel Hunter, hosted a Creation Care 

conference co-sponsored by the EPA Energy Star program.  EEN has also begun sponsoring an 

annual National Day of Prayer for Creation Care, with the first one in May 2010.   

Evangelical history regarding environmentalism is complex.  Though there was some 

support for environmental advocacy by the NAE, like the conferences co-sponsored with EEN in 

1998, the national organization did not make a statement on the care of Creation until 2004 

with the release of “For the Health of the Nation”.  Accompanying the growth of Creation Care 

within the evangelical community described previously, we also see a history of dissent and 

resistance.  Since about 2000, organized evangelical involvement with environmentalism has 

been characterized with open dispute.   

In 1999, the year after NAE participated in the two conferences promoting care of 

creation, the Interfaith Stewardship Alliance (ISA, later to become the Cornwall Alliance for the 

Stewardship of Creation) released a declaration of their own.  Though their name sounds 

similar to many of the organizations identified in the previous sections, the ISA promotes a very 

different idea of stewardship.  ISA was a group of conservative Jews, Catholics, and Protestants 

who were concerned about the growing debate about man’s role in global warming and 

wanted to promote a free-market solution to environmental problems (Phillips 2009). The 

Cornwall Declaration, as their statement came to be called, asserted that while “the moral 
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necessity of ecological stewardship has become increasingly clear”, environmental policies to 

address “exaggerated risks” would damage economic development and thus cause harm to the 

citizens of developing countries (Cornwall Alliance).  Rev. Cal Beisner, one of the founding 

leaders of ISA, argues that God is too wise to allow for creation to be irreparably harmed by 

man’s actions (McCammack 2007).  The Cornwall Declaration urged religious people to use 

caution before becoming involved with environmental stewardship. 

In 2005, when the EEN drafted the Evangelical Climate Initiative, the document was 

submitted to the leadership of the National Association of Evangelicals in an attempt to secure 

their backing before its release (McCammack 2007).  The Cornwall Alliance and other 

concerned evangelical leaders argued that the NAE should not endorse the statement, because 

“global warming is not a consensus issue, and our love for the Creator and respect for His 

creation does not require us to take a position” (Cornwall Alliance).  The NAE declined to 

endorse the EEN’s declaration. 

After the launch of the climate initiative, the Cornwall Alliance released a quick response 

in a document titled “A Call to Truth, Prudence, and Protection of the Poor.”  This document 

was endorsed by 113 evangelical leaders and again disputed the existence of anthropogenic 

global warming (Phillips 2009).  The Southern Baptist Convention followed suit by passing a 

resolution at their convention in 2006 expressing concern over global warming science and 

policy, and warning against the danger of the issue dividing and distracting evangelicals (Phillips 

2009).  

The NAE again confirmed that they did not have an official stance on global warming in 

2008.  That year saw the resignation of Richard Cizik as the NAE’s Vice President of 
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Governmental Affairs.  He had been an outspoken advocate of creation care for many years, 

and lobbied both the NAE and the US government to address climate change.  Following an 

attempt to oust him in 2007 because of his stance on global warming, his resignation was called 

for after he voiced his support for same-sex civil unions on a radio program (Pullman, 2008). His 

shifting opinion on civil unions, however, was seen as linked to his environmental advocacy. 

Tony Perkins, the president of the evangelical policy organization Family Research Council, 

stated that “this is the risk of walking through that green door of environmentalism and global 

warming – you risk being blinded by the green light and losing your sense of direction”(FRC, 

2008).    

The history of evangelical engagement with environmentalism shows that evangelicals 

are deeply divided on the issue, especially when it comes to climate change.  Despite sharing 

many values, not all evangelicals interpret scripture in the same way. Evangelicals’ biblical 

interpretation is crucial to their beliefs about environmental stewardship because the Bible 

plays such a crucial role in evangelical faith. Some of the dissention comes from those who 

subscribe to a dispensationalist or “end times” theology, believing that a new and renewed 

world is coming when Jesus returns (Guth et al 1995).  From this viewpoint, the first and most 

important duty of Christians is to evangelize the world, encouraging others to accept the 

doctrine before the rapture arrives. One study found that a belief in the second coming of Jesus 

reduced the probability of supporting government action on climate change by about 12% (and 

20% when controlling for party affiliation and political ideology) (Barker and Bearce, 2013).   

 Others allege that green Protestantism is nothing more than a left-wing secular 

movement (Fowler, 46). Environmentalism is seen as focusing on the earth rather than on 
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heaven, and elevating Creation above the Creator. The evangelical organization The Cornwall 

Alliance promotes this viewpoint, warning congregations against allowing Creation Care a 

foothold in order to counter the trend towards radical environmentalism. They see the 

environmental movement as a threat to the Christian faith by becoming a religion of its own 

with nature as its god, “converting many to an evolutionary worldview and an environmentalist 

spirituality and ethics” (Cornwall Alliance, 2011)   

From the activity of evangelical organizations and elites over the past few decades, we 

can see that there is division on the issue of environmental stewardship both organizationally 

and theologically.   
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Literature on Environmental Attitudes of Protestants 
 

Empirical studies of the relationship between religion and concern for the environment 

began in the 1980’s in response to Lynn White’s 1967 Science article “The Historical Roots of 

Our Ecological Crisis” that argued that our relationship with the environment has been 

negatively impacted by Christianity, which promotes dominance and mastery over nature 

(White 1967).  These early studies found that people who held strong beliefs in God were no 

more or less likely to hold environmental values than people without these beliefs (Eckberg and 

Blocker 1989; Hand and Van Liere 1984).  Others found that church attendance, religious 

affiliation, and frequency of prayer also were not related to environmental attitudes (Boyd 

1999; Eckberg and Blocker 1996; Guth et al. 1993; Kanagy and Nelsen 1995).  There is some 

evidence, that principles of religious stewardship, rather than dominion, have a positive impact 

on the belief that environmental problems are serious and a subsequent willingness to sacrifice 

(Sherkat and Ellison 2007).    

However, some of these empirical studies did find a negative relationship between 

religious fundamentalism and environmentalism.  Fundamentalist Christians, measured in a 

variety of ways including a belief in biblical literalism, view of vengeful God, rejection of 

Darwinism, belief in God’s presence in everyday activities, and membership in a conservative 

Protestant denomination, were consistently shown to hold less favorable views of 

environmentalists, less likely to support environmental protection policies, and to be less 

concerned about the state of the environment (Eckberg and Blocker 1996; Boyd 1999; Greeley 

1993; Guth et al. 1995; Barkan 2004; Sherkat and Ellison 2007).  For example, Sherkat and 

Ellison showed that members of conservative protestant denominations are significantly less 
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likely to take part in political environmental activism or private environmental behaviors, like 

recycling.  They are also less likely to make personal sacrifices for nature (2007). 

Even this relationship can be tempered when one examines specific environmental 

ethics and policy, however. For example, Schutz et al (2000) found that respondents who held a 

literal interpretation of the bible were less concerned than others about eco-centric 

environmental issues (like the value of plant and animal life) but more concerned than others 

about anthropocentric environmental concerns (such as quality of life).   

However, as many theorists have pointed out, religious affiliation and belief are not 

static; the interpretation of religious values varies across time and can be influenced by shifting 

political and social attitudes (Cornwall 1987; Djupe and Hunt 2009; Ellison and Sherkat 1995).  

Djupe and Hunt argue that religious beliefs (such as stewardship vs. dominion over the 

environment) do not on their own explain political and social attitudes, but instead are 

endogenous to the social context of the congregation, dependent on the interpretation of 

information that is presented by clergy and supported by other congregants. They find that 

“social interaction and social insulation” help to support a particular set of religious beliefs. 

“The more the member is networked within the congregation, the more he or she shares the 

congregation’s beliefs” (2009). Further, they find that measures of congregational 

communication are more influential on environmental attitudes than the measures of 

religiosity and doctrine. Specifically, the more clergy speak out on the environment, the more 

likely congregants are to hold pro-environment views, and even the presence of adult 

education courses on the environment (whether an individual goes or not) has a positive effect 

on environmentalism. 
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Global warming, as the most politicized environmental policy issue, is a polarizing issue, 

especially among evangelicals. A survey conducted by the Pew Forum on Religion and Public 

Life in 2008 found that 31% of white evangelical Protestants did not believe that there is solid 

evidence that the earth is warming.  An almost equal number, 34%, of white evangelical 

Protestants did believe that there was evidence of global warming and that it could be 

attributed to humans, illustrating the divergence of opinion within the tradition.  An additional 

17% thought that there was climate change, but didn’t believe that the warming was due to 

humans.  Evangelicals comprised by far the largest group of global warming doubters compared 

to mainline Protestants (19%), Black Protestants (15%), Catholics (21%), and the unaffiliated 

(18%) (Pew Forum, 2009).  
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Chapter 3: Methods 
 

This chapter describes the methods used in this study. Included is an overview of the 

qualitative study design, with a description of the study population, the setting, and the 

inclusion and exclusion criteria that was used. I also include details of the data collection tools 

and the process of data analysis.  

Qualitative methodology is the most appropriate tool for answering this study’s 

research questions because of an increased emphasis on examining lived experiences 

(Lichtman, 2014).  Quantitative methods, such as surveys, allow for insight into things like 

attitudinal differences (e.g. differential support for spending on environmental issues or belief 

in global warming), but qualitative investigations allow for deeper exploration of the subject.  

Because I was interested in the experiences of green Christians within their communities, 

qualitative methods best served my purpose.  

Site Selection  
 

In this study, I chose to conduct my interviews in a large metropolitan area in the 

central-southern United States.  This site was chosen for reasons of both logistical ease and 

theoretical interest.  Since I am interested in the issue of green evangelicals partly because of 

the fact that it is a progressive development in a largely conservative religious movement, its 

occurrence in a conservative area of the country extends the interest of the phenomenon.  

Additionally, the southern US has a higher proportion of evangelicals when compared to other 

areas.  This presumably increased my chances of locating a good number of evangelicals who 

were interested in environmental issues.  I also already had a fairly high level of familiarity with 

the area; this gave me an idea about the basic characteristics of the communities in which 
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congregations and respondents were located. Some northern suburbs, for example, are very 

wealthy and traditional, while specific central neighborhoods have a history of social and 

environmental activism.  Knowing the context of the congregation and area proved to be 

important for some of the interviews.  

Selection of Participants 
 

I conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with “green” Protestant Christians, 

both mainline and evangelical, in one major metropolitan area.  I wanted to interview 

individuals who could provide me with inside knowledge about the extent of green Protestant 

activity and the experiences of individuals in the field.  To this goal, local respondents included 

ministers, lay persons, and leaders of religious environmental advocacy organizations. To better 

understand the regional context, I also interviewed representatives of local secular 

environmental organizations. Religious respondents were persons who have been vocally pro-

environment in a religious context; this would include church members who were instrumental 

in forming an environmental committee at the congregation, lay leaders who attempt to 

implement recycling or other environmental programs, ministers who preach on green topics, 

etc.  I limited my population to only include Protestant respondents. For this distinction, I 

followed the traditional classification of denominations as followed by the General Social 

Survey and other research groups.  I also categorized each respondent as evangelical or 

mainline Protestant, relying on their own self-classification. In all cases, self-classification 

followed traditional classifications according to denomination. 

I located respondents first through identifying congregations with some green focus.  

This included contacting signatories of environmentally focused initiatives; internet searches for 
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churches that had addressed the issue or those with a “Green Team”; searches through 

denominational newsletters; and links from national level environmental websites.  One suburb 

had recently hosted an educational event about faith-based environmentalism, and I was given 

the names of the broad range of congregations that participated. I also contacted national-level 

religious environmental advocates to inquire about their local contacts.  

Through the initial respondents I then built a snowball sample of individuals with an 

environmental focus within a religious context; my final sample included 42 interviews, with 

individuals from both mainline and evangelical backgrounds.  Interviews were conducted in 

person (with the exception of four phone interviews with national organization 

representatives).  Each interview lasted between one to two hours and were transcribed and 

inductively coded for important themes, first more generally and then in more detail as 

additional themes emerged through analysis.  (More detail on interview and analysis methods 

below) 

 

Supplemental Data Collection 
 

In addition to interviews, I was invited to sit in on “Green Team” meetings in two 

congregations, attended a church service that focused on environmentalism, participated in a 

Creation Care Fair, and listened in on part of a Day of Prayer for Creation Care. I also gathered 

materials from the respondents, including sermons, environmental event flyers, newsletters, 

study guides, and other publications.  
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Summary Demographics of Respondents   
 
 

 Evangelical 
(N=17) 

Mainline Protestant 
(N=22) 

Female 7 14 

Male 10 8 

   
Ministers 3 7 

Laypersons 12 13 

Organizations 2 2 

   

Denomination:   

   Southern Baptist 15 - 

   Non-denominational 1 - 

   No church 1 - 
   

   Methodist - 11 

   Presbyterian - 3 

   Disciples of Christ - 1 
   Episcopal - 2 

   Lutheran - 1 

   Reformed Church - 1 

   No church - 2 
 
 

Data Collection  
 

This section describes the logistics of the research process, including human subject 

approval, the time frame of data collection, informed consent, and confidentiality. 

The data collection phase began with securing approval from the Institutional Review 

Board at the University of Arizona.  My initial request for approval was submitted shortly 

following the dissertation proposal defense in October 2010.  Because of the minimal risk posed 

by the study, IRB gave the project an exempt status and approval was granted.  Once this 

approval was complete, I began to seek out and contact possible respondents and plan my first 
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trip to my research site.  The interviews began on January 20th, 2011 and continued through 

December 2011.  I made a total of five trips to the research site throughout the year, 

conducting all interviews during those trips.  Each trip was four to six weeks in duration. 

Each respondent was provided with informed consent paperwork.  This form details the 

purpose of the study, the methods that will be used, and the rights and risks of the participants. 

I allowed the respondents time to read the form, and then covered the main points about 

confidentiality and anonymity. After reviewing the form, respondents were asked to sign a copy 

for my records.  A copy of the consent form can be found in the appendix to this project.  

As part of the informed consent of this project, respondents were granted 

confidentiality and anonymity.  I told all respondents that I would be creating pseudonyms for 

each of them, and would not include any identifying information in the reports compiled from 

their interviews.  This guarantee may have resulted in increased candor from the participants, 

especially in cases of reporting opposition or conflict within their congregations.   

All respondents were assigned an ID number, which was used in the place of their name 

on all further file naming and in transcriptions from the recordings.  Data collected in the study, 

including all recordings of interviews and transcriptions made from those recordings, were kept 

in my possession and stored on a password-protected computer.  

 

 

Structure and Content of Interviews 
 

I conducted semi-structured interviews, consisting of a set of open-ended questions, 

with the study participants. Because they were semi-structured, I was able to deviate from the 
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script if necessary to ask for more information on a response, pursue issues uncovered by the 

respondent, or pose the questions in different ways.  

Most interviews were conducted one-on-one.  In one case, two respondents who had 

worked collaboratively on a project at their church requested to meet with me together.  With 

the permission of the respondents, all in-person interviews were recorded for ease of 

transcription and analysis.  I also took field notes while the interviews took place to supplement 

the transcriptions and remind myself of any further issues or future questions. The four 

interviews I conducted with representatives from national-level religious environmental 

organizations that took place over the phone were not recorded, though I took extensive notes 

for analysis.  

The interviews questioned people’s reasons for being pro-environment, how 

environmentalism relates to their religious beliefs, their attempts at promoting 

environmentalism in their congregations, and their experiences with/opinions of other 

Christians who are not as supportive.  I identified the cultural and religious frames respondents 

used while discussing environmentalism. I also identified strategies of action, both within the 

congregation and in the community at large.   

 

 

 

Data Analysis 
 

The interview transcripts and the documents collected were imported into Atlas.ti 

software and qualitatively coded.  By this, I refer to the process by which I closely examined the 
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transcripts in an effort to “identify patterns, themes, biases, and meanings” (Berg, 304).  I 

approached the coding process inductively, and created “open codes” as I read through the 

transcripts.  After the initial coding, I made another pass through the documents to ensure all 

codes were sorted appropriately and thoroughly.  I then grouped similar codes to be able to 

explore and analyze the emergent themes.  Taking these themes into account, I returned to the 

data again to reevaluate the coding scheme and add additional codes as necessary.  

Six main categories, or families, of codes were found in the interview data: Motivation, 

catalysts, actions, obstacles, environmental concerns, and identity claims.  I will describe these 

code families below. The complete codebook can be found in Appendix B. 

Motivation  

Quotations coded as “motivation” reveal the respondents’ reasons for green beliefs 

and/or actions.  Many of the respondents reported holding pro-environmental values for their 

entire lives or at least as long as they could remember; in these cases any justification or 

motivating factors were coded as “motivation.”   

Since I was speaking with individuals who were green within a religious context, much of 

the motivation was religious in nature.  Most of the religious motivation fell into three 

categories: dominion, stewardship, or the belief that God is found in nature.  Many 

respondents also mentioned justice issues, like global poverty or inequality, as their motivating 

factors.  Another common motivating factor was simply awareness of environmental issues; for 

example, one respondent mentioned becoming aware of horrible air pollution after spending a 

summer abroad and seeing her white running clothes become brown from the smog.  

Example: “I also think of a lot of the New Testament, with you know, what Jesus taught 
and how he lived. You know, the golden rule of having compassion and loving your 
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neighbor as yourself. I definitely see that as a huge part of this. And our neighbors, 
where we are at this point in time, we have a slightly more inclusive or broad concept of 
who is our neighbor. It's not just the person down the street from you it's the person 
across the globe from you, it's the person 200 year, 1,000 years down in time from you. 
And so I really think that to be able to really truly love your neighbor and be 
compassionate you have to respect the earth and take care of it so that there is an earth 
for those people to be able to enjoy.”  (Respondent Cynthia, coded as Motivation: 
Justice/Motivation: Religious) 

 

Catalyst  

While often catalysts and motivations are viewed as interchangeable, for this project I 

define a catalyst as a specific incident or occurrence that serves as a stimulus for a change.  

While the motivation is the underlying beliefs or knowledge that supports action, catalysts in 

this case impelled the respondents to change.   

Catalysts could occur on two levels.  The first level is catalysts that caused respondents 

to adopt a pro-environment value when they previously did not hold such values.  Often these 

were viewed as turning-points in the respondents’ environmental beliefs; some respondents 

mentioned “a-ha” moments where the connection between their religion and their beliefs 

about Creation was formed.  For many of the respondents, the catalyst came as an intellectual 

realization, either through reading Creation Care literature, having a discussion with a loved 

one or a minister, seeing a speaker on the topic of environmentalism, or studying eco-theology 

in seminary.  For others, the catalyst was experiencing a feeling of being “called” by God to take 

on the care for Creation.   

The second level of catalyst is one that induces action.  In these cases, respondents’ 

already held pro-environment values when something occurred that encouraged them to act 

on those actions.  This catalyst could also take the form of a realization; some of the 
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respondents took action at their churches after discovering that the congregation was inactive 

on the environmental front.  The action catalyst was often a conversation with someone else in 

the congregation who encouraged the respondent to join a committee or asked for their help. 

Example: “Oh, I'll tell you how I really got into thinking about ‘wow, we need to be doing 
this at church’, was I had biked to church because I'm only like a mile from church or a 
little less, I bike to church and it was a little cloudy, and oh my gosh, the rains came 
down. So then it was like, ‘ok, I'm at church, what can I do to be helpful?’ So I asked one 
of the staff and she was like ‘can you go through these old papers and do this, and put 
that there,’ and I'm like ‘ok, and where is the recycling?’ She was like ‘oh, we just throw 
everything away’.  I'm like ‘We're a church and we're throwing everything away?’ And so 
that was the trigger really for ‘Hey, here at the church we need to be setting an 
example’.” (Respondent Tracy, coded as Catalyst: Realization church is inactive) 

 

Action  

Action is defined as any pro-environment act or behavior that the respondent has taken, either 

in their individual lives, in their cities, or in their congregations. The range of action among the 

respondents is wide, with sixteen different codes within the category.  I included actions as 

small as switching to CFC light bulbs in their home or bringing their own mug to work; whatever 

actions respondents felt were worth mentioning were coded, usually within a larger “action” 

category such as “reducing waste” or “energy conservation.”  The largest action category was 

participating or leading educational activities, which usually occurred within their congregation. 

Another action that often was mentioned multiple times was eliminating the use of Styrofoam 

within the congregation, which funnily enough was also the source of a common intra-

congregational conflict. 

Example: “We do a lot of stuff there, every year we do an Earth Day kind of thing; just as 
regularly we’ve done things like, as an emphasis on food and environment we had 
vegetarian cook-offs for a couple of years.  We do a lot with recycling and getting people 
in the congregation to recycle; we're looking at trying to do something where people 
can be collecting ideas from people about what they want us to do environmentally… 
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we do policy sorts of things periodically; we'll have people not just sign a petition, but 
write a letter and we'll mail it there. It's just a very aware congregation.” (Respondent 
Kathleen, coded as Action: Educational/Recycling/Political Action) 

 

Obstacles  

Part of the interview involved discussing attempts to introduce or begin environmental 

initiatives within the respondent’s congregation.  Some respondents, though pro-environment 

themselves, had never attempted to initiate green programs or changes, and others were 

members or initiators of successful environmentally-focused committees.  As such, the 

obstacles that they encountered varied based on their congregational context and their actions.  

I coded as an “obstacle” anything that would hinder an environmental ethic within a 

congregation.  One form of obstacle is attitudinal, such as encountering anti-environmental 

views from church members or feeling that members having a hostile disposition towards 

environmentalists.  Politics and political affiliation were frequently mentioned as an obstacle 

for environmentalism, especially among the evangelical respondents.  Other respondents noted 

institutional obstacles, like receiving little support from ministers, or not having the money in 

the budget for greening the congregation.  Often respondents described a general disinterest 

from others in their congregations or their communities; the environment was simply viewed as 

not as important as other religious values and as such was not worthy of time and attention. 

Example:  “And also the perennial problem of finding committed workers within a 
congregation.  There’s always a few, and they’re already doing five things. So that was a 
problem.  After a while people didn’t want to come to meetings. For a period of time I 
would have people come in talking about the legislative session and the issues and what 
we could do.  But it just seemed like there wasn’t enough mass in each church to get 
something going on a consistent basis.  It didn’t seem like there were enough within the 
congregation to do that.” (Respondent Robert, coded as  Obstacles: Disinterest) 
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Environmental Concerns  

I was interested in the range of environmental issues that respondents viewed as a 

concern.  I especially wondered about the level of variation between evangelicals and mainline 

respondents.  One of the interview questions asked respondents to name what they believed to 

be the most urgent or important environmental issues.  I coded responses to this question, and 

also coded any environmental concerns that were brought up at other points in the interview.  

Even if the concerns were just stated in list-form or in passing, they received a code.  I grouped 

the concerns into key categories: health, global warming, pollution, waste, water, sustainability, 

energy, consumption, and animal welfare.  Some of these may intersect (e.g. global warming 

and pollution), but if they were mentioned separately they both received a code.  

Environmental concern may also be extrapolated from the specific actions respondents took, 

but their stated concerns provide insight into their framing of the state of the environment.  

Example:  “If you look at most of the climate change studies, you know, the world is 
getting warmer every year, it's just a fact, it's not even an arguable fact at this stage.  
But also, as the climate change, if you really look at the studies, what they said is we'll 
see more floods, we'll see more droughts, we'll see more severe weather incidences, 
and I don't know how anybody can look at the weather globally and not say that's not 
coming true already.  And I'm extremely concerned at where it's going.” (Respondent 
Charles, coded as Environmental Concern: Global Warming) 

 

 

 

 

Identity Claims  

Though all of the respondents espoused an environmental ethic, they were not all 

willing to personally adopt the label of environmentalist.  I coded quotations pertaining to this 
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matter as “Identity Claims” in an attempt to explain this tension.  Who are environmentalists? 

When can one adopt this identity? What would be the reasons for rejecting the term?   

 I also coded identity claims any time a respondent discussed the difference between 

religious environmentalism and secular environmentalism, as well as the difference between 

evangelical and mainline greens.  This code family explores where respondents feel that they fit 

into the larger picture of environmentalism, both individually and as a part of a religious 

community. 

Example:  “I don't want to ever call myself an environmentalist but obviously I am, so it's 
just don't really think of a label much, I think I've always been there, I've learned a lot 
more over time, I don't remember a point in my life where I start discovering this is 
important when it wasn't important before… to me I see an environmentalist as 
someone who is more of an activist than I am.” 
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Chapter 4:  The Evangelical Case 
 

Environmental engagement among evangelicals is a special case, as the movement 

appears to be at odds with the political and social views of many prominent evangelical leaders.  

In comparison with mainline Protestants, who have a longer and more visible history with 

environmental advocacy, evangelicals are relatively new to the field.  Since 2002, evangelical 

elites have become increasingly visible in advocating for Creation Care, calling for Christians to 

practice responsible stewardship of the environment.  The issue is still polarizing among 

evangelicals, however, with some denominations and leaders continuing to refute any evidence 

of human-caused global warming and promoting a view of our dominion over the earth rather 

than stewardship.   

Despite the contention among evangelical elites, there is some evidence that 

evangelical Protestants in the U.S. are in fact becoming more “green.”  Using data from the 

General Social Survey, Clements et al. discovered that evangelical Protestants reported 

significantly higher environmental concern in 2010 than they did in 1993.  Their concern grew 

enough, in fact, that it was not significantly different from that of mainline Protestants.  They 

also became more likely to enact private environmental behaviors, like cutting back on driving a 

car (Clements et al. 2014). These results suggest that the relationship between evangelical 

Protestantism and environmental stewardship may be evolving.  

Previous research has examined evangelical environmentalism. However, this research 

has focused mainly on identifying different strains of religious environmental ethics; survey and 

attitudinal data on environmental issues; or on the increasing environmental political advocacy 

of evangelical elites.   The development of the Creation Care movement within congregations, 
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and the diffusion of environmental ideals among evangelicals at the individual level, was 

previously unexplored. 

I conducted interviews with seventeen evangelicals: three ministers, twelve laypersons 

(two of whom held staff positions at their congregation), and two representatives from national 

level Creation Care organizations.  All but two of the respondents attended Southern Baptist 

congregations.  Of the two remaining, one was a member of a non-denominational “bible 

church”, and the other was previously Baptist but new to the area and in the process of finding 

a congregation.  The majority of the evangelical respondents were male (59%).  Throughout the 

following discussion and analysis, I use pseudonyms to respect respondent confidentiality. 

 
 

Prevalence of Creation Care in Local Evangelical Congregations 
 

The original goal of this project was to examine the proliferation of Creation Care within 

evangelical congregations. Despite my best efforts, I was unable to find even one evangelical 

church in the area I chose that had active environmental committees or had developed any 

sustained environmental focus.  While all of my respondents considered themselves pro-

environment and took efforts to practice responsible stewardship of Creation, their expression 

of this stewardship usually took the form of individual practice.  There are a few exceptions, 

which I will discuss further below.  

There are many possible explanations for the apparent lack of Creation Care activity 

within evangelical congregations during the time of my research.  The first is that there is simply 

very little environmental action occurring within evangelical churches in the area, despite the 

growing visibility of Creation Care in the media and at the national level of evangelical elites.   
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Only 6% of conservative or evangelical respondents in Chaves’ nationally representative 

National Congregations Study reported a group or meeting focused on environmental issues 

occurring in their church (Chaves 2004).  We can imagine that number to be even smaller in a 

more politically conservative geographical context.  So, it is possible that Creation Care has not 

been adopted as a significant religious focus by evangelical church-goers in the area. 

Another possibility is that Creation Care is not championed in as public a manner as by 

mainline congregations.  Even if a minister regularly calls for the stewardship of Creation in 

worship services and the church has multiple sustainability efforts, these values might not be 

visible to an outsider.  For example, unless a church has a green team named on their website 

or has publicized events that are specifically focused on environmental issues, I would be 

unlikely to identify their congregation as “green” by using internet searches.  Any 

environmental stewardship that is occurring at evangelical churches in the area may be flying 

under the radar.   

The green evangelicals that I was able to interview were introduced to me through one 

of two methods.  Most were identified through snowball sampling.  The first few were 

suggested to me by one of my mainline respondents who had hosted a panel focused on 

environmental practice at a conference she held for her denomination.  These were people she 

knew personally and knew to practice stewardship, so she had asked them to speak at the 

panel.  Through these first contacts, I was introduced to other green evangelicals.   I also used 

my own personal networks; a friend of a friend who was attending Baptist seminary agreed to 

an interview, and then referred me to one of his professors as well. 
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 The second avenue for identifying green evangelicals was through an energy consulting 

company that was created specifically for helping churches.  The owner of this business 

happened to be evangelical, and helped to introduce me to some of his clients and also an 

employee.  This company led to some mainline respondents as well, since their clients were not 

exclusively evangelical.   

Among the evangelical respondents, the only ones identified through affiliation with a 

green group were the two representatives of national-level organizations.  I originally contacted 

these organizations with the goal of getting connected to local members or contacts, but the 

people I spoke with either did not know of anyone or referred me to people I had already 

spoken with.  I conducted two phone interviews with the organization representatives and 

discussed their impression of the state of Creation Care, which I will discuss further. 

 In this chapter, I will discuss the green evangelicals in my sample: their environmental 

practices, the reasons behind their actions, and the hurdles they believe Creation Care faces 

among evangelicals.   I have divided this chapter into individual practices, efforts at their 

congregations, and more macro-level actions.   

 

Stewardship as an Individual Practice 
 

For the evangelical respondents, environmental stewardship includes making changes in 

one’s private and family lives to positively impact the earth.  At varying degrees, they live their 

lives in a way that is conscious of their environmental impact; almost all report recycling at their 

homes, taking steps toward being more energy efficient, and reducing waste and consumption.  

For example, a respondent described his family’s practices:  
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“We have reusable grocery bags that we always use, and if we do get plastic bags for the 
garden or whatever we save them and try to at least use them again like as a trash sack 
or something and when we get a soda from the store, we keep our cup and we wash it 
and we try to refill it just so that there's not a new plastic thing every time we take a 
drink.” (Daniel, Southern Baptist) 
 

Similarly, a student at a Southern Baptist seminary says:  

“We definitely recycle. We do about one little kitchen bag of trash a week and the rest 
of it is recycling. We use cloth diapers on our kids, compost whatever we can, garden, 
organic lawn care kind of things, pest controls. I try to encourage birds and stuff around 
the house instead of using chemicals and stuff like that. I encourage my family to do it.” 
(Paul, Student at Southern Baptist seminary) 
 
Not all of the respondents reported such breadth of green practices, but they did all 

share a common value of acting responsibly toward the environment.  These actions were 

motivated by knowledge of environmental issues and a concern for the impact humans are 

having on the earth.  Many of the evangelical respondents voiced distress over increasing levels 

of air and water pollution and the effect this may have on our health and that of future 

generations. One respondent, motivated by the adverse environmental impact of factory 

farming and food production, started a small organic farm outside of town where she provides 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) shares for people in the area.   

All of the evangelical respondents shared a concern for environmental issues, but their 

opinions on climate change varied.  There was not a question in the interview specifically 

focused on global warming but for the majority of the evangelical respondents who brought it 

up, the link between human activity and climate change was accepted and seen as further 

motivation for taking action.  

If you look at most of the climate change studies, you know, the world is getting warmer 
every year, it's just a fact, and it’s not even an arguable fact at this stage.  But also, as 
the climate change, if you really look at the studies, what they said is we'll see more 
floods, we'll see more droughts, we'll see more severe weather incidences, and I don't 
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know how anybody can look at the weather globally and not say that's not coming true 
already.  And I'm extremely concerned at where it's going. (Charles, Southern Baptist, 
founder of energy consulting company) 

 

In general, climate change was discussed along with pollution and water use as a significant 

environmental crisis.  A few respondents mentioned that they had purchased more fuel 

efficient vehicles to reduce carbon emissions, and some also reported reducing energy usage in 

their homes to combat climate change.  Other evangelical respondents, however, viewed the 

science with some skepticism.  For example:  

I'm not sure we can blame man for everything, because climate, the nature of climate is 
to change, that's what climate does, it changes.  And the climate has changed in the 
history of the earth many times; it's heated and it's cooled well before man was doing 
any of this pollution stuff, so I think it's a stretch to say it's all because of man… it's just 
so easy to look at weather and jump on it and say, "See?  Told ya we're warming", now 
there's some people that say we're cooling.  You, know? It's like, come on! (Sue, 
Southern Baptist Native Landscaper) 
 

Two of the climate change skeptics expressed a belief that the impact of humans on the global 

climate is inconsequential.  As one respondent put it: 

People talk about global warming, and I would like to think that the one that created 
this world is way more powerful than what we could do to screw it up. Now I’m not 
saying that we should pollute or that we shouldn’t be conservative with our resources 
or be wasteful or anything like that, but I also don’t necessarily think that we are going 
to totally screw it up by ourselves. (Janet, Evangelical organic farmer) 

 
Even those who were not complete converts to climate change science, though, valued 

taking steps towards energy efficiency and reducing air pollution. They argued that the validity 

of scientists’ claims is not the important question; they feel that God has directed them to be 

responsible stewards of the earth, which they will continue to do regardless of evidence for or 

against the presence of climate change. In this case, the reason for taking environmentally 

responsible action is motivated by a religious duty rather than an awareness of environmental 
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issues.  One respondent, a member of a Southern Baptist mega-church who served on the staff 

as an energy manager, stated: “Ultimately everything is there to glorify God, so we have a 

responsibility to do it to the best of our ability. I personally don't think that we can destroy 

something that God doesn't want destroyed, but we still have a responsibility. If God has given 

you something, then he can certainly take it away from you.” (Kevin, Southern Baptist).  

While some of the evangelical respondents performed stewardship outside of their 

personal lives in addition, the individual practice was viewed as vital.  They describe taking care 

of the earth as a “responsibility” that God has placed on humankind.  For many, this 

responsibility is talked about in terms of stewardship, or the responsible use of everything that 

is given to a person.  I asked each respondent who talked about caring for creation in terms of 

“stewardship” to define the word.  The definitions were all similar, suggesting that their 

common religion has conveyed the stewardship frame.  One of the staff members at the 

religious energy consulting firm described it like so: 

“Stewardship is how we faithfully manage everything that is entrusted to us, 
relationships, children, money, time and environment, so it's all the things that we don't 
own, which for me from a Christian perspective, is everything that we have influence on, 
and especially for which we have responsibility, and so using that in a faithful way that is 
faithful to God who grants the option to be stewards.” (Daniel, Southern Baptist) 
 

As is evident in this quote, one’s daily actions in all aspects of life are viewed as part of this 

religious responsibility.  The motivation for adopting environmentally sound practices and 

behavior takes on a layer of incentive beyond the impact we are having on the planet.  One of 

the defining characteristics of evangelicals is the stress they place on biblical authority.  

Evangelical Christianity is strongly associated with Biblicism, what Christian Smith describes as 

“a theory about the Bible that emphasizes its exclusive authority, infallibility, perspicuity, self-
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sufficiency, self-evident meaning, and universal applicability” (Smith 2002).  Holding with this 

definition, the evangelical respondents in this study point to a biblical mandate for their 

stewardship ethic.   When asked what scripture they call on when contemplating their 

relationship with Creation, many cited the book of Genesis, where God gives humans dominion 

over the earth.   

Genesis 1:26, we were given dominion over everything. There’s debate over what that 
word means. That’s an issue.  For me, the best analogy I can give from my view, God 
created it and put humanity in charge of it, He gave us dominion over it. For me, that 
ruling over it is saying “I’ve made this, this is yours to rule until I come back.”  It’s like 
“take care of it in my place, in a way that I would myself.” So for me that looks vastly 
different from “the earth is my resource to do whatever I want to with.” (Paul, Southern 
Baptist seminary student) 
 
While some may interpret “dominion” as free reign to utilize all of the earth’s resources 

to the betterment of humankind with no concern for the impact, those with an environmental 

stewardship ethic reinterpret it as a responsibility given to humans by God to take care of and 

preserve Creation.  One minister giving a sermon on environmental stewardship likened the 

idea of environmental stewardship to leaving your home for the weekend in the care of your 

teenaged children; the implicit instructions are that they should not have wild parties and trash 

the place.  And if they do, he said, there will be consequences.  In the same manner, God 

granted humankind dominion over the earth with the understanding that we should care for it 

responsibly.  

As a result of being motivated by a biblically mandated responsibility towards 

stewardship of the earth, their individual actions become a religious act for some of the 

respondents.   

“For me it’s more of a personal level.  I try to live my life in a way that’s going to leave as 
little of a detrimental impact on what I would consider God’s creation.  The way I 
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understand God having created it and entrusted it to humanity, part of the way we 
worship God is by caring for what he has entrusted us with. That’s how I explain it to 
people.”  (Paul, Student at Southern Baptist seminary) 

 
Accompanying this idea that one’s actions in their daily lives are inherently religious, 

conservative and evangelical Protestants view God as a more active force in their lives than 

Mainline Protestants do.  They are more likely to believe that God is concerned with each 

individual and that he has a hand in determining the course of their lives (Greeley and Hout 

2006).  Some interviewees, such as this Baptist woman, felt that God had clearly guided them 

to accomplish his purpose in the world: 

 
Another part of that is that I believe that God puts things on your heart, He gives you 
ideas, even when you're not specifically asking for them.  And we both feel that He put 
this on our hearts to do, and kind of like a purpose for us.  I think man does best when 
you feel you have a purpose in life, and this is the purpose God gave to me. 
 
 
Another interviewee had been having an internal crisis of faith about whether being 

environmentally-minded conflicted with her religious teachings.  Growing up, she had never 

encountered any pro-environment sentiment in her church; to the contrary, she had 

internalized the idea that environmentalists were somehow “ungodly”.  She felt that her 

questions about religion and her relationship with the environment were answered when she 

encountered a book on Creation Care in the local bookstore: 

I was just kind of on my own wondering you know, "Are my feelings for the 
environment, like how I care about the environment, is that earthly?  Or is that 
something that's from the Christian faith?"  And when I was reading the scriptures, I felt 
it did align, but I asked God to help me.  I’m going to cry because it’s such a cool thing, 
but I asked Him to help me figure this out, that's when I found the book and I read it, 
and it like totally confirmed everything that I'd been thinking on my own.   
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For these and other evangelical interviewees, the catalyst for becoming actively green was a 

sense of calling from God.  In other cases, individual level environmental action was catalyzed 

by reading scripture or learning more about religiously based environmentalism.  For most of 

the evangelicals who had studied at seminary, this occurred in their classes or while doing 

scholarly research.  As one Baptist respondent stated, “only when I went to seminary did I begin 

to think about earth stewardship and what the Bible means when it talks about dominion over 

the earth.”  He views seminary as the beginning of an individual shift towards being more 

progressive on many issues, including environmentalism.  He joked: “I used to be Republican, 

but then I went to seminary.”   

Of the six evangelicals I spoke with who had attended theological seminary, none of 

them had taken a class that focused on environmental ethics.  One remembered that 

stewardship of the environment had been briefly touched on in a broader ethics course, but 

there was not an institutionalized support for Creation Care at the seminary level for these 

respondents. Instead, the foray into environmental stewardship was brought about by 

exposure to Christian literature on the topic and through personal study.  One Baptist man, 

who was in seminary at the time of our interview, reported that he was previously ambivalent 

about environmental issues, provided an example of this: 

It was actually academic study, believe it or not. I was looking for a topic for my 
secondary master’s degree. I narrowed my field down to Old Testament theology. In 
reading several works there I got the feeling that not much work had been done 
recently in how it related to the subject of ecology, but also how evangelicals relate to 
ecology at an academic level. There’s things being done at the popular level, but not 
much academically.  So that was an interest that I formed there. 

 
Some of the evangelical respondents noted that while scripture was a motivating factor for 

them, theology can also be an obstacle for developing an environmental ethic.  Tied to taking a 
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literal interpretation of the bible, some evangelicals ascribe to an eschatological, or end-times 

theology. Though there are multiple variations, some evangelicals anticipate that the 

prophecies of the Old Testament will be literally fulfilled over time, culminating with the return 

of Jesus Christ and a final judgment where believers will be joined with Christ.  There are 

differing views as to how this happens, but some believe that the earth will either be destroyed 

along with the non-believers or redeemed to become the kingdom of God.  In either case, such 

beliefs could diminish the importance of environmental stewardship for those who hold them.  

As one respondent put it, “there’s ones that tend to think more like God is going to destroy this 

whole world and it doesn’t matter what we do… With people from that viewpoint, it just 

doesn’t matter what you say you just can’t convince them” (Paul, Southern Baptist seminarian). 

One interviewee described how theology impacted his views about the environment 

before he developed a stewardship ethic during seminary: “I grew up pretty conservative 

politically and pretty conservative theologically, so like who cares about the environment, Jesus 

is coming back any minute - that was kind of my perspective” (Daniel, Southern Baptist).  He 

went on to describe interactions with other evangelicals he had encountered in his 

congregation, giving a good example of how theology could hinder the formation of 

environmental stewardship: 

In [this city] if you start talking about green and environmental impact it's shaky ground, 
because most evangelicals subscribe to a dispensationalist, even if they can't spell it out, 
they essentially have a dispensationalist outlook, and so with that they think, "Who 
cares?  It's all going to hell anyway, so why should we care about that?"  I had a 
conversation with a guy who said "So what if I have a good carbon footprint, and I have 
a stack full of water bottles in a landfill, that may be the only mark I leave on this world." 
An older guy said that. And so there's this kind of this sense that since Jesus is coming 
back soon, why bother? That kind of attitude.  (Daniel, Southern Baptist) 
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Beyond a specific end-times theology, more general religious beliefs about the power of 

God and the role of humankind can also be a hindrance to developing a strong environmental 

stewardship ethic.  Like the evangelical organic farmer who said “the one that created this 

world is way more powerful than what we could do to screw it up”, many evangelicals hold a 

belief in an omnipotent God who controls what happens to us and to the earth.  Such a 

worldview deemphasizes our personal influence.  One interviewee reported hearing a sermon 

given by her pastor that illustrates this strain of thought:  

There was a sermon and he started off, I think it was after all this flooding and rain 
issues that had gone on this summer… and he even came out and said, "Do you think 
this is global warming that's happening? Or do you think this is God's doing?" And I think 
he was trying to say that God is sovereign, and so we just need to be understanding of 
why bad things happen, but I was getting really upset that he brought global warming 
up, and I said, "It's not God, it's us", we're causing the seasons to change and the 
environment and climate to change. (Diane, Evangelical searching for a congregation) 

 

For the evangelical respondents, environmental stewardship includes making changes in 

one’s private and family lives to positively impact the earth.  At varying degrees, they live their 

lives in a way that is conscious of their environmental impact; almost all report recycling at their 

homes, taking steps toward being more energy efficient, and reducing waste and consumption.  

These actions were motivated by knowledge of environmental issues and a concern for the 

impact humans are having on the earth.  Though there are differing views about the causes of 

environmental problems, like with the case of climate change, evangelical respondents feel that 

God has directed them to be responsible stewards of the earth.  As a result of being motivated 

by a biblically mandated responsibility towards stewardship of the earth, their individual 

actions become a religious act for some of the respondents.  Their religious beliefs are a 

powerful motivator and catalyst for their individual environmental actions.  
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Congregational Level Environmental Stewardship  
 

Evangelicals in this study tended to take an individual focus with their environmental 

stewardship. In general, stewardship was not institutionalized at the congregations of the 

interviewees.  None of the respondents’ churches had currently functioning “green teams”, 

committees to oversee specifically environmental issue concerns, or any regular focus on 

environmental issues.    

At most of the evangelical interviewee’s churches, the environment was never discussed 

openly. A few respondents mentioned that the pastor would occasionally encourage care for 

Creation, but only as a part of a more general stewardship directive.   One respondent who had 

previously served as a Baptist minister gives an example of this: 

I never did, like, a sermon about environmental ethics, it was more that this is big y'all, 
when we talk about loving the world and being good stewards of what God asked for us, 
it's not just our money and our time and our relationships, it's also the world and our 
political structures and all of those things that we need to try to be a positive force in 
(Daniel, Southern Baptist) 

 
In general, environmentalism seemed to be largely ignored by evangelicals within the 

institutions at the congregational level.  There were instances, though, where respondents 

expanded their individual stewardship ethic into congregations.  Because stewardship at this 

level was scarce, I will focus in more detail on the four cases where respondents made some 

foray into any form of environmental action at the congregation level. In the first case, I 

highlight an interview with a Baptist minister who had initiated a caring for Creation program at 

his congregation when he became minister more than a decade ago, though the initiative has 

now dwindled.   The second case involves four respondents; though all have taken part in 

energy management programs in some manner at their congregations, these respondents have 
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varying degrees of dedication to environmental stewardship.  The third case is of a minister 

who lost his position as a seminary professor after speaking at congregations about Creation 

Care; he is now the minister at a politically conservative congregation where environmental 

stewardship is not discussed.  And the last case involves two respondents who began a 

sustainable landscaping project at their Baptist congregation.  I will discuss what motivated 

these respondents and how they began their congregational level action, as well as the 

obstacles they faced and the outcomes of their efforts. 

 

Case 1: The Early Adopter 

 
Rev. James became the head minister at this large, mostly white, Baptist congregation in 

the early 1990’s.  Following a series of sermons on stewardship, including one directly related 

to the stewardship of Creation, he initiated the formation of an environmental stewardship 

committee which he named “Committed to Caring for all Creation.”   When he proposed the 

idea, the other ministers were supportive of the effort and some church members “bought into 

it quickly and were eager to help.”  The committee did an inspection into the different areas of 

the church and made recommendations about how they could adopt environmentally friendly 

practices.  The church instituted a recycling program and created an on-site collection center 

where members could bring waste from home. The committee even held an environmental fair, 

open to the community, where they collected recyclables and had educational activities.  The 

committee was active for about five years.  

Though some of their initiatives live on, like an ongoing recycling program, Rev. James 

feels like there has been some neglect of the issue over the past ten years.   He recalled that 
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they used to hold a special “Earth Sunday” the week after Easter that emphasized “nature’s 

hope and our responsibility”.  More recently, however, the environment has not been a major 

focus.  Rev. James does believe that the importance of “anticipating God’s work of new 

creation” does come through in the worship practices of the congregation:  

I would say that we probably don't have any deliberate environmental themes beyond 
things like calling attention to the bread and the wine as substance and elements of 
transformation and how that represents something of the hope of creation as well.  And 
we have rituals, of course, baptism and water, so we have many times when we are able 
to sort of emphasize I guess more of the sacramental aspect of how nature and creation 
is a vehicle for our understanding of spiritual things, and not an enemy of spiritual 
things.  (Respondent Rev. James) 
 

Rev. James initiated the committee because he felt that Christians needed to have a voice in 

the environmental debate.  He was given the position at this congregation shortly following the 

twentieth anniversary Earth Day, which was celebrated with greater marketing and visibility 

than in prior years.  He had begun grappling with issues of human’s relationship to the earth 

during seminary.   Through reading theology and studying, he began to think about “the whole 

study of creation itself as being something that is not simply a six-day phenomenon, but a 

product of the mysterious hand of God working through evolution, and the connectedness of 

all life.”  He felt that God was at work teaching him to think about these issues, and that it was 

important to help his church see that they need to “include Creation in salvation”. 

 The establishment of the “Caring for Creation” committee caused some “fallout” in the 

congregation, leading to some of the church members choosing to leave.   

We lost a handful of members because at that time I was fairly new, and [our city] is, as 
you know, a very conservative place…   I mean I'm orthodox but I'm - well, I probably 
didn't allow time enough to build trust with me and all of that.  But some people who 
were of a more of a conservative bent would hear from their friends that the 
environmental movement is the devil's way in the new age of making its way 
legitimately into the Church and undermining the faith and all of that, and I was like, 
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"really?".  So in other words, we're supposed to opposed conservation and caring for 
creation because people who are not Christians also agree with that and promote it.  
But they left, and that's fine. 

 
Rev. James said that the loss of members was due partly to “inexperience in carefully educating 

people”, and also, as is evident in the above quote, to the political climate of the area and the 

political associations people have about environmentalism.  He felt that he should have 

prepared people more before starting the initiative so that they could have looked at it in non-

political terms.  In his view, politics is one of the main obstacles to getting congregations 

interested in environmental issues:  

 
One of the real tragedies of the Republican Party right now is how they can't even look 
objectively at issues anymore because it's become a shibboleth that if you are 
conservative, you will oppose environmental stewardship.  Well that is the most asinine 
point of view I have ever seen, but by very nature of part of that political consciousness, 
you can't seize environmental stewardship as a value to support because it must be a 
conspiracy of the left that has to be opposed. It must be anti-business, it must be anti-
growth, it must be pro-government, it must be bad science, it must be all those sorts of 
things; and that is one of the tremendous tragedies of the partisan gridlock that exists 
today. 

 
Despite disagreeing with the sentiment that environmental stewardship should not be 

embraced because of its necessarily pro-government stance, Rev. James believes that the top-

down approach of government regulation won’t work to impact our environmental issues.  He, 

like many of the other evangelical respondents, believes that change should start at the 

individual level: 

I think that churches, nonprofits, businesses, individuals and families will over the long-
term create the kind of movement that will change the politics of it, until it becomes so 
normal, so natural, so much a part of the American world view. We're probably not 
going to make enormous progress because the top-down approach is so politically 
fragile.  So we all have to do something.  For me it's at home recycling, driving less, it's 
using green mountain energy or renewable sources and things like that; just small 
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choices that will help in that respect and then here at the Church where you have your 
influence. 

 
The interviewee was not engaged with the larger environmental movement, either religious or 

non-religious.  He has had no contact with national religious environmental groups, but does 

know that they exist.  He had no knowledge of any other churches in town that were involved 

in environmental issues.  He also was not a member of secular environmental groups, and 

didn’t know of any that exist in his city.   

 

Case 2: Energy Management at Congregations 

 
Energy management was the most common way that environmental stewardship found 

its way into evangelical congregations.  Four of the evangelical interviewees were involved in 

energy management, either through managing programs in their own congregations or through 

helping other churches manage their resources.  In this section I will focus on one interviewee, 

Charles, who typifies the energy management case. 

 I was introduced to Charles by a mainline Protestant interviewees whose congregation 

had used his company’s services to audit their energy usage.  The company works specifically 

with churches in the area, providing a free energy use inspection and offering their resource 

management services in exchange for the savings from the first three years of reduced electric 

bills.  Charles is an engineer who had a long and successful career as senior management in the 

energy efficiency field before he decided to quit and start the church consulting business. He 

was moved to act by two pieces of scripture that he felt God had “put on [his] heart.”  The first 

scripture was a message that he needed to get ready for a change and listen to God. The 

second was Psalm 1:1, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked.”   
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He felt that God had led him to notice the passage, and his conclusion was that he should use 

his knowledge about energy conservation to help change the world for the better.   

 Charles’ motivation is both religious and ecological.  He feels that God made humans 

stewards of the world, which means “taking good care and passing it onto the next group at 

least as good, if not better than what you found it.”  He expressed concern about a wide range 

of environmental issues: water pollution and shortages, drought, famines, climate change, coal 

mining, health impacts, and of course energy waste. 

 When interacting with congregations, the company does not present their services 

initially as a way to practice environmental stewardship.  It is marketed as a method of finding 

wasted money that can then be redirected into other church ministries.  He believes that if they 

approached the congregations with environmental stewardship as their main message, that 

they “wouldn’t get through the door.”  Over time, however, some church leaders and members 

are swayed: 

We get a chance to talk to a lot of churches, a lot of ministries about this type of stuff, 
and some of the ones that have never really thought it through, or have never thought it 
through well, they've taken kind of this established position they hear from many 
others, but then as we get a chance to start being involved, they start realizing, maybe 
we need to take more of a stewardship position. 

 
Though the company does not present care for the environment as their main purpose, Charles 

certainly sees it as one of his own.  He believes that this is his calling from God, and that 

through working with congregations, he can gradually spread the importance of environmental 

stewardship: 

We're able to touch right now the groups of churches we have as clients and as they're 
starting to understand that you can do this with electricity and natural gas, then it's not 
a big leap to say, there's a lot of things we can do with water, there's a lot of other 
things we can do…  And I think what will happen as we grow enough of a base, then the 
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chance to get the word out on a wider scale is there and… we'll get more and more of a 
chance to let people see that actually, this is what stewardship is, it's taking care of the 
world we're a part of. 

 
 He feels that he doesn’t get pushback from Christians on the idea that humans should 

take care of their environment, until they are asked to examine the ways that they cause 

damage.  People have been given a lot of misinformation, he believes, that causes them to not 

be able to view the issue objectively.  If he can get them to “listen to their hearts”, he thinks 

that it becomes clear that they have an obligation to care for Creation; in his opinion, the 

religious argument, along with presenting scientific facts, is how you “get past those initial 

paradigms”:  

 
What I do is try to get them to understand that it's not a political issue, you know, 
because you don't like Gore you don't decide that global warming or global climate 
change doesn't matter.  It's two separate issues.  Sadly, to some extent, the political 
parties have made it a party issue, and it shouldn't be, it ought to be a humanity issue.  
So what I try to get them to do is see that and like I said, being able to show them they 
can save that much energy, and then talking to them about stuff like the power plant or 
how many offices will be running their heating on a 100 degree day. 

 
The obstacles to mobilization within congregations for Charles and his company lie 

mostly in the associations evangelicals make with environmentalism.  Charles feels that people 

have a visceral reaction to pro-environment rhetoric because of the political connotation.  He 

describes his experience showing Al Gore’s movie “The Inconvenient Truth” to an adult Sunday 

school class at his own congregation;  they were open to him coming and talking about energy 

management, but once they heard Gore’s name the room quickly turned angry.  The 

interviewee tries to keep the discussion apolitical, but misinformation and lack of education 

about the issues causes a barrier: 
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It's a huge [issue] in the churches because like I said predominantly most of the 
churches we are involved with see themselves more republicans than anything else, and 
so as a whole, not 100%, but as a whole, the republican parties push big industry, big 
drilling, and anti-environmentalism, and I really don't - I honestly think if you get a 
chance to sit down with George Bush and really walk through it, I think he'd get it.  I 
think a lot of them would, and like I said, but it's so frustrating to see things - the 
misinformation that goes out to make things political issues and it confuses people.   

 
Despite his commitment to advocating for environmental stewardship, Charles is not 

enmeshed in the religious environmental movement. He is not familiar with term “Creation 

Care” (though it appeals to him), and has not read any literature on engaging churches with 

environmentalism.  He does know about the EEN, and had previously had contact with 

someone from there before starting this company, but is not in contact with any religious 

environmental groups currently.   From his contact with local congregations, he feels that 

Southern Baptists are just beginning to look at issues of environmental stewardship.  The 

company does do outreach to Baptist churches to try to find clients, but most of the churches 

that contact them directly are Mainline. 

Charles’s first client was his own Baptist congregation.  It is a large, mostly white, 

Southern Baptist congregation.  He feels that he has been able to “battle some of the 

misinformation that’s out there” and that some of the church leadership and lay people have 

come around to the environmental stewardship view.  The minister of this congregation was 

also one of the interviewees.  He was supportive of Charles and the purpose of the company, 

but admitted to that his motivation was the amount of money that could be saved by utilizing 

the energy management changes, and the environmental impact was secondary:    

When [Charles] sat down and shared with me his vision, which was to ultimately help 
churches recapture dollars that were going to utilities and be able to reinvest those in 
ministry, that was very compelling.  Obviously there are environmental benefits as well, 
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but for me, against the initial interest was the fact that I can be a better steward of my 
dollars, and then we're glad to be more environmentally friendly as well. 

 
The secondary status of the environmental impact was evident on a small green notice posted 

above the restroom light switch.  It stated: “[Our congregation] is moving $764,332 to Ministry! 

Please turn off the lights when you leave.” Along the bottom, in a small white font, were the 

words “thanks for being great stewards of his resources!”   

The pastor does not ever bring up environmental issues in worship or Sunday school 

classes.  As he sees it, environmental stewardship is found in the Bible, but “I don’t see it as a 

major theme of scripture.” He was aware of the Southern Baptist Declaration on the 

Environment and Climate Change that was released in 2008, but was skeptical about their 

intentions.  He felt that it was created out of “political expediency” rather than from a place of 

pure conviction.  Though he has been aware of greater attention being given to environmental 

issues in denominational publications in the recent years, he still believes that it is not on the 

radar of most evangelicals at this point.  There was resistance within the congregation when 

the changes recommended by the consulting company were instituted.  There was a “learning 

curve” that the congregation went through, but he believes that now most congregants are 

supportive of the initiative.  The congregation also has a recycling program that is managed by 

an outside company. 

 
 

Case 3: Creation Care Lecturer 

 
Rev. Fisher is the minister at a small Southern Baptist congregation in a fairly rural 

suburb.  He was a professor at an area seminary, before he was asked to leave for being “too 
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left for them,” despite being a professed conservative.  He had given sermons and talks on 

Creation Care at a few congregations in the area, which he believes contributed to the idea that 

he didn’t fit in with the political culture at the seminary.  

Rev. Fisher grew up Southern Baptist, and did not become concerned with 

environmental issues until visiting England for a semester after seminary.  Prior to this trip, he 

and his family recycled and took some personal responsibility towards the environment, but it 

was not a major concern for him.  He interest in environmental issues from a religious 

perspective was sparked while reading a theological book about Creation: 

I took a trip to England for my sabbatical, and while I was there I came upon a book 
called "God and World", I have it here someplace, and we went through it while we 
were there and we talked about the various issues, how that particular scholar dealt 
with the issue. How he dealt with the issue and a New Testament perspective, so in 
talking through that there were some things I felt he went a little too far toward almost 
a pantheistic view of things. So I thought it was kind of important for me to respond 
back in some way 
 

So at the beginning, Rev. Fisher’s motivation was to create a place for an evangelical voice 

within the environmental field.  This was his first real introduction to religious 

environmentalism, and he began to search for other, more religiously conservative, viewpoints. 

Rev. Fisher confessed somewhat regretfully that when he was in college he would have been of 

the mindset that any evangelical that supported environmentalism was a “compromising 

reprobate,” but his exposure to eco-theology and contact with evangelicals in Europe allowed 

him to “appreciate the fact that there are areas we can agree upon.”  He followed the 

progression of evangelical environmentalism since that time and signed on to some of the 

declarations, believing that the topic should not be surrendered to the political left:  

Being an evangelical, and a conservative politically, I didn't want to just give the topic to 
those who might not share my worldview… Seeing those manifestos, seeing those 
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expressions come out, it was like yeah there was a place for us to maintain our 
worldview of God and nature and how we function, but still express a responsibility to 
those things… Part of it was a fear that subject would only be handled by those who 
were on the left or so forth. I'd say that was kind of a motivating factor in a lot of ways. 
If you're not in the discussion, if you're not taking the discussion seriously, you have no 
one to blame but yourself if things go bad. 
 

Rev. Fisher continued his research into environmental stewardship, and was asked by a friend, 

a minister at a local church, to give a talk at their “church and society” series on the topic.  He 

estimated that there were about one-hundred people at the service, and remembered the 

reception being friendly.  He also spoke at three other churches about environmental 

stewardship, either in their worship service or in Sunday school classes.  He feels the issue 

should be at the forefront of evangelical concerns because “this is an issue the world cares 

about.”  Environmentalism, as he described it in his sermon, is “a call to acknowledge that the 

earth is special because it proclaims that God is special.” 

 In his presentation at the first speaker series, Rev. Fisher reviewed scripture from the 

Bible to illustrate to listeners that “it was on His mind long before it was on ours.”  He outlined 

God’s attitude towards creation and asserted that humans need to take the same attitude 

because we were created in his image.  There are three elements to God’s attitude towards the 

earth that Rev. Fisher emphasized: God takes pleasure in creation; God provides for creation 

and has a plan for it; and God takes an attitude of “Lordship” and is in command.  Rev. Fisher 

cautioned the congregation to remain aware of God’s lordship in order to keep the creator 

separate from his creation.  In his sermon, he stated:  

The potter is not the clay. He’s separate from the clay. And that is a very important 
distinction that we need to maintain. In a lot of circles, and unfortunately even Christian 
circles, when you start to talk about God’s role in the environment it is tempting to 
make God part of Creation. That is a problem that often occurs in this discussion. We 
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lose the perspective that God is bigger than that. So we need to be very careful to clarify 
that he is not Creation. That is expressed in the text. 

 
Rev. Fisher contended that Christians have a special role in the care for the environment.  

Because of our state of sin resulting from the fall of man/Adam, we have become alienated 

from creation.  It is the responsibility of Christians to renew the relationship between 

humankind and God’s creation.  He states: 

Christians ought to be at the forefront of the environmental movement because we’re 
the ones who, hopefully, have the clearest picture of what God would have us do with 
Creation. And yet too often we are not there. 
 

Though Rev. Fisher called on his fellow Christians to embrace environmental stewardship, he 

also implored them to proceed cautiously, using an example of another evangelical who had 

strayed too far from Biblical teaching:  

Environmentalism is one of those places where if you’re not careful you can step off into 
wrong ideas about God. You can elevate creation to such a degree that you lose a vision 
of God’s difference and God’s greatness. And that is not appropriate.  One of the leading 
evangelical writers on this issue has stepped into the whole realm of diminishing God’s 
knowledge and understanding. And he’s done it simply because of his desire to elevate 
Creation. He’s lost sight of who God is in this whole discussion 

 
Following Rev. Fisher’s discussion of the theological grounding of Creation Care, a church 

member spoke about his personal journey of discovering environmental stewardship with the 

help of God.  He talked about our culture of consumption, the waste and trash we create daily, 

water shortages, and energy use (he admitted in Q&A that he purposely avoided global 

warming).   He described the individual actions he and his family were taking, including 

harvesting rainwater and not using plastic water bottles.   

 When it came to making a call to action, however, Rev. Fisher and the other speaker did 

not give any specific behavioral recommendations on how to lessen one’s environmental 
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impact. Instead, they advised listeners to “try to be thoughtful about things.” The correct path 

of action, Rev. Fisher said, is going to be different for each person.  People should: “pray about 

your interconnectedness with the physical world and God will allow you to see what you can do 

as an individual.”  Some audience members expressed concern during the question and answer 

period about failing to make the changes necessary to make a difference.  The minister 

concluded the event with a prayer and the following statement:  

This is not to tell you to not use a plastic water bottle, or never use a plastic bag, or 
never buy anything but compact florescent light bulbs. That’s not what we’re after. 
What we want is for you to try to engage and try to figure out how we can think 
Biblically and Christian-ly about this issue. So search your heart, inquire of the Lord as to 
how he would lead you. 

 
Rev. Fisher believes that the political association people have with the environmental 

movement is an obstacles to mobilization within evangelical churches. He senses that “there's a 

stigma with evangelical Christians that happens if you appear too closely with the left,” so 

people within those circles tend to avoid topics like environmentalism.  Additionally, he feels 

that his job may be vulnerable (as he has experienced in the past) if he causes too much offense 

among the church members by addressing environmental issues:  

It's hard, especially in a Baptist setting, the congregation kind of runs things… It's much 
harder for me to advocate a certain position because your job is on the line in a lot of 
ways. If you're a mainline protestant, a Lutheran or Methodist or whatever, you’re 
placed there by the presbyter or the organization. So even if you offend people they 
may leave, but you're okay [laughs]. In a situation like this, you know, it's a little harder 
to advocate. 

 
Perhaps due to the fact that his job could be in jeopardy, Rev. Fisher does not broach 

green concerns at his current congregation.   It is just understood that “we don’t talk about that 

around here.”   The majority of the church is from an older generation, and even the younger 
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members are “much more politically conservative.”  Because of the climate in the congregation, 

Fisher feels that he can’t broach the subject without fear of backlash: 

Everything I've tried to discuss here in that way has not been received very well. 
Recycling our paper, I was told that they tried that once and it was more expensive than 
it was worth. We are looking at getting timers on lights and things like that and trying to 
help in that way. What I’ve found is if I can make it economically feasible than they're 
more likely to listen to me than if I just come in from an environmental standpoint. 

 
Along with the obstacle of politics, Dr. Fisher has encountered other evangelicals who do not 

think the church should address environmental issues because it is detracting from their main 

mission of evangelizing the world.  Other evangelicals, he says, think that if you focus on social 

issues or on environmentalism, that you are “selling out to the world or compromising. And 

compromise is a dirty word.” 

 

Case 4: Sustainable Landscaping 

 
Sue and Sarah are two long-time friends who began an environmentally sustainable 

landscaping project at their medium-sized Southern Baptist congregation in 2005.  Their 

landscaping is comprised of mostly native plants that require less water and fewer pesticides or 

non-natural fertilizers. The pair were initially motivated by a desire to help their church; there 

were barely any plants on the church grounds other than severely trimmed hedges, and Sue 

thought: “we can do so much better than this, it just wasn’t interesting, the landscaping was 

boring. It didn’t portray God’s creativity.” They started with one small bed around the entrance 

but the project soon became much larger than they had planned, encompassing much of the 

church grounds.  
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Both women were gardeners at home and had attended a workshop together at the 

local nursery about native plants.  They started researching native plants to use at the church 

and discovered information about water usage and waste that alarmed them.  By using all 

native plants and grasses, the pair eliminated the sprinkler system and over time were able to 

cut down the water used by the church dramatically.  They also contracted with a lawn care 

company that uses propane lawn mowers rather than gasoline, lowering the air pollution 

emitted from the small engines.  Sarah was concerned about global warming and the 

accompanying health issues, but Sue remained skeptical about the link between human 

behavior and climate change.  Regardless, they both felt that it was humankind’s responsibility 

to care for God’s creation.  As their knowledge of environmental issues spread beyond the issue 

of landscaping, their feeling that caring for the earth is a religious issue deepened. As Sue 

stated: 

We both do believe God created the earth, I mean, you can see that he gave it to us, 
reading the account of Genesis… and we both try to live our lives according to what we 
believe, that the Bible teaches this. In the very first two chapters:  God created the 
earth, put man there to rule it and take care of it.  And we haven't done a very good 
job… We don't think that it's right to trash it, to ruin it, to not take care of it, and so the 
native plant issue, that fit-in with what we believe.  And then you just keep learning 
more and more and more. 
 

Not only did the women believe that God tasked humans with the care of the earth, they also 

believed that God specifically wanted them to complete this task at their church.  As Sue 

worded it:  

It wasn't by accident that we were put together to do this… I really think that God did 
have a plan for this and He put us together for encouragement and steadfastness, 
because I think a lot of people have a good talk about green things and about the 
environment, but if you look at their lives, if you really delve into them, the action isn't 
quite there. 
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Sarah agreed, and added that she felt that they were acting as God’s proxy, “his feet,” by 

treating the world as he would like:  

Sue and I both believe that God puts things on your heart, He gives you ideas, even 
when you're not specifically asking for them.  And we both feel that He put this on our 
hearts to do, and kind of like a purpose for us… we really feel that this is a responsibility 
that God has put on our shoulders to do this, for many different reasons… we're just 
being His feet and accomplishing what He would like to accomplish on this earth. 
 
The women did not experience any opposition to their plans from other members of the 

congregation or from the minister.  When I asked how they went about getting approval for 

their plans, Sue responded: “we picked up a shovel!” Later, as the project progressed, they 

were given permission to spend from the church’s budget.   A handful of other church members 

have been involved, but Sue and Sarah have done most of the work themselves.  No one has 

made any negative comments about the work that they are doing, but the women are not sure 

if everyone is supportive of the environmental goals behind it because it was never made clear.   

I think we need to do a little bit of a better job really of communicating with the whole 
congregation about the importance of things.  And I think we will, because I think we 
would like the church, not just in the landscape area, but in other areas, we're hoping to 
make some kind of an impact.  We were hoping someone else would step up really to 
do that, like the - to really make it effective in the different classrooms of the paper. 
 
The congregation does recycle, but the effort is minimal and Sue and Sarah are not sure 

how effective it is.  “In order to get a whole congregation on board with turning out lights and 

doing all these little things that really help, you have to have a huge program almost, and you 

have to constantly remind.  It's not easy and we kind of expended all our energies here.”  There 

is no official environmental committee or program, but the church has had the Christian energy 

consulting company headed by Charles come out to do an energy audit and are about a year 

into the program. Sue and Sarah think that the congregation’s leadership is conscious of being 
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good stewards of what they believe God has given them, but also feel that this stewardship is 

mostly applied to church finances.  

 Sue has done quite a bit of research into Christian environmentalism and is aware of the 

growth of the Creation Care movement among evangelical circles.  She regularly reads Southern 

Baptist magazines and other publications, and has noticed an upswing in the number of articles 

that seem pro-environment.  She is also active with a local secular environmental organization 

focused on native plants.  She knows one of the Mainline Christian ministers involved in 

environmental stewardship in the city and has spoken at one of their denominational meetings, 

but was not aware of any other evangelical congregations in the area with similar interests. 

 

In conclusion, environmentalism seemed to be largely ignored by evangelicals within the 

institutions at the congregational level.  There were instances, though, where respondents 

expanded their individual stewardship ethic into congregations.  In this section I have provided 

four examples of cases where evangelical respondents took part in environmental stewardship 

within their congregations.  Their initiatives, as well as their outcomes, varied, but they were all 

motivated by a personal responsibility to God to care for creation.  These cases demonstrate 

some of the obstacles evangelicals have to enacting green practices or committees on 

environmental stewardship within their congregations.  

 

Environmental Advocacy – Effecting Change beyond the Church 
 
 

As discussed in Chapter 2, evangelicals have played a key role in American politics for 

the past three decades.  We see evangelical involvement in environmental advocacy growing at 
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the national level, with the increasing presence of religious environmental advocacy 

organizations like the EEN.  The EEN has a large and active political lobbying arm, and organizes 

letter writing and petitioning campaigns.  But at the local level, and in the congregations, to 

what degree are evangelicals engaged in public advocacy around the issue of Creation Care?  In 

this section, I outline the extent to which evangelical interviewees participated in advocacy and 

social change, not only through political advocacy but also social advocacy, which involves a 

broader focus on social institutions.  

In the interviews, I asked respondents about their knowledge of and involvement with 

environmentally-focused organizations, both secular and religious.  I wanted to examine the 

level of connection with others in the movement, and whether they had aspirations toward 

impacting societal change that would improve the environment.  Overall, evangelical 

respondents were not involved in any sort of public civic participation around 

environmentalism.  There were very low levels of political engagement at the national level.  

Additionally, only two of the evangelical interviewees were members of any secular 

environmental groups, and none of them reported any involvement in city or state-level 

political advocacy on the issue.  The pattern remained that environmental stewardship is largely 

seen as an individual-level practice, and that changing one’s behavior is the most important and 

best way to care for the environment.  One Southern Baptist minister, when asked about any 

involvement with EEN or other organizations, stated:  

Well, I think I would say that while really big efforts at this on a national scale and on a 
state-wide scale are really important, I also think that individuals and families will over 
the long-term create the kind of movement that will change the politics of it, until it 
becomes so normal, so natural, so much a part of the American world view… So we all 
have to do something, for me it's at home recycling, driving less, it's using green 
mountain energy or renewable sources and things like that; just small choices that will 
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help in that respect and then here at the Church where you have your influence.” 
(Respondent Rev. James, Baptist Minister) 
 

 
Though a few evangelical interviewees were aware of EEN or other Christian 

environmental organizations, only one individual had any interaction with any of them; a 

respondent who was currently in seminary had reached out to a representative of a Southern 

Baptist environmental group as research he was doing in seminary.  Additionally, only three of 

the respondents were aware of the declarations or statements on the environment put out by 

evangelical organizations over the past few years, and only one person had signed his name to 

a declaration.   

Among the interviewees who were aware of the declarations but had not signed them, 

there was some degree of skepticism.  Even though these men, both ministers, were supportive 

of environmental stewardship, and took individual actions toward caring for the earth, they 

were resistant to organizations making a statement on the behalf of Southern Baptists:   

A number of our denominational leaders signed that, now that was again an individual 
decision, they weren't necessarily signing as leaders of our denomination.  Southern 
Baptists are fiercely independent.  Our churches are autonomous, I mean we all operate 
independent.  We choose to cooperate together on big projects, but our churches are 
very independent, and individually we have a strong independent streak.  So it's difficult 
for any one person to speak on behalf of all Southern Baptists, that's just our autonomy, 
or our church polity, the way that we're put together.  (Rev. Freeman, Baptist Minister) 

 
Additionally, the same respondent questioned the motives behind the organization that wrote 

the declarations: 

My concern is I think they were trying to do something, I'll use the phrase, that was 
politically correct.  I'm not sure it was done out of conviction as much as it was done out 
of expediency, that, well this is something everybody else is doing.  The church as an 
institution tends to be behind the curve culturally, and once everything has kind of 
come into being and established, then we come along and either sanction it or don't 
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sanction it… [I talked about it with] some pastor friends, and we're just cat scratching 
our heads and thinking what prompted this? (Rev. Freeman) 

 
 

The former seminary professor highlighted in the previous section was aware of a 

statement on the environment, specifically the Southern Baptist Declaration on the 

Environment and Climate Change.  He had been invited to endorse the statement, and while he 

was supportive of its ideals and goals, he felt that he could not add his name to it because of 

the political situation at his school.  He has not been in contact with any environmentally-

focused organizations since leaving his job as a professor and taking his current ministerial 

position.  His reluctance to sign the declaration stemmed from a fear of the stigma of appearing 

too liberal: 

You know when those manifestos and so forth came out a lot of evangelicals said "oh 
y'all are puppets of the Democratic Party, and you're just liberals, and you don't love 
Jesus anymore", you hear all sorts of epithets and things from people claiming they've 
abandoned Christianity because they've kind of agreed with somebody on the left on 
something. So there is that kind of stigma that comes with it that can prevent working 
together. (Rev. Fisher) 

 
Some of the evangelical respondents (4) reported a growing awareness among evangelicals 

about environmental stewardship, and felt that it might be a bridging issue with like-minded 

mainline Christians.  Sue and Sarah, the two native landscapers, had even participated in a 

panel at a United Methodist conference where they were invited to speak about their project 

by a minister acquaintance.  As one evangelical respondent put it: 

It may be that through an environmental awareness movement that the super liberal 
United Church of Christ, open and affirming, tree-hugging, environmental world and the 
evangelical world may have suddenly found common ground in which they can 
handshake… We can find thousands of reasons to disagree, but here’s something that 
we suddenly agree on. (Tom, Southern Baptist) 
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However, religion might also have a constraining effect on collaboration for 

evangelicals.  Evangelicals have a strong sense of the boundaries that distinguish themselves 

from the rest of society (Smith 1998).  So while mainline Protestants are eager to join forces on 

environmental advocacy, as will be reported in Chapter 5, it is more difficult for evangelicals to 

ignore the distinction between themselves and others. Because of this theological distinction, 

evangelicals may be unlikely to participate in coalitions with non-evangelicals.  Part of this 

reticence comes from a fear of being tied with non-evangelical ideology: 

Especially in conservative southern Baptist churches since what's called the conservative 
resurgence, or the fundamentalist takeover, depending on who you talk to [laughs], 
since then there's been a mindset of guilt by association. So whoever you're associated 
with you're carrying all their baggage too. So there has been a reticence to partner on 
anything with groups that aren't your group, whether its environmentalism or political 
issues. (Rev. Fisher) 

 
I spoke with representatives of two national-level evangelical environmental 

organizations.  They both reported minimal interaction with individuals in the city in which this 

study was conducted.  They felt, however, that Creation Care was gradually taking hold in 

congregations in other areas of the country and that it would find its way into other churches as 

younger generations of evangelicals took leadership positions.  I asked both representatives to 

pass my name and contact information along to anyone they knew in the area that might be 

willing to speak with me; in both cases, they referred me to a mainline woman with whom I had 

already conducted an interview.  

Summary of Evangelical Case 
 

The interviews with the evangelical Protestants in this study revealed their deep 

commitment to caring for creation and the struggles they encountered both in becoming green 
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themselves and in engaging with those beliefs in their religious communities.  Many evangelical 

respondents reported experiencing a “conversion” to green ideology, often prompted by 

studying scripture or reading literature on faith-based environmental stewardship.  Their 

congregations did not contribute directly to the development of stewardship theology, with 

none of the evangelical respondents reporting ever hearing their minister speak specifically 

about environmental issues. Evangelical interviewees were also more likely to assign an active 

role to God in the process of becoming green.  

Evangelical Protestants reported a wide range of environmental concerns.  All were 

motivated by a concern about the future of the planet, but evangelicals also felt that caring for 

the environment is a duty to God.  They believe that there is a biblical mandate for 

environmental stewardship, woven throughout scripture.  Some of the evangelicals also stated 

that they were driven by a desire to include an evangelical voice in the environmental world, 

rather than leaving the issue to others who may not hold the same values. 

Evangelical respondents are deeply engaged with environmentalism at the individual 

level.  For the evangelical respondents, environmental stewardship includes making changes in 

one’s private and family lives to positively impact the earth.  At varying degrees, they live their 

lives in a way that is conscious of their environmental impact; almost all report recycling at their 

homes, taking steps toward being more energy efficient, and reducing waste and consumption.  

The individual practice of environmental stewardship was viewed as a vital responsibility to 

God.  Their actions at times were viewed as a religious act, as a form of worship.  

In general, stewardship was not institutionalized at the evangelical interviewees’ 

churches.  None of the evangelicals attended a congregation that had active environmental 
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committees or had developed any sustained environmental focus.  A few of the respondents 

had initiated projects at the congregation-level targeting environmental issues, such as energy 

management strategies or sustainable landscaping, but these ventures were not generally 

presented to the congregation at-large as being environmentally-focused.  In the case of energy 

management, for example, the stated goal was to save money to put towards other mission 

work.   

Evangelical respondents reported the political association of environmentalism as one 

of the major hindrances to advocacy within their congregations.  Politics were especially an 

impediment for ministers in evangelical congregations, some of whom felt constrained by the 

judgment of their members.    

The extent of involvement with the environmental movement outside of their own 

congregations was limited.  A fear of reprisal from other evangelicals prevented some of the 

evangelical respondents from signing on to environmental declarations.  Some evangelicals 

expressed skepticism towards the intentions of faith-based environmental organizations, even 

those led by other evangelicals.  Only two of the evangelical respondents had ever been a 

member of a secular environmentally-focused organization, and in one case it had been over a 

decade ago.  None of the evangelical respondents were aware of environmentally-focused 

groups or organizations within their city.  Some evangelicals expressed that there is a stigma in 

the community against associating with others who are thought to be too politically liberal, 

which suppresses collaboration with non-evangelicals.  Environmentalism especially carries this 

stigma.    Related to this fact, political activism for environmental issues was nonexistent for 

evangelical Protestant respondents.   
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The status of environmental stewardship is a divisive issue in the evangelical 

community, and as such green evangelicals face a unique situation within their congregations. 

In the literature on religion and civic engagement we often think about the congregation as a 

mobilizing structure, but that is clearly not always the case.  Evangelicals recognize that they 

may not be able to take action within their congregations, and adapt their engagement to more 

acceptable forms.  This practice will be discussed further in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 5: The Mainline Case 
 

Mainline Protestant organizations have been a consistently active force in pro-

environment advocacy for decades as described in Chapter 2.  Environmental stewardship has 

gained a foothold in mainline denominational life as well; all major mainline denominations 

have released support statement for environmental issues and mainline and interfaith 

environmental organizations hold environmental conferences and seminars at congregations 

across the country.  In general, mainline Protestants tend to hold higher levels of environmental 

concern than evangelical Protestants (Hayes and Marangudakis 2000), and are more likely to be 

change their private behaviors (e.g. recycling) to protect the environment (Clements et al 

2014). Additionally, level of attendance in liberal Protestant denominations has a positive effect 

on environmental concern (Hand and Van Liere 1984). 

As is the case with evangelicals, however, there has been little research on 

environmental advocacy within mainline Protestant congregations.  Most research has focused 

on the relationship between specific religious principles and environmental beliefs or on the 

work of mainline activist organizations.  In this study, I conducted in-depth interviews with 

green mainline Protestants to gain insight into their distinct experiences both within their 

congregations and beyond. 

I conducted interviews with twenty-two mainline Protestants: seven ministers, thirteen 

laypersons, one representative from a national level environmental stewardship organization 

and one from a local division of a state interfaith organization.  The majority of the respondents 

belonged to United Methodist congregations (11 of 22).  The remaining respondents were 

Presbyterian (3), Episcopalian (2), Disciples of Christ (1), Lutheran (1), and Reformed Church (1).  
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Two of the individuals were no longer members of a local congregation, though they had 

previously both been Methodists.  Fourteen (67%) of the mainline interviewees were women.  

Throughout the following discussion and analysis, I use pseudonyms to respect respondent 

confidentiality. 

 In this chapter I discuss the motivation behind the environmental ideology of mainline 

Protestant respondents and the merging of this ideology with their religious beliefs.  I then 

describe the environmentally-focused actions of the respondents, including the formation of 

green teams or environmental committees within their congregations.  Special focus is given to 

the obstacles within the congregations to advocating for environmental stewardship.  Last, I 

discuss environmental advocacy at the societal level by mainline respondents. 
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Individual Level – The Merging of Green and God 
 

For many of the mainline Protestants in this study, environmentalism has been a life-

long concern, though not necessarily to the extent of their current engagement with the issue.  

It has not, however, always been a religious issue for them.  For many of the mainline 

respondents, their congregations were instrumental in encouraging an interest in faith-based 

environmentalism, through worship services, denominational conferences, or discussions with 

ministers and other laypeople.  In this section I will describe the motivations and catalysts 

behind being green for the mainline respondents, and describe how that ideology became 

linked to theology.   

The mainline Protestants reported a wide range of environmental actions, ranging from 

recycling and conserving energy at home to lobbying in D.C. on behalf of their denominations.  

It was clear from the interviews that their beliefs about stewardship led to changes in their 

lifestyle and habits.  Recycling was unanimous, with some of the respondents even initiating 

recycling programs in their neighborhoods or children’s schools.  Others switched to more 

environmentally friendly cars or gave up their cars all together; one respondent noted that her 

choice of congregation was decided by looking at only those churches to which her family could 

walk.  All respondents were cognizant of their energy use and concerned about global warming.  

Multiple mainline interviewees mentioned that they went without air conditioning for much of 

the year (a great feat in the study area).  Others were concerned about water depletion and 

pollution; one respondent had even initiated a project in her city to personally label all of the 

storm drains with “no dumping” signage.   At least five of the mainline respondents had even 

taken jobs or started businesses that had an environmental focus.  Many of the respondents 
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felt that they did not do enough or that they failed at living up to their environmental values, 

but they were all committed to changing their own behavior and felt that they could make an 

impact on the state of the environment.  

Compared to the evangelical respondents, the mainliners were less likely to adopt the 

ideals of environmentalism because of a theologically-based catalyst.  Whereas many of the 

evangelicals were inspired to become green by studying scripture or hearing a Creation Care 

speaker, few of the mainline respondents became green in this way.  Instead, most of the 

mainline respondents reported lifelong engagement with environmentalism to some degree.  

Because many of the mainline respondents had held environmental ethics throughout 

their life, it was harder to discern when or why those beliefs developed.  However, some 

reported that their environmental beliefs were impacted by getting first-hand experience of 

environmental problems.  For example, Cynthia, an Episcopalian woman in her forties, 

described an experience that affected her while abroad during college: 

In my undergrad I spent a year in Russia, in Moscow, study abroad program. And I just 
remember how polluted and how dirty of a city it was. I remember very clearly I had this 
white sweater at the beginning of the year and I wore it throughout the year and at the 
end of the year it wasn't white anymore. It was, yeah, it was really. And I would go 
running in the morning and I would be coughing and my lungs would hurt. You know, so 
I really experienced first-hand real real bad pollution and definitely took sort of a 
visceral reaction to that. (Cynthia, Episcopalian) 

 
Though Cynthia had been somewhat aware of environmentalism, and had always recycled at 

her home, experiencing pollution in such a direct manner heightened her awareness of the 

issues.  After that trip, Cynthia became involved with secular environmental groups in her city.   

Another respondent, Mary, described a memory from her childhood that had a lasting 

impact on how she viewed the earth: 
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In [my home town] we had Mt. Trash.  In the 70's they literally built a mountain of trash 
with the community's trash because they didn't know what to do with it... And so they 
covered it with dirt, and they grew grass on it, and it was a park. But we have this flat 
beach town and then we have this mountain sticking up. And it affected me so much as 
a child. What were we going to do with all this stuff? I kept thinking of all this stuff we 
threw away and it just stayed with me. So the first opportunity I had as an adult, the 
first time I actually saw diversion bins to divert waste I started recycling. (Mary, 
Presbyterian) 

 
Mary took part in environmental efforts her entire adult life, even starting a recycling company 

for commercial waste.  She later was instrumental in starting the green team at her 

Presbyterian church.  Her case is an example of how first-hand experience or knowledge of 

environmental issues can be a motivation to engage further with environmentalism.  Other 

respondents recounted learning about the impact of environmental degradation through films 

such as “An Inconvenient Truth” or other such media.  One interviewee related an emotional 

response she had to a children’s magazine that encouraged her to renew her dedication to 

environmental issues: 

When I got back into it I was reading a magazine that we had been taking for like 10 
years for my daughter from the Sierra Club and it was all about the melting ice caps and 
the walruses. I just couldn’t stop sobbing. I mean, I love walruses. I’ve never seen one 
but at the zoo [laughs], but I just thought it was the most tragic thing I had ever come 
across. It all just hit me at once and I think I was just ready to, like, make a difference 
somewhere so I decided I was going to go to the Sierra club here in [city]. (Erin, 
Methodist) 
 
Mainline Protestants were also motivated by religious beliefs, believing that 

environmental stewardship was an important Christian value.  Like evangelicals, the mainline 

respondents felt that humans were given a responsibility by God to take care of and preserve 

Creation.  The basis of this belief for the mainline respondents appears to be the innate value of 

creation because of its creator.   
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It's a faith issue and I just don't know how you could - I don't know how any people can 
justify being Christian and believing in God, and believing in God as a creator and saying 
it's ok to trash everything, because somehow that's an alright thing to do.  That is the 
most disrespectful thing you could do to a creator, is to trash and misuse what a 
creator's created. (Kathleen, Methodist) 

 
While some of the evangelical respondents felt that caring for the earth is important because of 

a biblical mandate to act in a responsible way, mainliners were more likely to mention the 

beauty and goodness of the earth as justification for its responsible care.  For example, one 

respondent stated:  

Just the whole idea that god created the earth and the animals and everything in it. And 
you know, created it and thought it was good, thought it was beautiful, and also created 
it for our use but for our responsible use. And so that we would be responsible stewards 
of the environment and not just go out and destroy it and dominate it. But certainly 
protect it and take care of it. (Cynthia, Episcopalian) 

 
In general, the mainline respondents’ views of the environment and our relationship to 

it were more ecocentric than that of the evangelical respondents.  As noted in the previous 

chapter, evangelicals were careful to relegate the earth to its “proper” place in the hierarchy: 

below God and below man.  To place too much value on the earth, they thought, defies the 

commands of God.  Mainline respondents, however, believed in the intrinsic value of non-

human nature.  As one respondent noted when discussing a documentary about coal mining, “I 

tear up every time I see them blowing up the mountain top for the coal, it's very powerful.” 

(Tracy, Methodist) 

Unlike evangelicals, some mainliners mentioned experiencing a feeling of God in nature, 

a belief that encouraged them to care for the Earth.  The green evangelicals that I spoke to 

were aware that other evangelicals viewed all environmentalists as “tree-huggers” or wiccans, 

charging them with idolatry for worshiping creation rather than God.  The mainline respondents 
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did not voice such a concern, and many of them spoke of feeling a religious awe when 

experiencing nature. 

When you’re out in nature and you’re quiet, that’s when you hear God…I saw this as 
God's world, I've always seen it as God's world. If you've grown up around the ocean it's 
so magnificent and so powerful, it was a thing growing up that I could relate most to 
God. (Mary, Presbyterian) 

 
This feeling of God in nature serves as a motivating factor for some of the mainline 

respondents.  For example, Rev. Parker, a young Methodist minister, described how her 

religious and emotional response to nature leads to a desire to care for it:  

But as far as feeling incredibly moved by the spirit of God, it happens sometimes but for 
me it happens most often when I'm in God's creation, I'm looking at a beautiful sunset 
or I'm in the quiet presence of God in a forest. And I think I feel that because I see just 
how intricate all of this is. And I guess from a more scientific perspective you think, how 
is it possible for any human to come up with that? (laughs) And so there's a respect and 
an awe and a wanting to care for this beauty.  And a sadness that it's being depleted or 
it's being neglected, and a desire to stop it. (Rev. Parker, Methodist) 

 
Both evangelicals and mainline Protestants mentioned environmental justice concerns, 

including world hunger, pollution, and health, though mainline Protestants were more likely to 

state that this was a concern.  Mainliners were also more likely to name local environmental 

justice issues, like the construction of power plants in poor communities, as a motivating 

concern.  As Episcopal respondent Cynthia stated, “It's not just about taking care of the earth, 

there's a whole segment of the population that has a disproportionate burden of 

environmental harm.”  Another respondent explained how environmentalism is inseparable 

from the justice concerns: 

For me environmentalism, or ecological, equals justice. They are not separable.  I know 
someone who said “environmentalism has nothing to do with peace.” And I’m like, “I 
love you, but you’re off your rocker.” It is peace.  When you have like 5% of the worlds’ 
population consuming 35% of the resources, that is a justice issue. That is a violence 
issue. (Robert, Episcopalian, Organizer of defunct interfaith organization) 
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The environmental justice concerns were also a religious issue for mainline respondents.  Many 

of the respondents mentioned the biblical scripture commanding us to “love your neighbor as 

yourself”, and felt that should be extended to a religious obligation to act justly in regards to 

the earth.   Rev. Parker stated: “That's the bottom line; it's about love your neighbor as yourself 

because it really is about thinking way beyond yourself and way beyond this present moment.”  

Mary, the founder of the green team at her Presbyterian congregation, described how she 

viewed the impact of our actions, and why that was a religious issue for her: 

I believe that God loves everybody.  He doesn't just love Southern Baptists (laughs). He 
loves everybody. He cares about everybody. If I didn't believe that he cared about 
everybody I'm not sure I could believe in him. So I believe he does care about the people 
in the Sudan - that our consumption of energy that's causing global warming is affecting 
their crops in the Sudan and that is not Godly. I believe that. (Mary, Presbyterian) 
 

Beyond the idea that we are all connected, some mainline respondents extended the justice 

issue by discussing how those who bear the brunt of the consequences of environmental 

degradation are usually those who are already in lower socioeconomic positions.   

It's a kingdom issue. It's a kingdom of God issue for me; you don't just live for yourself, 
you live selflessly so that others can live better. People who suffer a lot from our lack of 
responsibility are those who have less. People who are living in third-world countries 
and all of the smog and pollution is affecting them because they're cooking over open-
faced stoves, you know.  You think about the pollutants we clean with, the people who 
are affected by that are custodial staff and they're the people who have the least and 
here we are, they're breathing all this stuff in and cleaning with it... I think that's 
probably the part I'm the most passionate about is the justice issue and educating 
people surrounding that. (Rev. Parker, Methodist) 

 
While religious values are indeed a motivating factor for the mainline respondents’ 

environmentalism, it has not always been a religious issue for them.  For many of the mainline 

respondents, their congregations (or larger denominations, for some) were instrumental in 

encouraging an interest in faith-based environmentalism, through worship services, 
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denominational conferences, or discussions with ministers and other laypeople.   Compared to 

the evangelical interviewees, the mainline respondents were less likely to have been influenced 

to adopt environmentalism by individual reading/study of scripture or feeling a sense of calling 

from God.  Instead, the social aspect of the mainliners’ religious lives was more instrumental in 

the development of a theological basis for environmentalism.  Here, one mainline minister 

describes how conversations with her co-minister and members of her church compelled her to 

learn more about the religious stewardship issue.   

It's a combination of conversations with [other minister], conversations with [other 
respondent, Mary], just reading books like that was fabulous. You know I would say the 
putting together of this has just been within the past year or two, in really a mature, 
well somewhat mature (laughs), cohesive way. So really very recent. And you know I 
learned a ton in the sermon series that we did… So part of it too has just come from the 
changing times and friends like [Mary] who have "drip drip dripped" on me and I 
thought, this really, this is a discipleship issue, this is not an optional thing. (Rev. 
Murphy, Presbyterian) 

 
Rev. Murphy and her co-minister devoted an entire month of sermons to issues or religious 

stewardship, focusing on care of creation, which will be discussed in the next section on 

mainline congregations.   

 Other respondents were encouraged to join a green team by ministers or other church 

members who knew about their secular interest in environmentalism: 

About two years ago in the spring the Pastor of my Church asked if - actually one of the 
Green Team members asked if I would be involved, and I said, "Ok, it sounds like it's up 
my alley", so I go to my first meeting and basically everyone says, "We need a leader 
and we want it to be you!"; "I have no idea what you guys are up to or what's really 
happening, but ok". (Cynthia, Episcopalian) 
 

Following taking over the leadership of the green team and doing more research and reading 

from a theological viewpoint, Cynthia came to see the “natural connection” between 

environmentalism and her religious beliefs.  She states that she “wouldn’t have thought of it as 
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a religious value until I got connected to this group,” but now believes that “as Christians, as 

religious people, it is our duty to care for the earth and protect it.”  While she considered 

herself a life-long “green”, Cynthia felt that her commitment to environmentalism was 

deepened after she made the connection with her religious beliefs. 

Other mainline respondents also felt that the new link between their previously-held 

beliefs about the environment and their religious values led to a deepening of their 

commitment to green ideology.  One respondent, Tracy, described a new-found emotional 

bond to creation which motivates her actions: 

Just when I look around at how beautiful the world is, well except for what we've 
trashed, how beautiful it is, I'm just like I just feel these emotions and everything I didn't 
feel before, and I know part of that is just my connection with nature has increased my - 
has improved - or whatever you want to call it, my connection with God as well. (Tracy, 
Methodist) 

 
 For some of the mainline respondents, the connection between their religion and their 

environmentalism was not made at their local congregation, but at denominational workshops 

or conferences.  For example, respondent Robert had been an environmental activist in his 

youth but his engagement with the movement had withered in recent years.  About a decade 

ago he attended an out-of-state conference put on the by the Episcopal Church: 

While attending an Episcopal conference I heard a speaker on simplicity by 
EarthMinistry in 2002ish.  Our way of life is destructive, of ourselves and of the earth. 
And it was during that workshop that day that I reconnected very deeply with that 
passion for the environment. I was so excited, it’s like rediscovering your heart’s 
passion. (Robert, Episcopalian) 

 
 A few of the mainline respondents did not mention a social aspect to their introduction 

to Creation Care or environmental stewardship, but instead came across literature or 
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scholarship on the topic.  One respondent, Rev. Parker, described finding a book at the 

bookstore of her Methodist seminary: 

I remember being at a bookstore and buying a book called Christianity and Ecology and 
it was a lot of commentary on different parts of the bible from an ecological 
perspective. And that was really my first exposure to it, of thinking about it. I found that 
fascinating and was very drawn to it and utilized that a little bit in some of my personal 
studies and personal preparations for sermons and things. (Rev. Parker, Methodist) 

 
Rev. Parker was already green, but had not made the connection with theology until this point.  

Later in preparation for an Earth Day sermon she was to give, she read a book by evangelical 

author Mathew Sleeth, Serve God, Save the Planet, which “helped [her] come to a greater, 

deeper understanding of [her] responsibility.”  She was instrumental in starting the green 

teams at two of the congregations in this study. 

 In this section, I described the mainline respondents’ individual motivations for adopting 

green ideology and how this ideology became faith-based through interactions within their 

congregations and exposure to Creation Care speakers and literature.  In the next section I will 

discuss respondents’ engagement with environmental stewardship within their mainline 

congregations.  
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Congregational Level – Preaching to the Choir? 
 

Mainline respondents reported a higher level of environmental stewardship action 

within their congregations.  Almost all of the mainline laypersons I spoke with were members 

or originators of a “green team” at their church.  These committees undertook a variety of 

projects, including community gardens, recycling programs, energy and water conservation, 

and nature clean-ups.   Many of the teams also promote environmental stewardship to others 

in their congregations through Sunday School classes or educational events.  Green mainline 

ministers had given sermons on caring for Creation, and one minister had even initiated a green 

Lent program. 

Even in the mainline congregations, however, respondents were faced with obstacles to 

their environmental advocacy, including backlash from some of the other church members.  

Both mainline and evangelical respondents reported the political association of 

environmentalism as one of the major hindrances to advocacy within their congregations.     

Even in supportive congregations, mainline Protestants encountered some indifference or 

apathy from other members of their church, and expressed frustration with their efforts to get 

others involved.   

 In this section, I will describe the extent of mainline respondents’ engagement with 

environmentalism within their congregations.  First, I will discuss their motivation for engaging 

within the congregation rather than limiting their focus to personal behaviors.  I will then 

describe the specific actions taken within the congregations by respondents.  Finally I will 

examine the obstacles mainline respondents encountered within their congregations when 

attempting to promote environmental ethics.  
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 As discussed in the previous chapter on the evangelical respondents, environmental 

stewardship was not institutionalized at the congregations of the evangelical interviewees.  

None of the evangelical respondents’ churches had currently functioning “green teams”, 

committees to oversee specifically environmental issue concerns, or any regular focus on 

environmental issues.  At most of the evangelical interviewee’s churches the environment was 

never discussed openly.   

In comparison, almost all of the mainline respondents were members or initiators of 

green teams at their congregations and all of the mainline ministers I interviewed had given 

sermons on environmental stewardship.  Of the twelve congregations from which the mainline 

respondents originated (some of the respondents were members of the same churches), ten 

had active environmental committees or green teams at the time of interview.  Many of these 

green teams were nascent, with the majority having a duration of less than three years and 

some only currently being developed.  The oldest, however, had been in existence for almost 

twenty years (though at times relatively inoperative). 

Most of the green teams were small with about five to seven active members and their 

efforts were often limited by the capabilities and commitment of those few individuals.  

Regardless, the green teams engaged in a wide variety of environmentally focused actions.  All 

of the respondents whose churches had green teams reported that they managed recycling 

efforts for the congregations. This sometimes included the actual labor involved with sorting, 

emptying, and transporting recyclable materials.  Another common initiative was the 

replacement of Styrofoam and other non-biodegradable kitchen goods with reusable coffee 

mugs or utensils (this became one of the areas of strife, as I discuss further below).  Green 
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teams helped to monitor energy and water usage, with some of the congregations undertaking 

energy consultant programs at the urging of their environmental committees.  Other green 

teams initiated more hands on activities, like nature clean-ups; Three of the respondents 

attended congregations with a community garden. 

Mainline respondents also initiated educational programs at their churches on 

environmental issues.  Many of the green teams provided faith-based lessons to Sunday School 

classes on topics like sustainability or green cooking.  Two of the congregations had hosted 

workshops or speaker series on environmental issues, bringing in presenters from local 

environmental organizations or faith leaders.  Some also hosted movie nights where they 

showed environmentally focused documentaries, sometimes opening these forums to the 

public.  At the larger churches, green teams would set up tables in the church building on 

Sundays publicizing their efforts and even selling mugs or reusable grocery bags with their logo.  

Often churches would include a weekly tip or note from the green team in their printed order 

of service for the worship.   

Two of the mainline respondents discussed their efforts at initiating political action 

within the congregation on environmental issues by circulating petitions or promoting letter-

writing campaigns.  However, this tactic was used successfully only at one of the congregations 

and generally respondents worked to keep the issue as apolitical as possible (this is discussed 

further below). 

The mainline ministers I spoke to often played an integral role in the green teams, 

including leading to the formation of the committee in several of the cases.  They participated 

in or led meetings, provided resources, and sometimes paved the way for the green teams to 
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undertake some of the initiatives.  The seven mainline ministers in this study had also all given 

sermons to their congregations including explicit messages of environmental stewardship.  One 

minister had given Earth Day sermons for the past seven years and had initiated an 

environmental Lent program for the congregation encouraging conservation and limited 

consumption.   

Motivation for Beginning Congregational-Level Environmental Stewardship 

 
Since the majority of the mainline respondents described themselves as lifelong greens, 

we could ask why they would decide at some more recent point to undertake environmental 

efforts at their congregation.  Many of the mainliners became involved at their congregation 

after making the connection between their green ideals and their religious beliefs, as described 

in the previous section. Some described being asked to serve on the green team by a minister 

or fellow church member who knew about their secular environmental activities.   

One of the common impetuses for initiating environmental action at their church, 

however, was having a realization that the congregation was silent and inactive on the issue.   

Some mainline respondents believed that the church should be setting an example for its 

members by modelling good stewardship of creation, and that instead their congregations were 

mostly ignoring this issue.  As one minister who helped start a green team at his congregation 

stated:  

Well, we didn’t have anybody who would say let’s not buy Styrofoam cups or turn off 
the lights or whatever. There wasn’t any of that going on. There was no voice saying 
that the church needed to behave itself, let alone ask the world to. (Rev. Griffin, 
Methodist) 
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Mainline respondents believed that the congregation, and not just its members, had an 

obligation to promote environmental stewardship and encourage others to care for creation. 

This differs from the perspective of green evangelicals that I spoke with who felt that the 

obligation was personal; while some evangelical respondents expressed some level of 

disappointment that their congregations were not places where environmental stewardship 

was promoted, they did not feel that it was an essential issue that the church must address and 

instead focused on altering their own behavior and that of their families.  Green mainline 

respondents, on the other hand, placed higher importance on the role of the congregation in 

addressing environmental issues.   

It's time to take action, and what better place for the Church to be the one that's going 
that, because the Bible says we are supposed to care for God's creation and His people, 
and so it's important for the Church to be one of the ones on the forefront of that 
movement. (Cynthia, Episcopalian) 
 
So once mainline interviewees became aware that their churches were not addressing 

environmental issues, this realization sometimes compelled them to action.  One mainline 

respondent related a specific incident at her congregation that served as a catalyst, or “trigger”, 

as she calls it, for her to start a green team: 

I'll tell you how I really got into thinking about "Wow, we need to be doing this at 
church", was I had biked to church… and oh my gosh, the rains came down, it was winds 
45mph winds. So I hurried and got to church early and I was like, "What can I do to be 
helpful?" So I asked one of the staff and she said, "Can you go through these old papers 
and do this, and put that there." And I'm like, "Ok, and where is the recycling?" and she 
was like, "Oh we just throw everything away".  I'm like "We're a church and we're 
throwing everything away?!”  And so that was the trigger really for "Hey, here at the 
church we need to be setting an example". (Tracy, Methodist) 

 
Tracy then purchased recycling bins to place at her church and encouraged the 

leadership to provide a larger bin in the parking lot.  A few months later she attended a 
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Creation Care conference put on by the United Methodist Church and attended a session about 

how to start a green team at your congregation.  Upon her return, she got the word out to the 

congregation and had several people express interest.  They have hosted some successful 

educational programs, including a composting and green gardening class that drew over a 

hundred people. Though Tracy’s concern for the environment began in a secular fashion (she 

was profoundly influenced by Al Gore’s movie An Inconvenient Truth), she had never pursued 

any environmental advocacy until she began at her church.  She believed that churches have a 

distinct obligation and responsibility to care for the earth because it was a gift from God. 

 Other respondents besides Tracy were inspired to undertake environmental efforts in 

their congregation by speakers they heard at denominational conferences.  Mary, a 

Presbyterian respondent, described her “A-ha” moment that occurred at faith-based 

symposium on environmentalism: 

I went to a symposium… and it was all these ministers and laypeople that came 
together. They had people from DC, lobbyists, they had people from all over the country 
come in… It was the first time that I really made the connection of, I woke up to the fact 
that the church should be the one, the people that are, or the organization, not that EPA 
(laughs), well yes the EPA but it should stem from communities, the change in our 
thinking towards environment. The best place, the most captive audience is, to me, the 
church. The congregation. (Mary, Presbyterian) 

 
Mary returned from the symposium and began speaking with her congregation’s ministers 

about the possibility of enacting some green measures at their church.  She soon became the 

founding member of a green team and one of the church’s ministers, Rev. Murphy, credits her 

with compelling them to start the green sermon series.  Mary has led Sunday School classes and 

organized a Creation Care fair at the church. 



115 
 

 One surprising source of inspiration for a mainline respondent was a workshop put on 

by the city.  The workshop, part of a sustainability series on energy waste, was Rhonda’s first 

introduction to how churches had gone green.  Before the workshop Rhonda was involved in 

secular environmental advocacy, but it had not occurred to her that the church could have a 

large impact: 

I attended a faith-based energy-saving workshop… and they had big churches 
represented, small churches, and just what different members, these various 
congregations have done to help their churches become greener.  And so I was really 
interested in some of what some smaller churches had done, because my church is very 
small, we only have about 300 families attending.  And so I thought, "Well, if they can do 
it, I can do it"… So I attended it and got inspired, so went back and put an 
announcement in our church bulletin and our newsletter that's sent out electronically, 
and I got six responses from - and very dedicated people who, they come to every 
meeting and we talked about just what little baby steps that we can take.  (Rhonda, 
Reformed Church) 

 
Rhonda and the green team initiated a recycling program and encouraged the 

congregation to waste fewer resources by turning off lights and limiting the use of non-reusable 

goods.  When we spoke, their congregation was in the midst of working with the religiously-

based energy consulting company described in Chapter 4, after a long approval process with 

the deacons and elders. 

Others felt that the church was an important site for promoting environmentalism 

because congregations have the ability to reach a large number of people. One mainline 

respondent, who had been involved with secular environmental advocacy in both his 

professional and personal life for many years, felt that advocacy at the congregation level had 

the possibility of impacting more people: 

I think in our society if you want to impact people, I can give a talk to sierra club and 
that’s preaching to the choir. But if I bring it to the church I’m going to have a bigger 
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impact. How do you get this message out there in the US, one of the main places you do 
that is in a religious congregation. (Richard, Methodist) 

 

Obstacles to Congregational-level Environmental Stewardship 

 
Richard’s comment brings us to the next section of this chapter: obstacles to the 

promotion of Creation Care within mainline Protestant congregations.  Given the long history of 

environmental advocacy by mainline denominations as outlined in Chapter 2 and the high level 

of acceptance of environmentalism among Americans who claim membership in mainline 

churches, one might think that there are not many minds to change within mainline 

congregations. So are church members who promote environmental stewardship at a mainline 

Protestant congregation “preaching to the choir” of like-minded green individuals?  Given the 

accounts of the experiences of those I interviewed, like Richard quoted above, the answer is a 

definite “no.”  

 Though the mainline congregations were largely receptive to the efforts of green teams 

and environmental advocates, many respondents encountered apathy and even hostility from 

members of their churches.  In the interviews, we discussed instances of opposition when 

respondents attempted environmental advocacy.  In one case, a new green team at a large 

United Methodist congregation began showing a documentary about waste and consumption, 

called The Story of Stuff, to adult Sunday School classes. After the very first class, “there were 

four or five people who were just livid about all kinds of issues!” (Linda, Methodist).  The 

oppositional faction in the class felt that the film was unpatriotic, and the respondent reported 

that one even yelled: “you’re trying to ruin the American way of life!” 
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Like the above situation, in the majority of the cases the respondents felt that the 

opposition was politically based.  Rev. Murphy stated when relating the reaction to their green 

sermon series: “Our church is theologically diverse, politically diverse. That's one of its greatest 

strengths. So there were a few people who said "I’m not buying this whole thing, this is a 

crock."  Though mainline churches do tend to have a more politically liberal membership, there 

is great variation by denomination and even by geographical setting.  Some of the mainline 

respondents felt that their congregations were fully behind their environmental efforts, and 

others felt ostracized.  When one respondent, Mary, first started to speak about the possibility 

of initiating a green team at her congregation, the reaction by some was “disconcerting” to her:  

Mary: People obviously they lumped me into one, like they stopped having contact with 
me because they thought "okay she's an environmentalist, and that means she's liberal, 
oh my gosh she might vote democratic and oh my gosh she might be against us getting 
our bottom line" 
Interviewer: People in your church? 
Mary: Yeah, so there was that sort of, people just distanced themselves because they 
made a lot of assumptions. 
 

Though Mary was not deterred in her efforts, she was discouraged.  She expressed great 

frustration with Christians who could not see the need for environmental action because of 

their political views.  Another respondent, Robert, expressed the same frustration.  He 

eventually left his Episcopal congregation because of the attitude of some of the ministers and 

church members towards his eco-justice advocacy.   

I remember one person who used to work for [the electric company], he said that any 
concerned scientists were a bunch of flakes. He also would argue with some of the 
people during our earth day fairs who came and set up tables. I know there were people 
who when they saw me with my table on Sundays would just look the other way. 
(Robert, Episcopalian) 
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To avoid the negative reaction, many mainline respondents talked about their efforts to 

divorce the issue of environmental stewardship from politics.  They felt that they had a better 

chance of reaching Christians who were not necessarily politically liberal if they spoke about it 

as a purely religious issue.  When I asked one respondent, Rhonda, if politics ever came up in 

her congregation when they talked about the environment she replied: 

Oh no.  I have a few friends, and mostly together we can kind of whisper about it - we 
have the same political views, but no, I don't ever bring politics into it - absolutely not, 
that would turn off people. (Rhonda, Reformed Church) 
 

The risk of “turning people off” was a recurrent theme. Another respondent noted that she has 

learned not to say that “one of my triggers was An Inconvenient Truth, because that sets people 

off about Al Gore” (Tracy, Methodist).  Erin, a Methodist woman who also started a green 

consulting company, discussed the pressure and difficulties behind avoiding politics: 

It keeps me from blogging about anything politically because maybe I can at least have 
some success by being some kind of bridge between people by presenting myself 
completely neutral politically. But it gets frustrating because obviously so many of our 
problems are political and I don’t feel like I can have a voice there without risking being 
branded.  It’s a frustration. (Erin, Methodist) 
 

While she was active with secular environmental organizations that practiced political advocacy 

and action, Erin’s faith-based environmentalism was “watered down”, as she called it.  By not 

feeling able to speak freely about the environmental issues and their causes or solutions, Erin 

felt that the message was not as passionate as she would have liked.   

 Though some respondents were not deterred by the risk of appearing too political, 

others restricted their projects and mode of presentation because of the worry about causing 

offense.  One respondent discussed how the fear of political blowback limited their actions and 

impact: 
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We're pretty cautious about that [political] divide.  Some people are less cautious, but 
we tend to be a more cautious group, and I think that there are various types of 
advocacy that could happen. For example when we were trying to figure out what our 
big project had been, one thing that had come up which was that here in [our town] 
some people were really working hard to get more bike trails and things like that, and 
one of our questions was would we want to get more involved in that, but it seemed like 
the people in the group didn't want to be crossing the line of advocacy. And so that was 
not the route that we pursued.   (Sandra, Lutheran) 
 

The team decided to initiate a landscaping project at the church using native, water-efficient 

plants; the congregation received this plan well and some new church members began 

providing their assistance.  

 Green mainline ministers were aware of the risk of seeming political, and some of the 

respondents expressed worry over causing offense and trying to appease a politically diverse 

congregation.  They did not express the same fear of losing their position at the congregation 

that an evangelical minister might face, but they did feel pressure to “keep the peace” among 

the different political factions.  Rev. Griffin, a senior minister at a large downtown United 

Methodist congregation described this pressure well: 

You have to be careful when you have a congregation that is… mixed.  It’s really mixed. 
We have a broad range of conservatives and liberals and we try to keep them talking to 
each other. So we have to be careful not to offend any side too much so that they will 
keep listening to everybody and understand where the other folks are coming from. 
(Rev. Griffin, Methodist) 

 
So in order to talk about environmental stewardship in their congregations, the mainline 

ministers attempted to reframe it as a non-political issue.  They worked instead to call attention 

to the religious and biblical basis for supporting care of creation.  In order to do this, they often 

have to avoid talking about global warming, or other such issues that have become lightning 

rods for politicians.  Rev. Murphy and her senior minister devoted an entire month of sermons 
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to stewardship of creation and discussed their attempt to reframe it for their congregants as a 

faith issue: 

You know we worked very hard to divorce this from some political stuff. To say this isn't 
a political issue. Yes everything we do has political ramifications, but it's a faith issue. So 
we really, really tried, you know because [the senior minister] and I both happen to lean 
to the left politically but the majority of our congregation is to the right. (Rev. Murphy, 
Presbyterian) 

  
After the sermons, Rev. Murphy recalled that a couple of people came to them after the 

sermons to state their concerns, but that the level of backlash was actually lower than they had 

anticipated.  She hopes that the sermons and other efforts in the church are allowing some of 

the more conservative members to “connect the dots” between their religious beliefs and their 

duty to be good stewards. 

 Another mainline minister, Rev. Parker, argued that environmental stewardship was 

completely distinct from political issues; while the other ministers acknowledged the political 

aspect of environmentalism but attempted to avoid discussing it, Rev. Parker was the only one 

to state that it was not (and should not be) a political issue:   

There's so much hesitancy in religion to be political and this has been such a political 
issue. And that's the hard part, is taking it out of politics and making it about faith. And 
this is, it's a fairly open-minded congregation, but we're in [city]. It's pretty republican. 
It's about as republican in Texas as you can get (laughs). So that's the fear is that people 
are going to come in and say you're putting politics into religion, and to me that's not it 
at all. Politics have absolutely nothing to do with this, nothing at all. And I think that's 
some of the re-education that's going to be a big challenge. (Rev. Parker, Methodist) 

 
Rev. Parker, who is married to a Republican, LEED-certified architect, sees environmentalism as 

a possible bridge between politically liberal and conservative Christians.   

What a glorious thing that is to have some common ground, maybe our reasoning might 
be a little bit different but really it's pretty much the same across the board of the 
reasons we're doing this. And so I just thought this could be a really great ecumenical 
breakthrough for us. If we were able to come together more on one thing that's good 
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for everybody, what a great thing that would be just for the Big "C" church, for the 
church globally across denominations. 
 

She tried very hard to remove all seemingly political language from their sermons and 

educational information.  Though she is sure that not all of the members of their large, 

politically diverse congregation are fully supportive of their efforts, there has been very little 

articulated dissent.  The biggest area of contention that she was aware of in the congregation 

was arguments over the addition of parking spots close to the building for fuel efficient 

vehicles.  “No one likes to be told they can’t park in a certain place!”  Some church members 

even emailed her asking why they were being “discriminatory” about what kind of car they 

chose to drive.  After an educational effort, though, the displeasure dissipated.  

Along with political issues, green mainline respondents felt that a general disinterest in 

environmentalism impeded their efforts within their congregations.  Some had not 

encountered opposition but their initiatives were met with indifference and were poorly 

attended.  At the majority of the congregations, there was a core group of invested committee 

members but they had not been too successful with encouraging others to get involved. One 

respondent described their first efforts at introducing environmental stewardship to the 

congregation; following a sermon by their minister, their newly formed green team did a 

number of Sunday school classes focusing on caring for creation. Unfortunately, the turnout to 

the classes was discouraging: 

We had Sunday school classes to go along with [the sermon series] that several people 
conducted. I did one or two, and [our minister] stepped in on one.  No one showed up 
to [our minister’s], hers was the kick-off. No one came… so that was a little 
disappointing. We had to make do with whatever interest we had. (Mary, Presbyterian) 
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Another mainline respondent faced similar disinterest when his green team attempted to hold 

programming for the Sunday School classes.  The indifference in his congregation was not 

across the board, but instead he observed a generational difference in how open to talking 

about environmental stewardship the congregants were: 

I've tried to reach out to some of the Sunday school classes that have people more of 
my parent's age, and they just don't seem as interested in it, certainly not as much as 
people from my kid's age, on up to my age. It really seems that people in their twenties 
and thirties are really in tune with sustainability and environmental protection and 
doing things more responsibly.  But for whatever reason, the older generation just 
doesn't seem very much into it and they seem kind of put out by having to even listen to 
things.  I've offered to give Sunday school classes that I've given to other classes and 
they're like "No thanks, we already know all that". (Scott, Methodist) 
 

This sense that church members were simply not interested in talking about environmental 

issues or hearing about Creation Care came up many times in the interviews.  When I asked 

why the respondents thought people were disinterested, many were perplexed.  For some 

mainline respondents, environmental stewardship was such a part of their religious lives that 

they could not understand how others could ignore it.  One respondent, Kristin, offered this 

possible explanation: 

I think that the social agenda of the church has focused on things that it is afraid of. 
Gays and abortion, immigration, all those things that are motivated by fear and 
ignorance. And I think that this particular thing doesn’t have a face on it that is strong 
enough to be afraid of, to preach against. It’s really hard to preach against not recycling 
you know? There's just nothing there to take up arms against. And I hate to say that it's 
just not sexy enough, but it’s just not.  And you just can’t work up a head of steam, to be 
terrified, you can’t talk to people enough to make them understand, how much danger 
there is. (Kristin, formerly attended a Disciples of Christ congregation) 

 
Another possible explanation for disinterest in environmental stewardship that some 

respondents suggested is that there are other more pressing issues that have to be addressed.  

One respondent, Robert, had formed an interfaith environmental organization in the area a few 
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years prior to our interview.  He stated: “I can understand where if you’re facing high crime in 

your neighborhood and you don’t have sidewalks and schools are lousy, and you don’t have 

access to health care, maybe that is not the most obvious issue.”  He had great difficulty getting 

churches involved in the organization and it soon disbanded due to lack of participation.   

 This comment was mirrored by another mainline respondent at a congregation with a 

newly formed green team.  She stated: 

I think that sometimes people see it as just one more thing that needs to be added on, 
and one more thing that's distracting from core messages.  I don't think that religion 
should all be about saving the environment, but I think that some people think that can 
be the case, and so they only focus on what they see as the core message of their 
religion rather than one more thing we have to worry about. (Sandra, Lutheran) 
 

And unfortunately, if enough people are not interested, the effort will falter.  Many of the 

respondents talked about the difficulty with securing enough committed church members to 

keep the efforts of a green team going.  Because most of the green teams were small, with on 

average five to seven members, they were called upon to do a lot of the work.  Member 

burnout was a problem, with some of the respondents reporting their environmental groups 

had dwindled in size over time: 

And also the perennial problem of finding committed workers within a congregation.  
There’s always a few, and they’re already doing five things. So that was a problem.  
After a while people didn’t want to come to meetings. It just seemed like there wasn’t 
enough mass in the church to get something going on a consistent basis.  (Robert, 
Episcopalian) 
 
One of the suggested reasons that interest was lacking is that people within the church 

haven’t yet made the connection between environmentalism and religion.  Some of the 

mainline respondents felt that if they could educate their congregation about the religious 

obligation to care for the earth that more people would join their efforts.  They felt that the 
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church had ignored issues of environmentalism and so people did not understand how it could 

be a religious issue.  If they could convince other church members that their religion called for 

environmental stewardship then they believed there would be less opposition to the changes 

they proposed. Jennifer, who worked for a state-level religious environmental advocacy 

organization, spoke about this when describing their efforts to introduce congregations to 

environmental stewardship: 

It seems like in all of the religious traditions that I'm aware of, that piece that is in the 
tradition has not been talked about for so long that people aren't aware.  So that's some 
of the education that needs to happen. That is some of the work that needs to happen 
right now is that we just need, in our communities, to start talking about what our 
religious traditions actually say about caring for the environment.  So we try to provide 
resources about that.   (Jennifer, Interfaith advocacy organization) 
 
Many of the mainline respondents also acknowledged the difficulty in getting people to 

alter their entrenched habits, which made it hard to initiate environmental stewardship at the 

congregation.  “Churches hate to change,” as one mainline minister put it (Rev. Murphy, 

Presbyterian).  Even in the congregations where there was a warm reception to religious 

messages about caring for the environment, it was difficult to compel church members to alter 

their behavior.   Rev. Parker discussed how they had tried to educate members about the 

reasons behind the changes they were implementing, but she was unsure about how much 

they had influenced the church: 

I don't really know if as a green team we've had a huge impact, you know, on helping 
people change their habits. We try and do information with the Sunday school classes 
and we put the recycling stations, that was our thing, and we put little things around for 
the lights to turn them off. But it's stuff people already know to do, I don't know if 
we've, and I think that's the chasm that we're still trying to jump is education and 
encouragement rather than shaking your finger and saying "you're bad because you 
don't do whatever." (Rev. Parker, Methodist) 
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She reported that even though they had spoken with most of the Sunday School classes about 

environmental stewardship and their new recycling program, the green team spent some of 

their time resorting the bins because people were not following the instructions at the recycling 

stations.   

Another example of people being loathe to change is the continued use of Styrofoam 

cups in the churches.  Five mainline respondents brought up Styrofoam specifically, with no 

prompting in the interview.  The switch to reusable mugs has been one change that some 

church members refuse to make and has even caused some angry comments towards one 

green team.  Sometimes this opposition comes from the individual who is responsible for 

furnishing the kitchen supplies, as in Rev. Schultz’s case: 

You get set in your ways "well we've always done it that way". The man who goes to 
[the store] without my knowledge and comes in with huge giant boxes of Styrofoam 
cups (laughs). Well, you know, he gets all huffy because that's his job and that's what he 
does. But we did do a study and we saw that it's a lot more expensive to buy. So if 
there's some way we can work on that. Those are changes that take a long time. They 
take persistence. (Rev. Schultz, Methodist) 
 

Rev. Schultz believes that this opposition is not mean-spirited or anti-environmental, but it is 

just simply the way the church has always operated.  Other mainline respondents agree.  Erin, a 

young Methodist woman, reported seeing a minister drinking out of a plastic disposable water 

bottle while he spoke at her church about environmental stewardship.  So while he is obviously 

supportive of environmental stewardship efforts, Erin believed that his habit of using water 

bottles was so engrained that he didn’t think twice about their use.  

 At times the opposition came from other church members who refused to adopt new 

behaviors.  Here, a mainline respondent from a politically diverse congregation discusses her 

green team’s efforts of switching from Styrofoam: 
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So first of all, we decided to get rid of Styrofoam, that's the big thing.  Every Sunday 
morning, everybody drinks their coffee out of these Styrofoam coffee cups.  So we had 
members donate mugs, so it didn't cost the church anything, we have quite an 
assortment from everything from Christmas to Easter to - but it's cute.  But I can't say 
everybody now has switched over, you know, you can lead a horse to water, but you 
can't make him drink. There's some that are just refusing, they want their Styrofoam 
with the lid on it! (Rhonda, Reformed Church) 
 

Rhonda felt that the majority of the congregation was on board with the use of the donated 

mugs, but there was a small group of hold-outs.  She wanted the church to just stop purchasing 

the Styrofoam cups which would force everyone to use the reusable mugs, but the minister of 

the congregation refused; Rhonda believed it was because he didn’t want to offend any of the 

people who wanted to keep using Styrofoam.  

This brings us to another obstacle that a few of the mainline respondents had 

encountered in their environmental stewardship efforts: the lack of strong leadership and 

institutional support.  Some ministers, like Rhonda’s in the quote above and some of those who 

spoke about facing political obstacles, sought to appease all factions of their congregations and 

avoid conflict.  While this did not necessarily mean avoiding the issue of environmentalism 

completely, having some minister support is vital to stewardship efforts within the 

congregation.  One respondent, Richard, discussed his experience with an unsupportive 

minister when their green team tried to organize an event with an outside speaker coming to 

the church: 

You have to get your minister to talk about it. At our church that was not a possibility. 
Never ever did I hear anyone talk about the moral implications of environmental 
degradation, never about climate change.  We planned to have a speaker come and my 
rector wasn’t even going to mention the event, I had to beg him the morning of. “Please 
you have to mention this, he is with the organization that won the Nobel peace prize.” 
But that church had people who were in the oil and gas industry… [the church] would 
cancel events without telling us, or reschedule them.  So you knew that you were being 
isolated. (Robert, Episcopalian) 
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This case is extreme among my respondents, but it illustrates well the impact non-supportive 

clergy can have on a group’s efforts.  Robert eventually left this congregation, feeling 

discouraged and disappointed with his experience.   

 Jennifer, who had worked with many congregations through her position at a state-level 

interfaith organization, articulated the necessity of supportive leadership: 

If there's a dedicated energized leader, a clergy who this is an issue that they really 
champion, then a lot of things can happen in a congregation, but if you don't have that 
leadership then it's really hard to get any kind of traction. (Jennifer, state interfaith 
organization) 
 

Many of the mainline respondents did have this sort of leadership from the clergy; some even 

got involved with environmental stewardship in the congregation initially because of urging 

from their ministers.  For those who did not have supportive leadership, however, the absence 

was felt.  Kristen, another respondent who had worked with a green team at a previous 

congregation, hypothesized that one of the reasons for clergy not being invested is a lack of 

education on environmental stewardship at seminary: 

Ministers are not being taught in school, this is not in their required reading list, there's 
no curriculum for environment stewardship.  There's no training of what to do in your 
church to be more environmentally responsible; they're not taught to do preaching on 
the environment, it's not in their wheel house to do that, and there's no it doesn't seem 
to be - it's certainly not on the horizon I don't think.  (Kristen, Disciples of Christ) 

 
To support this statement using my data, only one of the mainline clergy that I interviewed 

remembered there being any mention of environmental stewardship in their seminary 
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coursework1.  Most of the mainline ministers that I spoke with learned about environmental 

stewardship on their own or from speaking with other ministers later in their careers.  

Finally, individuals attempting to start up environmental stewardship efforts in their 

congregations may face obstacles stemming from a lack of money or other resources.  Facing 

limited budgets, church leadership must make decisions about which initiatives get funded, 

which may leave green teams in the lurch.  One respondent spoke about how the cost of 

switching to more eco-friendly cups has initially stymied their efforts at dumping Styrofoam at 

her congregation: 

I have tried to get away from the Styrofoam that they use but you know, for a church 
that counts every penny you're really, the industry has you over a barrel because it costs 
about a tenth to buy Styrofoam as it does to get paper or waxed cups or whatever. But 
I’m taking small steps on that and they're coming around. I think they're willing. (Mary, 
Presbyterian) 

 
Mainline ministers who I spoke with also brought up the cost issue.  Rev. Murphy referenced 

the “tug” that ministers feel when they have to make decisions about how to prioritize 

spending: 

When you're the head of an organization I think the ultimate financial responsibilities 
weigh heavier on [our head minister] than they do on me (laughs), and some of the 
things, you know even though you can be green and it can save you money, there are 
some things that we have to do that are going to at least initially cost. So that's where 
he kind of feels, you know we have to be a steward of the hard earned dollars that 
people give us so there is a little bit of a tug there. (Rev. Murphy, Presbyterian) 
 

 
 

In this section, I described the extent of mainline respondents’ engagement with 

environmentalism within their congregations.  Mainline respondents reported a higher level of 

                                                     
1
 This may be changing, however.  In 2007 the Green Seminary Initiative was launched to encourage theological 

schools to green their organizations both in the education of seminarians and the activities on campuses.  As of 
2014, forty-five seminaries have signed on.   
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environmental stewardship action within their congregations.  Almost all of the mainline 

laypersons I spoke with were members or originators of a “green team” at their church.  These 

committees undertook a variety of projects, including community gardens, recycling programs, 

energy and water conservation, and nature clean-ups.   Many of the teams also promote 

environmental stewardship to others in their congregations through Sunday School classes or 

educational events.  Green mainline ministers had given sermons on caring for Creation, and 

one minister had even initiated a green Lent program. 

Even in the mainline congregations, however, respondents faced with obstacles to their 

environmental advocacy, including backlash from some of the other church members.  Mainline 

respondents reported that the political association of environmentalism was one of the major 

hindrances to advocacy within their congregations.  Even in supportive congregations, mainline 

Protestants encountered some indifference or apathy from other members of their church, and 

expressed frustration with their efforts to get others involved. 
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Macro Level – Environmental Engagement beyond the Congregation 
 

Mainline Protestant respondents were more likely to have had contact with Creation 

Care organizations or local interfaith environmental groups. Mainline respondents were also 

more likely to be engaged with the larger environmental movement, with over half reporting 

current or previous involvement with a secular environmentally-focused group.  Only two of 

the evangelical respondents had ever been a member of a secular environmentally-focused 

organization, and in one case it had been over a decade ago.   

Related to this fact, political activism for environmental issues only occurred among the 

mainline Protestants.  A few mainline respondents were active in political advocacy, including 

one who regularly lobbied congress on behalf of his denomination for environmental 

protection.  Two others participated in letter writing campaigns or in organizing petitions.  One 

respondent attempted to organize a faith-based political advocacy environmental organization 

in the area but was met with widespread apathy, and abandoned the project after only a few 

years.   

Even among mainliners, most respondents felt that encouraging individuals to modify 

their behavior was the most effective approach and thus did not participate in political 

advocacy.  In general, the engagement of mainline Protestants in this sample around the issue 

of environmentalism remained focused on local individual and congregational participation.  

Those who were engaged outside of their congregation were mostly involved in 

denominational activities geared towards impacting churches rather than more political 

measures. 
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About half of the mainline respondents were engaged with the larger faith-based 

environmental movement beyond their congregations.  This often occurred through 

denominational activity.  For example, two Methodist ministers were involved with 

environmentalism through the social justice ministry wing of their denominational conference.  

One had chaired the green team of the conference in the past, and was working with a team of 

other ministers from the area to revive it.  Other mainline respondents participated in 

denominational activities such as regional or national conferences on Creation Care.  Two 

respondents, a Lutheran and a Methodist, had attended a large national conference that 

impelled them to initiate environmental stewardship committees at their own congregations.   

 Another type of engagement beyond the congregation is getting in contact with other 

congregations within their denomination about environmental stewardship.  Kristin, who wrote 

a book about faith-based environmental stewardship, did workshops at several Disciples of 

Christ Churches in the area after it was published.  Rev. Parker, a minister at a UMC 

congregation, organized a panel for local Methodist churches about how to initiate green teams 

in their own congregations.  One of the members of her church became active in reaching out 

to other Methodist congregations in the area to talk about the changes they had made: 

Other Methodist churches have expressed an interest in having their own green teams, 
and so we've been trying to work with the other churches and helping them get started, 
and some actually already had their own green teams that we weren't even aware of, so 
we're kind of comparing notes about "What have you found to be successful in reaching 
your congregation and having things sink in?" (Scott, Methodist) 

 
 In addition to engaging with other mainline Protestants in their own denomination 

about environmental issues, some mainline respondents had participated in local ecumenical 

environmental organizations.  Two respondents were involved with a local interfaith 
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organization that had recently formed in their suburban area; the organization was 

environmentally focused and hosted potlucks spotlighting healthy food habits and provided 

environmental programming.  Another was involved with an area organization for Christian 

progressives. Though it was not explicitly an environmentally-focused organization, 

environmentalism was one of its founding issues.  Robert, an Episcopalian interviewee, 

established an interfaith environmental organization in the metro area a few years prior to our 

interview, but had recently abandoned the project after years of frustration. 

Others had engaged with state or national-level environmental organizations beyond 

their denomination.  One minister, Rev. Powell, had served on the board of a statewide 

ecumenical religious network that focuses on public policy advocacy, including around 

environmental issues. Another mainline respondent has met with some of the leaders of the 

Evangelical Environmental Network and collaborated with them on Creation Care activities.  

She has also spoken at some national level conferences about Creation Care and environmental 

stewardship.   

 Beyond the religiously-based organizations, mainline respondents also participated in 

secular environmental engagement. They were more likely than evangelical respondents to be 

members of secular environmental organizations, with about half of the mainline respondents 

having been members of secular environmental organizations at some point in their lives.  A 

few mentioned holding membership in Sierra Club or making contributions to secular 

environmental causes.  One respondent was active in multiple secular organizations, serving as 

the chair of a monthly discussion group about environmental issues and also attending a green 

networking event on a monthly basis.   Two mainline respondents had careers in environmental 
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sustainability; one had started a consulting business to help small companies become more 

sustainable in terms of energy use, resource conservation, recycling, etc, and has also written a 

book on environmentally friendly living.   

 Though mainline respondents were quite actively engaged with the environmental 

movement outside of their congregations, both religiously-based and secular, only a few were 

active with political advocacy on environmental issues.  Three respondents mentioned 

supporting political candidates based on their environmental views or contacting elected 

government representatives about their concerns.  One respondent reported that she would 

“write letters occasionally”, but that generally she tried to distance her environmentalism from 

political issues when she spoke about it publically:  

I have some friends [who are] ultra-Republican… and it keeps me from talking about 
anything politically because knowing how they think, I’m like, “well, maybe I can at least 
have some success by being a bridge for these people by presenting myself completely 
neutral politically.” But it gets frustrating because obviously so many of our problems 
are political and I don’t feel like I can have a voice there without risking being branded. 
(Erin, Methodist) 

 
Robert, the mainline respondent who had previously started the interfaith 

environmental organization in the city, wanted the group to participate in political advocacy.  

He organized the membership, which consisted of people from about six or seven 

congregations, to write letters to the state legislatures protesting coal plants in the area.  He 

also promoted political advocacy at his Episcopal congregation: 

I also had a display table with information. This is what you can do to make an impact on 
the environment. Like during a legislative session I would have petitions and premade 
letters where people could sign and we would mail it for them, saying we support these 
good bills. (Robert, Episcopalian) 
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The most politically engaged mainline respondent was Rev. Powell, a Methodist minister 

who had been lobbying congress on behalf of his denomination for many years.  For over a 

decade, Rev. Powell traveled multiple times a year to both the state and national legislatures, 

lobbying members of congress and even testifying before the senate and house. In contrast to 

most of the other proponents of stewardship I spoke with, Rev. Powell believes that Christians 

have a unique responsibility to exert moral pressure on the government to ensure that 

“Creation continues to exist”.   

I think religion, I think it's the primary moral force in developing policy, which will 
ensure the creation continues to exist.  We have to exert moral pressure, or else 
exploitation will continue unabated. It's for me the last couple of years politically that 
have been troubling as we have seen a movement to get away from any regulation 
whether it's economic or banking, or environmental, and the church has to exert that 
moral pressure.  Because by and large it's the strongest moral force that we have if we 
don’t do it, if we abdicate our responsibility we're not living up to the call, the mission 
statement that God gave us at the very beginning of our holy scripture:  It's good and 
take care of it. (Rev. Powell, Methodist) 

 
In summary, mainline Protestant respondents were more likely to be engaged with the 

larger environmental movement than evangelical respondents, with over half reporting current 

or previous involvement with a secular environmentally-focused group.  There was only limited 

levels of political advocacy.  One respondent who had attempted to organize a faith-based 

political advocacy environmental organization in the area was met with widespread apathy, and 

abandoned the project after a few years.  Some mainline respondents were active in political 

advocacy, however, including one who regularly lobbied congress on behalf of his 

denomination for environmental protection. 

Mainline Protestants were aided by their congregation in most forms of engagement 

with environmentalism.  But mainline respondents faced many of the same obstacles within 
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their congregations, and some of their congregations impeded engagement at the societal 

level; by avoiding political dialogues and promoting behavior-level solutions instead, mainline 

congregations did not provide respondents with much opportunity to take part in a political 

form of engagement with environmental stewardship. 
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Chapter 6:  Discussion 
 

In Chapters 4 and 5 I described the substantive responses about environmental 

engagement for evangelical and mainline Protestant interviewees.  The interviews suggest that 

congregations have the capacity to draw its members into civic life and inspire engagement 

with society, as established by previous research, but that an individual’s engagement may be 

also influenced by religious tradition and other characteristics of each particular congregation.  

Additionally, in cases where engagement around an issue is discouraged or impeded in the 

congregational context, religious persons nevertheless may find ways to participate in certain 

forms of engagement.  In this chapter I present a typology of religious environmental 

engagement derived from the study.  I will describe each form of engagement and provide 

examples.  I will then describe how religious tradition impacts the use of each form of 

engagement through religious and congregational factors. 

  First, however, I will review a summary of the substantive results from the interviews as 

described in the previous two chapters.  The interviews addressed the following questions 

about respondents’ engagement with environmental stewardship: 

 
1. When and how did the interviewees become green? (What part did their 

congregation or denomination play in their introduction to environmental 
stewardship?) 

 
2. What are their beliefs about environmentalism and what motivates them? (What 

environmental issues are they concerned about? Does religion motivate their 
beliefs? How?) 
 

3. To what extent have respondents engaged with environmentalism in their private or 
family lives?  (What changes have they made in behavior?  How public are they with 
their support of environmental issues?) 
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4. To what degree are they engagee with the faith-based environmental movement?  
(Do they participate in any environmental activities in their congregations?  Do they 
advocate for it within their congregations? Are they involved with Creation Care 
organizations? Why or why not?) 
 

5. What is the extent of their engagement with the larger environmental movement? 
(Are they members of secular environmental organizations? Do they network or 
collaborate with others in the community on environmental issues? Why or why 
not?) 

 
Evangelical respondents were more likely to report a “conversion” to green ideology, 

often prompted by studying scripture or reading literature on faith-based environmental 

stewardship.  Their congregations did not contribute directly to the development of 

stewardship theology, with none of the evangelical respondents reporting ever hearing their 

minister speak specifically about environmental issues. Evangelical interviewees were also more 

likely to assign an active role to God in the process of becoming green.  

Mainline Protestants in this sample almost all reported being concerned with the 

treatment of the Earth for as long as they could remember.  Some reported becoming more 

troubled after firsthand experience of the impact of environmental problems, like air pollution.  

Environmentalism had not always been a religious issue, however.  For many of the mainline 

respondents, their congregations were instrumental in encouraging an interest in faith-based 

environmentalism, through worship services, denominational conferences, or discussions with 

ministers and other laypeople.   

Both evangelical and mainline Protestants reported a wide range of environmental 

concerns.  All were motivated by a concern about the future of the planet, but evangelicals also 

felt that caring for the environment is a duty to God.  They believe that there is a biblical 

mandate for environmental stewardship, woven throughout scripture.  Some of the 
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evangelicals also stated that they were driven by a desire to include an evangelical voice in the 

environmental world, rather than leaving the issue to others who may not hold the same 

values. 

Mainline Protestants were also motivated by religious beliefs, believing that 

environmental stewardship was an important Christian value.  Unlike evangelicals, some 

mainliners mentioned experiencing a feeling of God in nature, a belief that encouraged them to 

care for the Earth.  Both groups mentioned environmental justice concerns, including world 

hunger, pollution, and health, though mainline Protestants were more likely to state that this 

was a concern.  Mainliners were also more likely to name local environmental justice issues, like 

the construction of power plants in poor communities, as a motivating concern. 

Both mainline and evangelical respondents are deeply engaged with environmentalism 

at the individual level.  For the evangelical respondents, environmental stewardship includes 

making changes in one’s private and family lives to positively impact the earth.  At varying 

degrees, they live their lives in a way that is conscious of their environmental impact; almost all 

report recycling at their homes, taking steps toward being more energy efficient, and reducing 

waste and consumption.  The individual practice of environmental stewardship was viewed as a 

vital responsibility to God.  Their actions at times were viewed as a religious act, as a form of 

worship.  

The mainline Protestants reported a wide range of environmental actions, ranging from 

recycling and conserving energy at home to lobbying in D.C. on behalf of their denominations.  

At least five of the mainline respondents had even taken jobs or started businesses that had an 

environmental focus.  Many of the respondents felt that they did not do enough or that they 
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failed at living up to their environmental values, but they were all committed to changing their 

own behavior and felt that they could make an impact on the state of the environment. 

In general, stewardship was not institutionalized at the evangelical interviewees’ 

churches.  None of the evangelicals attended a congregation that had active environmental 

committees or had developed any sustained environmental focus.  A few of the respondents 

had initiated projects at the congregation-level targeting environmental issues, such as energy 

management strategies or sustainable landscaping, but these ventures were not generally 

presented to the congregation at-large as being environmentally-focused.  In the case of energy 

management, for example, the stated goal was to save money to put towards other mission 

work.   

Mainline respondents reported a higher level of environmental stewardship action 

within their congregations.  Almost all of the mainline laypersons I spoke with were members 

or originators of a “green team” at their church.  These committees undertook a variety of 

projects, including community gardens, recycling programs, energy and water conservation, 

and nature clean-ups.   Many of the teams also promote environmental stewardship to others 

in their congregations through Sunday School classes or educational events.  Green mainline 

ministers had given sermons on caring for Creation, and one minister had even initiated a green 

Lent program. 

Even in the mainline congregations, however, respondents faced with obstacles to their 

environmental advocacy, including backlash from some of the other church members.  Both 

mainline and evangelical respondents reported the political association of environmentalism as 

one of the major hindrances to advocacy within their congregations.  Politics were especially an 
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impediment for ministers in evangelical congregations, some of whom felt constrained by the 

judgment of their members.   Even in supportive congregations, mainline Protestants 

encountered some indifference or apathy from other members of their church, and expressed 

frustration with their efforts to get others involved. 

The extent of involvement with the faith-based environmental movement outside of 

their own congregations was limited, though mainline respondents were more likely to have 

had contact with Creation Care organizations or local interfaith environmental groups.  A fear of 

reprisal from other evangelicals prevented some of the evangelical respondents from signing on 

to environmental declarations.  Some evangelicals expressed skepticism towards the intentions 

of faith-based environmental organizations, even those led by other evangelicals. 

Mainline Protestant respondents were more likely to be engaged with the larger 

environmental movement, with over half reporting current or previous involvement with a 

secular environmentally-focused group.  Only two of the evangelical respondents had ever 

been a member of a secular environmentally-focused organization, and in one case it had been 

over a decade ago.  None of the evangelical respondents were aware of environmentally-

focused groups or organizations within their city.  Some evangelicals expressed that there is a 

stigma in the community against associating with others who are thought to be too politically 

liberal, which suppresses collaboration with non-evangelicals.  Environmentalism especially 

carries this stigma.     

Related to this fact, political activism for environmental issues only occurred among the 

mainline Protestants.  Even among mainliners, however, most respondents felt that 

encouraging individuals to modify their behavior was the most effective approach.  One 
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respondent who had attempted to organize a faith-based political advocacy environmental 

organization in the area was met with widespread apathy, and abandoned the project after a 

few years.  Some mainline respondents were active in political advocacy, however, including 

one who regularly lobbied congress on behalf of his denomination for environmental 

protection. 

Looking at these results, it is evident that there are considerable differences between 

the experience of evangelical Protestants and mainline Protestants in relation to 

environmentalism.  The status of environmental stewardship is a divisive issue in the 

evangelical community, and as such green evangelicals face a unique situation within their 

congregations. In the literature on religion and civic engagement we often think about the 

congregation as a mobilizing structure, but that is clearly not always the case.  Evangelicals 

recognize that they may not be able to take action within their congregations, and adapt their 

engagement to more acceptable forms. 

 

Forms of Engagement with Environmentalism 
 

I derived four forms of engagement with environmentalism that emerged from my 

analysis of the interviews.   The utilization of each form differs for the two religious traditions, 

as does the role of the congregation in encouraging or impeding each form.  First I will describe 

each form of engagement and provide examples.  I will then describe how religious tradition 

impacts the use of each form of engagement through religious and congregational factors. 

The most common form of engagement with environmentalism for the respondents in 

this study is what I have termed personal engagement. This includes the changes in behavior or 
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actions that a person takes in their individual or family life geared towards addressing 

environmental concerns.  Environmentally-focused actions like adopting a habit of recycling, 

limiting water and energy usage, or purchasing a fuel-efficient vehicle would fall under this 

umbrella.  Personal engagement is the main form of engagement with environmentalism for 

both evangelical and mainline respondents and the behaviors and concerns are similar for both 

groups. 

While the personal engagement with environmental stewardship looks similar for 

respondents from both mainline and evangelical religious traditions, the meaning of their 

actions may vary.  Mainline respondents considered their individual green actions a public duty, 

or a way of “doing my part” to address issues of environmental concern.  While they did feel a 

sense of religious responsibility to care for the earth, there was also a sense of civic 

responsibility.   

We need to care for creation and not abuse it. It's a gift from God, but if we don't care 
for it, I just, I guess that's what stewardship is, it's caring for creation and trying to 
reduce your negative impact as much as possible.  I mean all of us are going to have 
some kind of impact, but we should all work together to try to reduce it as much as 
possible (Tracy, Methodist). 
 
I don’t approach my work as to what’s most important. I approach it in what do I 
probably have the most influence to do something about. And for me it’s behavioral 
change in communities. The problems are definitely bigger and global in scope but I 
can’t do anything about that. I can’t save the walruses by myself. But I can do my part to 
make a difference in my community and the companies that I work with (Erin, 
Methodist). 
 

For some of the evangelical respondents, their personal engagement with environmentalism 

was interpreted as a spiritual act rather than a civic act.  Some evangelicals felt that since there 

was a biblical mandate from God to treat the earth in a responsible manner, any actions 

towards that goal took on an added religious meaning.    
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I try to live my life in a way that’s going to leave as little of a detrimental impact on what 
I would consider God’s creation.  The way I understand God having created it and 
entrusted it to humanity, part of the way we worship God is by caring for what he has 
entrusted us with (Paul, Southern Baptist). 

 
Whether the motivation was spiritual or civic, however, all respondents from both religious 

traditions were deeply committed to adapting their behaviors to practice better environmental 

stewardship.   

 The second form of engagement is what I have termed public engagement.  I’m using 

“public” here not in the political sense of something pertaining to a community, but instead 

meaning out in the open and with a recognized intent.  Public engagement with 

environmentalism includes any participation or actions beyond the personal home life with an 

expressed environmental focus.  This would encompass involvement with faith-based and 

secular organizations attempting to effect change, helping with green initiatives in a 

congregation, or making some sort of public declaration of support for environmental 

initiatives.  The purpose of public engagement, at least in the context of this study, is usually an 

attempt to prompt others to change their behaviors or attitudes.  

 All of the mainline respondents were involved in some kind of public engagement with 

environmentalism, usually within the context of their congregation.  The majority of the 

mainline laypersons I spoke with were members or originators of a “green team” at their 

church.  Green mainline ministers had given sermons on caring for Creation, and one minister 

had even initiated a green Lent program.  Mainline Protestant respondents were more likely 

than evangelical respondents to have had contact with Creation Care organizations or local 

interfaith environmental groups. Mainline respondents were also likely to be engaged with the 
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larger environmental movement, with over half reporting current or previous involvement with 

a secular environmentally-focused group.   

In contrast, evangelical public engagement is very limited.  Only two of the evangelical 

respondents had ever been a member of a secular environmentally-focused organization, and 

in one case it had been over a decade ago.  Evangelicals did not have green teams or any 

environmental focus at their congregations, and generally made no attempt to mobilize within 

their churches.  Two individuals had made previous attempts at public engagement at the 

congregation level, but found that there can be consequences of engaging with a divisive issue 

within the church; an evangelical minister even lost his job at a seminary partly due to his 

outspokenness on environmentalism.   

Instead of engaging with environmentalism publically, evangelicals instead adopted a 

form of engagement that I am labeling indirect engagement.  Indirect engagement has a similar 

intent as public engagement, making a positive effect on the environment beyond one’s 

personal behaviors, but the intent is not publically and openly declared.  For green evangelicals, 

this form of engagement often took place within the congregation, through projects like 

sustainable landscaping initiatives, community gardens, or energy and resource management.  

The respondents themselves were motivated by religious beliefs about the importance of 

environmental stewardship, but did not publically voice those beliefs. Instead, they expressed 

other benefits of the projects, like the opportunity to lower electric bills to channel more 

money into other church mission work.   

Indirect engagement is difficult to classify, but there needs to be some distinction made 

between open engagement and actions where the green intent is more restrained or 
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circumspect.  Mainline respondents also initiated energy management programs at their 

churches, but their efforts were often instigated by the congregations’ green teams and had the 

explicit objective of caring for the environment.  Mainline respondents did not participate in 

indirect engagement that I could identify – any of their engagement beyond individual actions 

appeared to be public.   

The final form of engagement I identified is political engagement.  This is engagement 

that attempts to effect community or societal level change by influencing political leaders and 

systems.  While public and indirect forms of engagement attempt to address environmental 

concerns through direct action, political engagement focuses on addressing the larger systemic 

issues.  This would include participating in rallies or marches, writing letters, signing petitions or 

initiatives, lobbying government officials, or even voting.  In the case of this study, I asked 

respondents about any political action they had taken that was oriented toward environmental 

issues.   

Surprisingly, neither evangelicals nor mainline Protestants reported much political 

engagement around environmentalism.  Two evangelical respondents noted that a political 

candidate’s views on environmental issues may impact whether or not the respondent would 

vote for them.   Some mainline respondents did report attempts to initiate political initiatives 

within their congregations, but they were frustrated with the apathy and even hostility that 

they encountered.  One respondent provided the exception – she attended a politically-liberal 

congregation with an activist orientation and had participated in numerous instances of 

political engagement within her church and on her own.  For the other mainline respondents, 
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however, any political engagement around environmentalism generally occurred outside of the 

congregational context. 

So why would evangelical and mainline Protestants, who are similarly committed to the 

religious ideals of environmental stewardship, engage with environmentalism in distinct ways?  

We have established that religious congregations have the capacity to draw its members into 

action and inspire engagement to address social issues.  However, congregations are part of a 

larger religious tradition and movement; what occurs at the congregational level is shaped by 

the distinct culture of the tradition in which churches are entrenched.  The extent and form of 

an individual’s engagement with larger society is influenced by their religious tradition and 

other contextual characteristics of each particular congregation.   

Before I examine how congregational characteristics impact the involvement in different 

forms of engagement, I must discuss the respondents’ ideological commitment and conversion 

to green ideology and the role of their congregation in promoting or supporting such beliefs.  

The adoption of green beliefs is generally an antecedent to environmental engagement, as 

traditionally ideology is expected to precede social action (for an exception, see Munson 2002).  

As described in Chapters 4 and 5, both mainline and evangelical interviewees held deep 

religious beliefs about the value of the earth and humankind’s responsibility to care for it.  

However, the paths or mechanisms through which these beliefs were adopted were distinct for 

individuals from the two religious traditions.  Evangelicals were more likely to have experienced 

a “conversion” to green ideology at some point in their adult lives whereas mainliners were 

generally green before becoming involved in faith-based environmentalism through their 

congregations.   
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One of the ways that congregations can encourage environmental engagement is 

through promoting theological tenets that affirm the importance of stewardship of Creation.  

Theology can be a powerful motivator.  Though religious people do not necessarily feel more 

obligated to address social issues than the non-religious (Wuthnow 1991), religious beliefs can 

serve as a motivation for action.  Some of the motivations for environmentalism are shared by 

religious and secular people alike.  Ideals of justice, compassion, and a sense of personal 

obligation may all impel individuals to volunteer or make individual changes in their behavior.  

But if a person is inspired by scripture to care for Creation, or feels that it is God’s will to behave 

in a certain way, the actions take on a further layer of meaning.  Religious beliefs will also shape 

how people define the proper type of involvement (e.g. praying versus joining a social action 

group) and the priority they give to various issues.  All of the respondents in this study were 

active participants in their religion through their congregations and felt motivated by their 

religious beliefs. 

Mainline respondents in this study reported that their congregations provided an 

introduction to religious environmentalism for some, and support for those beliefs for others.  

While many of the mainliners had practiced green behaviors for much of their lives, they 

discovered faith-based environmentalism through their congregation.  Through worship 

services that focused on environmental stewardship, denominational conferences, and 

conversations with ministers or other church members, mainline respondents’ 

environmentalism took on an added theological meaning.  These experiences within the 

congregation strengthened respondents’ commitment to environmentalism. Mainline 

respondents talked about environmentalism becoming a religious responsibility: 
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I think the religious environmentalism, I now have an additional motivation, you know, 
it's not just "I want to care for the earth because we need to have resources when our 
kids are older, you know, we're going to run out of resources if we use them all up" it's 
also "we are called by God to care for earth" and so that's, the additional motivator for 
me now I think. (Tracy, Methodist) 
 
Mainline respondents spoke about the theological basis for their environmental beliefs, 

including a sense of responsibility to God, the commandment to treat your neighbors as 

yourself, and the value and worth of the world because it was created by God.  All of these 

beliefs were bolstered by interactions within their congregations.  For most of the mainline 

respondents, ministers had spoken specifically in favor of environmental stewardship during 

either worship services or special Sunday-school classes or seminars.  None of the mainline 

respondents reported that church leadership had discouraged environmental beliefs. 

Evangelical respondents, on the other hand, were not encouraged to develop 

environmental stewardship ideals through their congregations.  The majority of the evangelicals 

I spoke to reported that they had never heard the environment spoken about from the pulpit.  

One woman remembered that her pastor had spoken about global warming, but he had argued 

that adverse environmental consequences, such as flooding and drought, were God’s will rather 

than the result of human behavior.  In general, environmental stewardship was ignored or 

discouraged in the congregations of the evangelical respondents. 

Though evangelicals did not have direct encouragement of environmental stewardship 

from their congregations, they still used the beliefs acquired from their religious tradition to 

bolster their environmental ideology.  Many of the evangelical respondents became green after 

studying scripture on their own or reading literature by other evangelicals promoting the care 

of creation.  They turned to religious sources outside of their congregations for guidance on 
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how to engage with environmental issues and independently developed a belief that there is a 

biblical mandate for a stewardship ethic.   Evangelical respondents were motivated by a strong 

sense of duty to God and responsibility to actively create the world that he has planned. 

While the evangelical congregations did not advocate for the environment, some of the 

theological beliefs promoted by the church provided indirect support.  For example, a firm 

emphasis on the importance of scripture allowed evangelicals to feel validated in their beliefs 

about environmentalism.  Respondents interpreted the bible as calling for responsible behavior 

towards the earth and saw this as a “mandate”, even without their ministers calling for such 

behavior.  Evangelicals’ strong sense of duty to God provides motivation to act as “his hands” in 

their interactions in their communities; because they believed that God valued his Creation, 

they felt they were tasked to care for it responsibly. 

 Not all theology promoted by the respondents’ congregations could be seen as support 

for environmental stewardship, however; some beliefs may actually impede the development 

of a green ideology.  Many of the evangelical respondents recounted struggling to reconcile 

their developing environmental beliefs with their evangelical upbringing.   

I was really getting into sustainability, and all of a sudden it just occurred to me like, I 
wonder if this is ok, am I going off on that tree-hugger scenario? I was worried about 
what other people are thinking when they hear about environmentalists: do they 
worship nature? Is it a worldly thing or is it from above? Is that something that's from 
the Christian faith? (Diane, evangelical) 

 
In the case of Diane and other respondents who worried whether environmental concern 

meshed with their religious beliefs, their belief that God would want them to care for the earth 

eventually out-weighed other concerns.  For Diane, this occurred when she read a book on 

faith-based environmentalism that she believed God had placed in her path. Though she 
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doubted the acceptability of her environmental concern, once she felt that God had endorsed it 

she no longer worried.   Theology can have either a bolstering or constraining effect on the 

development of religious environmentalism, and these religious beliefs can also impact the 

subsequent actions that individuals take.   

 

Impact of Religious Tradition on Forms of Civic Engagement  
  

I have previously established that evangelical and mainline respondents tend to 

participate in different forms of engagement with environmentalism.  Religious beliefs, 

identities, and practices play significant roles in an individual’s civic activity and social 

engagement.  In this section I will discuss how congregations encourage or deter individuals’ 

engagement of each type.  The main distinction between the two religious traditions is that 

mainline respondents are much more likely to take part in public engagement.  Evangelicals, on 

the other hand, generally avoid public engagement but instead participate in indirect 

engagement (See Table 6.1).  Why might this be? 

 Classic church-sect theory provides a conceptual framework for comparing religious 

groups based on their general posture towards society and proves to be useful in the case of 

examining civic engagement.   The level of sectarianism of the congregation, defined simply as 

how much the group feels to be in tension with the larger society, will influence whether 

respondents’ congregations encouraged civic engagement with environmentalism and what 

form that engagement can take.  Traditionally, evangelical denominations have been defined by 

their withdrawal from broader culture, adopting a resistant stance against societal progress.  In 
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accordance with this, evangelical civic involvement is limited by theological beliefs and their 

detachment from the public sphere (Ammerman 2009; Smith 1998).   

 

Table 6.1:  Summary of Forms of Engagement by Religious Tradition 
 

 
 

Evangelical Protestants Mainline Protestants 

Personal 
Engagement 

Yes. Not directly encouraged by 
congregation. Occurs outside of 
congregation. 

Yes. Encouraged by 
congregation. 

Indirect 
Engagement 

Yes. May occur within 
congregation but without 
declaring green aims. 

No. 

Public 
Engagement 

Very little.  Discouraged by 
congregation and religious 
context. 

Yes. Encouraged and facilitated 
by congregation 

Political 
Engagement 

None.  Impeded by congregation 
and religious factors. 

Very little.  Usually occurs 
outside of congregation. Some 
religious impediments. 

 

 

 Scholars of evangelical religion have found that distinction and separatism from the 

larger society are central to evangelical identity.  Due to the separatist nature of their 

fundamentalist heritage, modern evangelicals - while more engaged in working for social 

change than previously thought - maintain a certain level of distinction within society by 

creating and preserving clear boundaries with the secular world.  The secular world is not just 

different, but presumably hostile to evangelical belief (Smith 1998).   

Given this evangelical stance of cultural distinction, forms of civic engagement that 

diminish boundaries would not be encouraged in evangelical communities.  Public engagement, 
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the form of engagement that includes joining organizations that push for social change, would 

be inhibited. In order to maintain the clear boundaries between their religious community and 

the outside world, collaboration and joining efforts with others is limited.  How sectarianism is 

practiced, however, is complex; collaboration with some groups or issues may be encouraged, 

while others are kept at a distance. The separation from the secular world would hold 

especially true for a divisive issue for evangelicals, like environmentalism. As one respondent 

put it, “there's been a mindset of guilt by association… so whoever you're associated with 

you're carrying all their baggage too” (Rev. Fisher, Southern Baptist).  Evangelical respondents 

voiced this desire to preserve boundaries and their unique religious message by expressing 

some distrust about environmental organizations: 

There’s only a few that I’ve ever heard of. Some of them I’ve read up on or done 
research or heard in the media, they were portrayed negatively. Some of them started 
out with really good intentions. But you’ve gotten new people to take over these 
organizations and taken them a different direction and really distorted a lot of things to 
accomplish their agenda. Originally their intentions were good, but now the agenda has 
changed, but more for personal gain and not universal good. (Kevin, Southern Baptist) 
 

I spoke with representatives of two large secular environmental organizations in the city and 

while they were often asked to speak at churches, those congregations were usually mainline 

Protestant, which would provide support for the claim that evangelical congregations in the 

area do not seek out contact with secular environmental organizations. 

 There was a sense among the evangelical respondents that even faith-based 

environmental organizations could not necessarily be trusted to promote the same Christian 

values to which evangelicals adhere.  By joining with any group, evangelicals risk diminishing 

their distinct religious message by merging with secular interests.  One of the concerns 
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evangelicals had with environmental organizations is that they would promote a hierarchy of 

the world that runs contrary to the biblical order of creation: 

One of the issues that concerns me, that I see in the environmental movement, is 
elevating the environment over humanity, or the creation over humanity - and I'm not 
saying that's true for every environmentalist, but I'm saying that I do see that movement 
out there, and you'll hear of some extremist actions and things being done. I see a 
concern that I believe that is contrary to what I understand in the scripture, what I 
would term a perversion of biblical truth.  (Rev. Freeman, Southern Baptist) 
 
The desire to maintain clear boundaries with the secular world can also extend to 

collaboration with evangelical-based organizations.  Though a few evangelical interviewees 

were aware of EEN or other evangelical Christian environmental organizations, only one 

individual had interacted with any of them; a respondent who was currently in seminary had 

reached out to a representative of a Southern Baptist environmental group as research he was 

doing in seminary.  Additionally, only three of the evangelical respondents were aware of the 

declarations or statements on the environment put out by evangelical organizations over the 

past few years, and only one person had signed his name to a declaration.   One respondent, a 

former seminary professor, provided a perfect example of how a partnership with an 

environmental organization, even a religious one, could be seen as an abandonment of religious 

virtue by the larger evangelical community: 

You know when those manifestos and so forth came out a lot of evangelicals said "oh 
y'all are puppets of the Democratic Party, and you're just liberals, and you don't love 
Jesus anymore", you hear all sorts of epithets and things from people claiming they've 
abandoned Christianity because they've kind of agreed with somebody on the left on 
something. So there is that kind of stigma that comes with it that can prevent working 
together. (Rev. Fisher, Southern Baptist) 
 
Religious groups that were not explicitly evangelical were more suspect than evangelical 

environmental groups; mainline environmental organizations were seen by some evangelical 
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respondents as too accommodating to secular interests and values, rather than maintaining a 

biblical approach to issues.   

Mainline Protestantism, doesn't always, but it has a tendency at times set aside what 
you might call a traditional or bible-centered approach to bring in a secular philosophy 
and so forth in terms of their priorities. They're more ready to do that sort of thing than 
an evangelical is. (Rev. Fisher, Southern Baptist) 
 

Because of this fear that associating with environmentalists from other traditions would 

threaten their unique religious message, evangelicals may avoid interacting with interfaith 

environmental organizations.  The representative of a local interfaith group confirmed that 

most of their dealings were with mainline Protestant churches or with other religious traditions, 

not with evangelicals.   

Mainline congregations belong to a tradition more church-like in its relationship to 

secular society and the wider community; in general, mainline churches are considered to be 

more accommodating to cultural and social changes.  Rather than withdrawing from the public 

sphere, they are active participants and may even adapt to conform to secular cultural trends. 

This accommodating nature allows for more permeable boundaries between mainliners and 

outside groups.  In accordance with research that finds mainline Protestant congregations and 

individuals are more connected with organizations beyond their own church (Ammerman 2005; 

Chaves 2004; Becker 1999; Wuthnow 1999), mainline respondents in this study were much 

more likely to take part in public engagement with environmentalism through collaboration 

with secular and faith-based environmental organizations.  Compare the following quote from a 

Methodist minister to the above quotes from evangelical pastors: 

What a glorious thing that is to have some common ground, maybe our reasoning might 
be a little bit different but really it's pretty much the same across the board of the 
reasons we're doing this… this could be a really great ecumenical breakthrough for us. If 
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we were able to come together more on one thing that's good for everybody, what a 
great thing that would be just for the Big "C" church, for the church globally across 
denominations (Rev. Parker, Methodist Minister) 
 

Rev. Parker, and other mainliners I spoke with, saw environmentalism as an issue where 

Christians could all agree and work together, regardless of denomination or tradition.  Rev. 

Parker had organized and led a panel on Creation Care in churches at a Methodist conference 

and invited religious people from different faith traditions to speak.  Mainline respondents 

were also more likely to be engaged with the larger environmental movement, with over half 

reporting current or previous involvement with a secular environmentally-focused group.   

Beyond the sectarian trait of maintaining strict boundaries, individuals may also be 

influenced by what they perceive to be the main religious goal of their congregation.  While 

congregations often provide a wide array of social services both to their members and their 

communities, that is not their primary purpose.  Most congregations exist mainly to encourage 

“the spiritual well-being of their members” (Ammerman 2001).  The level of importance a 

congregation places on social activism or outreach to the community varies both across and 

within denominations.  Whether a congregation has an outward or inward-looking orientation 

will impact how much they encourage civic engagement (Becker 1999). Some religious 

traditions, such as fundamentalist and evangelical branches of Protestantism, emphasize the 

importance of individual conversion above all else, encouraging followers to have a personal 

relationship with God and evangelize the world.  Others foster a norm of community 

involvement and are committed to the “social Gospel”, actively attempting to improve the 

world spiritually and socially through public efforts. Whether congregations promote an 
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individualistic or collective orientation towards society will influence how their members 

engage with society. 

 For evangelicals, the best strategies for changing society are to “live a life radically 

differently from mainstream America” and “convert people to Jesus Christ” (Smith 1998).  

Mission work is often geared towards evangelism rather than activism which indicates a 

religious goal that is individualistic rather than collectively oriented.  Spiritual transformation is 

the primary concern rather than more “this-worldly” matters.  The evangelicals in this study, 

however, were neither unaware nor apathetic towards worldly social issues.  They were 

educated about the state of the environment and felt that action was necessary, but the form 

of that action was definitely shaped by the importance that their religious tradition and 

congregation placed on individualistic forms of engagement.    

Religious beliefs will also shape how people define the proper type of involvement (e.g. 

praying versus joining a social action group) and the priority they give to various issues. 

First, many of the evangelicals were of the opinion that their own behavior was more important 

than convincing others to adopt green practices.  By regarding care of the environment as a 

religious stewardship issue, evangelicals interpreted the mandate in terms of a personal 

responsibility to God:   

God has given it to me to take care of what needs to be taken care of, and so to be good 
stewards with the money that He's given us.  And that started to translate into the 
environment when I was reading the scriptures thing.  Yes, He gives us lots of things, He 
gives us money for our jobs, but He also gave us a planet and He wants us to be good 
stewards of our environment as well. (Matt, Southern Baptist) 

 
Good environmental habits became part of their religious practice, but most did not feel that 

they were responsible for influencing others to become green.  One respondent, when 
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discussing Christians’ obligation to care for the environment stated that “we should all just 

endeavor to be the people of God. We should try to be a blessing to the world and its people in 

all that we do, and try to limit our negative impact through our own actions” (Daniel, Southern 

Baptist).   This idea of a personal responsibility to God would promote more individual forms of 

engagement rather than public forms.   

 Evangelical Protestant congregations often place a high level of importance on 

individual conversion and spreading the word of God to non-believers is a central religious goal.  

In this context, any concern beyond evangelizing may be seen as a distraction from this critical 

task.  Many of the evangelical respondents expressed apprehension about others in their 

religious community viewing environmental concern in this negative light.   

There was always the mindset that evangelism and those sorts of issues were more 
important than any sort of social issue... It's the mindset of Southern Baptists by and 
large.  And I have a very large emphasis on evangelism, but I think there’s a holistic 
reality to it. It's part of our stewardship, what God's created here and so forth. So there 
was some resistance in that way, kind of the thought, well if we kind of go this direction 
we're abandoning our mission as evangelists and we're selling out to the world or 
compromising. And compromise is a dirty word at [that school] (laughs) (Rev. Fisher, 
Southern Baptist). 

 
If the central religious goal of a congregation is perceived to be saving souls, activism with other 

aims may be limited.  Even green evangelicals may limit their own environmental engagement 

because of fear that it gets in the way of other, more important, religious responsibilities.  One 

Southern Baptist minister voiced this opinion when discussing whether he ever included 

messages about care for Creation in his sermons: 

I see it in scripture, but I don't see it as a major theme of scripture.  And again, this is 
based on an individual's interpretation, so I'm not speaking for all Southern Baptists, I'm 
just saying from my personal perspective, I don't see it as a major theme of scripture 
when I compare it to things that I would see as major theme; redemption, family, things 
like that.  So, if I'm going to structure my preaching around what I see as major themes, 
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it will be touched on yes, but it won't be given that status. (Rev. Freeman, Southern 
Baptist) 

 
Rev. Freeman and his family were green in their individual and domestic practices, and he even 

supported an energy conservation program at their congregation, but he did not promote 

environmentalism from the pulpit or in any other public forms of engagement.  The case of 

Charles Introducing an energy management plan as a way to redirect funds for evangelical 

mission work (indirect engagement) rather than as an explicit Creation Care initiative (public 

engagement) illustrates this point. 

Along with discouraging public engagement, the orientation of a congregation can also 

influence whether individuals participate in political engagement with environmental issues.  

Some scholars have argued that evangelical congregations may discourage involvement with 

politics because they worry it will distract from their principal religious mission (Ecklund, 2006).  

While some evangelical respondents noted that they had voted for political candidates based 

partly on their views on environmental issues, that was as far as their political engagement with 

environmentalism went.  The pattern remained that environmental stewardship is largely seen 

as an individual-level practice, and that changing one’s behavior is the most important and best 

way to care for the environment.  One Southern Baptist minister, when asked about any 

involvement with political advocacy, stated:  

Well, I think I would say that while really big efforts at this on a national scale and on a 
state-wide scale are really important, I also think that individuals and families will over 
the long-term create the kind of movement that will change the politics of it, until it 
becomes so normal, so natural, so much a part of the American world view… So we all 
have to do something, for me it's at home recycling, driving less, it's using green energy 
or renewable sources and things like that; just small choices that will help in that respect 
and then here at the Church where you have your influence.” (Respondent Rev. James, 
Baptist Minister) 
 



159 
 

Mainline Protestant congregations tend to have a more outwardly focus and are more 

likely to be activist oriented than evangelical congregations.  However, even mainline 

respondents were unlikely to promote political avenues for environmental change.  Like 

evangelicals, most mainline respondents felt that encouraging individuals to modify their 

behavior was the most effective approach.  There is some variation here; one respondent 

belonged to a congregation with a long activist history on progressive political issues and had 

participated in letter-writing campaigns and other political action on environmentalism through 

her congregation.  Another, a Methodist minister, was a long-time lobbyist for his 

denomination on environmental issues, but he did not promote political action within his 

congregation.  So while the orientation of a congregation is shaped by religious tradition, there 

are other issues that also impact the forms of engagement a person sees as viable.  

 

Social Determinants of Forms of Civic Engagement 
 
Congregations are social spaces as well as religious institutions. Individuals develop 

relationships with other church members and their interactions within the congregation have 

the ability to shape attitudes and behavior. Interactions with both ministers and other church 

members can signal which social issues are appropriate for discussion and also encourage 

action.  Accordingly, social interactions within a congregation influence the extent and the form 

of civic engagement of its members.  Prior research has shown that the social ties an individual 

has to congregation members will encourage volunteering within a congregation (Becker and 

Dhingra 2001).   
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In this study, the social interactions that took place in the congregational context often 

had a clear impact on the respondents’ engagement with environmentalism.  The most obvious 

evidence of this is that many of the mainline respondents became engaged within their 

congregations after being asked by other members or clergy.  Compared to the evangelical 

interviewees, the mainline respondents were less likely to have been influenced to adopt 

environmentalism by individual reading/study of scripture or feeling a sense of calling from 

God.  Instead, the social aspect of the mainliners’ religious lives was more instrumental in the 

development of a theological basis for environmentalism and the subsequent action within the 

congregation.  One minister described how one of her church members “drip, drip, dripped” on 

her about environmentalism until she finally realized it needed to be addressed from the 

church leadership.  Many of the lay-level respondents were asked to serve on the green team 

by a minister or fellow church member who knew about their secular environmental interests.  

In this way, social interactions within the congregation encouraged mainline respondents to 

take part in public engagement within the congregation with environmentalism. 

Social pressure can encourage engagement, but it can also discourage.  Social groups 

have the ability to sanction members and enforce social norms, including signaling which issues 

are subject for discussion or advocacy.  Environmentalism can be a divisive issue, especially for 

evangelical Protestants. As illustrated in Chapter 2, organized evangelical involvement with 

environmentalism has been characterized by open dispute. Some evangelicals allege that green 

Protestantism is nothing more than a left-wing secular movement (Fowler, 46). 

Environmentalism is seen by some as a threat to the Christian faith by focusing on the earth 

rather than on heaven, and elevating Creation above the Creator. The evangelical organization 
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The Cornwall Alliance promotes this viewpoint, warning congregations against allowing 

Creation Care a foothold in order to counter the trend towards radical environmentalism.  

Consequently, there is a clear stigma towards evangelical church members who espouse pro-

environmental positions. 

 Many of the evangelical respondents felt discouraged from voicing pro-environmental 

beliefs because they sensed that others in the congregation would view them negatively and 

they would not be supported. One respondent still remembered an uncomfortable encounter 

she had with a pastor during a church function: 

I had a shirt on one day from an organization that kind of says "Everybody can do 
something" and that has a shirt that says recycle…  So I was wearing one of those shirts 
and he was like "What does that mean?" and I was explaining, and he was like, "What 
are your thoughts on environmentalism?" and I told him, I said, "I think we should be 
good stewards of our planet because God made it", and he was like, "are you a tree-
hugger!?” and laughed at me. (Diane, evangelical) 

 
Diane though that this interaction probably contributed to the fact that she is more likely to talk 

about God with her green friends than to talk about the environment with her Christian 

community. 

The respondents felt social pressure to maintain their evangelical group identity.  As one 

evangelical noted, “most conservative Christians I know don’t see environmentalism as even an 

option, because it would put them into the other camp. You’re not allowed to have a view on a 

given subject that’s inconsistent with what side of the aisle you sit on” (Kevin, Southern 

Baptist).  One evangelical pastor, who had previously attempted to introduce some green 

initiatives and lost some members in the fallout (see Case 1 in Chapter 4), recounted the 

extreme opposition he encountered:  
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Some people who were of a more of a conservative bent would hear from their friends 
that the environmental movement is the devil's way in the new age of making its way 
legitimately into the Church and undermining the faith and all of that, and I was like, 
"really?" So we lost some members because of that. (Rev. James, Baptist) 

 
Because environmentalism was seen as out of bounds for evangelical culture, the 

motives of evangelicals who did speak out were questioned by others in the community.  One 

of my evangelical respondents, a Southern Baptist minister, actually gave me an example of this 

by sharing his own concern about other evangelicals.  Though he himself valued caring for the 

environment, he spoke of how he questioned the motives of other evangelical leaders who 

promoted Creation Care:   

I’m just cat scratching [my] head and thinking what prompted this? What was the 
intent? … My concern is I think we were trying to do something that was politically 
correct.  I'm not sure it was done out of conviction as much as it was done out of 
expediency. (Rev. Freeman, Southern Baptist) 
 
Mainline respondents reported some negative social interactions around their 

involvement with environmentalism as well.  Some felt that others in the church distanced 

themselves from them once they began to espouse advocacy for environmental stewardship. 

One green team was yelled at during a Sunday School class where they showed a movie about 

excessive waste and consumption in the United States. Another woman who had written a 

book about how churches could care for the environment received a phone call from a fellow 

church member after the book came out: 

He called me, at dinner time - I'll never forget it - and just gave me what for about the 
book, about global warming and about how it wasn't real, and about how I was a 
terrible, terrible person for perpetrating a myth, and he was furious, just furious! 
(Kristin, formerly Disciples of Christ) 

 
This negative stigma is likely what evangelical Christian greens hoped to avoid by 

adopting the alternative name, Creation Care.  By emphasizing the religious link to Creation, 
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and avoiding any words related to environmentalism that might spark controversy, green 

evangelicals “repackage” environmentalism in a less threatening way.   One evangelical 

respondent recounted a discussion with his pastor that shows distancing your message from 

environmentalism may make it more palatable to other evangelicals: 

My pastor, when I first started talking about it with him he was real resistant. But then 
when I started phrasing it in terms of “creation care”, it was like “oh yeah, that’s a good 
idea.” (laughs) It was almost a packaging kind of thing. For him, support for the 
environment is a liberal, left idea that you want to stay away from if you’re a real 
conservative. It was just off the table. But if you phrase it differently and argue from a 
biblical text for it, then he was open to the idea. (Paul, Southern Baptist) 

 
Mainline environmentalist organizations have also done some rebranding recently, possibly 

with similar motives.  The National Council of Churches’ long-time environmental advocacy 

branch, Eco-Justice Ministries, changed their name to Creation Justice Ministries in 2013.   

Another way that green Protestants attempt to avoid the stigma associated with 

environmentalists is by distancing the issue from any political implications.  They try to present 

it as a purely religious concern, as a Christian responsibility, and avoid discussions that could 

cause rifts.  One mainline respondent noted that this was the only way to create a bridge to 

other Christians who might be deterred from learning about environmental issues by the 

political associations.  While the mainline ministers saw engagement over the issue of the 

environment as a crucial part of their religious duty, they wanted to avoid a political debate 

within the congregation all together.   

You know we worked very hard to divorce this from some political stuff. To say this isn't 
a political issue. Yes everything we do has political ramifications, but it's a faith issue. So 
we really really tried, you know because [my co-minister] and I both happen to lean to 
the left politically but the majority of our congregation is to the right. (Rev. Murphy, 
Presbyterian) 
 
You have to be kind of careful when you have a congregation that is… mixed. 
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We have a broad range of conservatives and liberals and we try to keep them talking to 
each other. So we have to be careful not to offend any side too much so that they will 
keep listening to everybody and understand where the other folks are coming from. 
(Rev. Griffin, Methodist) 
 
These attempts to keep the issue apolitical in order to avoid conflict might limit the 

scope of what is considered legitimate engagement.  Just as individuals can interpret social cues 

about whether certain issues are acceptable for engagement, they can also pick up on norms 

about what kinds of engagement are appropriate.  By ignoring discussions of environmental 

regulations or political candidates’ views on environmental issues, church members would be 

discouraged from taking part in political engagement.  Only in one congregation, where political 

advocacy had become a characteristic of the church’s particular culture, were respondents 

involved in political engagement.  

Organizational Factors 
 

Both mainline and evangelical Protestants in this study faced social opposition to their 

green ideology, so why doesn’t engagement with environmentalism take a public form in 

evangelical congregations?  One explanation is that mainline Protestants feel a level of support 

for environmental stewardship from their religious community beyond the congregation while 

evangelicals do not.  Belonging to a denominations that advocates for environmental 

stewardship can provide authority to an individual for their mission, even if their congregation 

itself is not fully supportive.   

Faith-based environmentalism has become entrenched in the organization of mainline 

Protestantism.  All of the mainline denominations represented in this study have made official 

proclamations or statements of support for environmental issues.  Numerous statements and 
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letters have been published by mainline environmental organizations, advocating for climate 

change legislation and energy regulations.  Mainline denominations have also held conferences 

specifically on environmental issues and provide information for how to start green teams or 

make other changes within one’s congregation.  Knowing that you have the backing of your 

denomination at large can be reassuring for an individual who faces opposition within the 

congregation.  One respondent who had attended a conference on faith-based environmental 

advocacy spoke of how she called upon the knowledge she had gained there to substantiate 

her views: 

That was one of the things that set somebody off one time, I mentioned [someone who 
was] advocating for a carbon tax, and some people didn't like that, so in general I try to 
avoid politics. But I will talk about United Methodist's church's stance based on what I 
learned at the conference.  And I do periodically go to the website to see are there 
updates to the information that they gave. (Tracy, United Methodist) 

 
Tracy knew that the issues she was bringing up might “set somebody off,” but because she 

could present it as information provided by the denomination instead of only her own opinion 

on the issues, she felt more secure in speaking about environmentalism.  It is interesting also to 

note that she uses the denominational website as a source for further information on 

environmentalism rather than relying on secular sources.  The material provided by the 

denomination will have more authority, both for her and for those to whom she advocates. 

 So while mainline denominations tend to be in agreement about the appropriateness of 

environmental stewardship within their congregations, organized evangelical involvement with 

environmentalism has been characterized by open dispute.  The National Association of 

Evangelicals did not make a statement on the care of Creation until 2004 with the release of 

“For the Health of the Nation”, which offered measured support for environmental 
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stewardship.  The Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), which represents almost all of the 

evangelicals in this study, has been more openly opposed. In 2006 they passed a resolution at 

their convention expressing concern over global warming science and policy, and warning 

against the danger of the issue dividing and distracting evangelicals.  After a group of 

evangelical leaders released the Southern Baptist Declaration on the Environment in 2007, the 

SBC declined to offer support to the statement because environmentalism is not a consensus 

issue among Southern Baptists.  

Additionally, mainline Protestant ministers have more institutional support for 

environmentalism at the seminary level than do evangelicals.  None of the evangelical ministers 

remembered discussing the environment at all during their coursework.  Rev. Fisher, whose 

case I highlighted in Chapter 4, was let go from his job as a professor at a Southern Baptist 

seminary in what he feels was a response to his environmental advocacy.  So the 

denominational authority that promotes environmental stewardship for mainline ministers is 

absent in the evangelical case.  This would cause evangelical ministers to feel more cautious 

about open advocacy of Creation Care without the backing of the SBC or other evangelical 

denominational bodies. 

Relatedly, mainline Protestants in my sample had the support of a minister in their 

congregation in every case, even when they faced opposition from a number of other church 

members.  Mainline respondents often even credited their minister with encouraging them to 

take part.  Frequently the minister was actively involved with starting or running the green 

team and would set the agenda for worship services or other activities to include 

environmental stewardship.  Other mainline respondents talked about how helpful it was to 
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have the backing of the clergy, even if the impetus for the environmental stewardship came 

from lay level members: 

Our last minister was 100% behind us.  We set up these community clean-ups and we 
would announce it at church and he was out there every time. He would bring coffee 
and donuts and we all had our little green vests on. He was really great. (Rhonda, 
Reformed Church) 
 

Support from clergy could encourage public engagement within the congregation, but ministers 

can also be link to other organizations or to denominational resources.  Some of the mainline 

respondents were encouraged by their minister to attend workshops or seminars outside of the 

congregation.  One of the mainline ministers I spoke to organized a session at a city-wide event 

advocating for environmental care and had asked a few of her church members to participate.  

In this way, mainline ministers serve as a bridge to further civic engagement around 

environmentalism. 

 Evangelical lay members, on the other hand, did not have the same experience of 

support from their ministers on issues of environmental stewardship.  Recall the case of Diane, 

whose pastor asked derisively if she was a “tree-hugger.”  Some felt that their minister was 

probably supportive of caring for creation, but they did not explicitly talk about it very often: 

The subject I think has come up at that church maybe twice in the two years that I’ve 
been there. They’ve taken what I would consider a mediating position, not so much you 
have to do this, or that this is something you should do, but that you should respect 
god’s creation is the line we take. Not saying one way or the other. (Paul, Southern 
Baptist) 

 
Part of the reason for the absence of discussion about environmental stewardship by ministers 

may come back to organizational factors.  Because of the lack of denominational support, 

ministers would be making a stand on their own without the backing of the larger religious 

community.  Additionally, the organizational polity of the Southern Baptist Convention leaves 
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ministers in a more precarious position. Southern Baptist pastors are not ordained by the 

denomination; instead, each congregation is autonomous and makes its own decisions, usually 

led by a council of pastors, about who can become a pastor for that church.  The individual 

congregation also makes the decision about dismissing a pastor.  One of the evangelical 

ministers I spoke with expressed how he feels that his job may be vulnerable (as he has 

experienced in the past) if he causes too much offense among the church members by 

addressing environmental issues:  

It's hard, especially in a Baptist setting, the congregation kind of runs things… It's much 
harder for me to advocate a certain position because your job is on the line in a lot of 
ways. If you're a mainline protestant, a Lutheran or Methodist or whatever, you’re 
placed there by the presbyter or the organization. So even if you offend people they 
may leave, but you're okay [laughs]. In a situation like this, you know, it's a little harder 
to advocate. 

 
Mainline respondents faced some open social opposition to their environmental 

stewardship beliefs, but the denominational and organizational support they received allowed 

them to engage with environmentalism publically.  Mainline respondents were aware of the 

pro-environment stance of their denominations through workshops, seminars, and 

denominational curriculum and materials.  Respondents called upon this knowledge to bolster 

their position when speaking within their congregations about caring for creation.  Mainline 

respondents also had supportive leadership in their congregation, with clergy providing 

legitimacy and authority to their position.  I hypothesize that the organizational support allows 

mainline respondents to participate in public engagement with environmentalism; evangelical 

respondents, without this reinforcement, opted to engage indirectly rather than taking a stand 

unsupported.   
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Summary and Conclusion 
 

In this dissertation, I examined the role of the congregation in encouraging or inhibiting 

engagement with environmentalism.  The overarching question that originated my research 

was how do individuals who are a part of the evangelical community engage with 

environmentalism, a movement that seemed to be incompatible with the political and social 

views of prominent evangelicals.  In comparison with mainline Protestants, who have a longer 

and more visible history with environmental advocacy, evangelicals are relatively new to the 

field, and this question remained unanswered.  Engagement with environmentalism may be 

shaped by the distinct cultures of the religious traditions, as well as the political and 

organizational obstacles faced by their members.  

To collect the data necessary for addressing my research questions about civic 

engagement around environmentalism, I conducted 42 in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with green Protestants, both mainline and evangelical, in one large metropolitan area.  Local 

respondents included ministers, lay persons, staff members of faith-based environmental 

organizations, and representatives of secular environmental groups.  The interviews addressed 

the formation of green ideology for the respondents; the role of respondents’ congregation in 

encouraging or suppressing environmentalism; the environmental actions respondents have 

taken and the motivation behind those actions; and their involvement with other faith-based or 

secular environmentalists and organizations.   

My analysis of the civic engagement behavior of Protestant environmentalists has 

produced some expected and many unexpected results.  Research has shown that 

congregations can draw its members into civic life by supplying networks and opportunities for 



170 
 

civic action.  This was proven to be true in the case of mainline environmentalists, with their 

congregations providing the opportunity to serve on green teams and collaborate with other 

environmental organizations and individuals. Congregations were also shown to inspire 

individuals by providing ideological support through religious beliefs that impel social action.  

 Previous research has also indicated, however, that evangelical congregations do not 

encourage civic engagement of their members to the same degree.  At first glance, the 

evangelicals in this study would appear to be less engaged with environmentalism than their 

mainline counterparts both within their congregations and beyond. However, I would argue 

that while evangelical congregations may discourage some forms of civic engagement, 

especially for a divisive issue like environmentalism, committed individuals will nevertheless 

maintain engagement in other forms.  So while evangelicals may not participate in the forms of 

civic engagement that are most visible, such as getting involved with social action organizations 

or participating in political protests, they transform their engagement in a way that allows them 

to maintain their religious identity.  Additionally, congregations do not play the central position 

in mobilizing the evangelical respondents as is generally expected; instead, evangelicals became 

engaged with environmentalism outside of organizational channels and maintained that 

engagement even in spite of congregational obstacles. 

The data showed religious, social, and organizational factors that influenced the form 

that individuals’ engagement might take.  Using a church-sect framework, I illustrated how 

sectarian characteristics of a religious tradition, such as the maintenance of a strict boundary 

between themselves and others, inhibit evangelicals from participating in engagement with 

environmentalism.  Evangelical respondents expressed hesitance to partner with other 
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environmentally-minded individuals, even other evangelicals, out of concern for preserving 

their distinct religious identity. Due to this reluctance, the public engagement of evangelical 

respondents with environmentalism was inhibited.  Mainline respondents did not feel the same 

pressure from their religious tradition to maintain distinctness, and were more likely to join 

environmental organizations and partner with individuals outside of their congregation on 

environmental issues. 

Additionally, individuals may be influenced by what they perceive to be the main 

religious goal of their congregation.  Evangelical respondents expressed apprehension about 

their environmental beliefs being seen as detracting from their other, more important religious 

responsibilities, like their mission of evangelizing the world.  So evangelicals interpreted their 

environmental stewardship as part of a personal duty to God, which they fulfilled by enacting 

individual green behaviors instead of prioritizing public or political forms of environmental 

engagement.   

I also showed how the relationships individuals develop with other church members and 

with church leadership can shape their engagement behavior. In this study, the social 

interactions that took place in the congregational context often had a clear impact on the 

respondents’ engagement with environmentalism.  The most obvious evidence of this is that 

many of the mainline respondents became engaged within their congregations after being 

asked by other members or clergy.  The social aspect of the mainliners’ religious lives was more 

instrumental in the development of a theological basis for environmentalism and the 

subsequent action within the congregation.   
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For evangelical respondents, however, the social pressure in their congregations 

inhibited public engagement with environmentalism.   In order to avoid the negative stigma 

associated with environmentalists, evangelical respondent did not usually speak with others in 

their congregation about their views about the environment.  The motives of evangelical 

environmentalists were questioned by others in their communities, limiting opportunities for 

evangelicals to engage with environmentalism openly without being judged. Instead, 

evangelical respondents opted for indirect engagement, initiating green changes within their 

congregations but limiting the degree to which their pro-environmental intentions were 

discussed. 

Mainline respondents also faced some open social opposition to their environmental 

stewardship beliefs, but the denominational and organizational support they received allowed 

them to engage with environmentalism publically.  Mainline respondents were aware of the 

pro-environment stance of their denominations through workshops, seminars, and 

denominational curriculum and materials.  Respondents called upon this knowledge to bolster 

their position when speaking within their congregations about caring for creation.  Mainline 

respondents also had supportive leadership in their congregation, with clergy providing 

legitimacy and authority to their position.  I hypothesize that the organizational support allows 

mainline respondents to participate in public engagement with environmentalism; evangelical 

respondents, without this reinforcement, opt to engage indirectly rather than taking a stand 

unsupported. 

Both groups felt social pressure to distance themselves from the politics of 

environmentalism.  They try to present it as a purely religious concern, as a Christian 
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responsibility, and avoid discussions that could cause rifts.  These attempts to keep the issue 

apolitical in order to avoid conflict might limit the scope of what is considered legitimate 

engagement.  Just as individuals can interpret social cues about whether certain issues are 

acceptable for engagement, they can also pick up on norms about what kinds of engagement 

are appropriate.  By ignoring discussions of environmental regulations or political candidates’ 

views on environmental issues, church members were discouraged from taking part in political 

engagement.   

This study illustrates how religious, social, and organizational factors within 

congregations influence the form of engagement with environmentalism for both mainline and 

evangelical Protestants.  With ideological and social support in their congregations, mainline 

Protestants engaged publically with environmentalism both in their congregations and beyond.  

Green evangelicals, on the other hand, were hindered from engaging with environmentalism 

publically by their desire to maintain strong ideological boundaries and by the social stigma in 

their religious communities around environmentalists.  Instead, they channeled their 

engagement into more indirect forms.  In the cases of both evangelicals and mainline 

Protestants their congregations generally did not encourage political engagement on 

environmentalism. 

I would argue that the use of the above typology of forms of engagement produced 

important knowledge about how evangelicals engage with environmentalism. This will 

contribute to our understanding of how religious congregations influence individuals’ civic 

engagement, especially around divisive issues.  The data illustrates that individuals engage with 

issues in a variety of ways, some of which may not appear in surveys that attempt to assess 
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levels of civic engagement.  Specifically, the indirect engagement of evangelicals would likely be 

overlooked in typical civic engagement research, underestimating their levels of interaction 

with social issues and wider society.  This study provides us with a fuller picture of how 

congregations can both inhibit and encourage civic engagement, as well as how individuals can 

engage with religious environmentalism beyond the congregational context. 
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Appendix A: Narratives of Respondents 
 

Mainline 
 
Erin: This study participant was contacted because of a blog post on Creation Care which she 
had written for a national evangelical association.  While a mainline Protestant herself, she 
believed that the evangelical movement was more energetic and vibrant.  She had made many 
connections within the evangelical Creation Care movement on a national level.  Though she 
was raised in the Methodist church, Erin had only recently started attending church again – a 
rediscovery that was intertwined with her newfound interest in sustainability and 
environmental ethics. While in a bible study recently after joining a church, a “light bulb went 
off” about the connection.  Erin started a consulting business to help small companies become 
more sustainable in terms of energy use, resource conservation, recycling, etc, and has also 
written a book on environmentally friendly living.  The congregation she now attends does not 
have a “green team”, but she has organized some recycling days and given some talks and 
Sunday school classes. She has also spoken at two other mainline congregations.  
 
Rev. Schutlz:  This respondent is the minister at a mid-size Methodist congregation who was 
instrumental in starting a very successful community garden on the church property. Rev. 
Schutlz grew up on a farm and was raised to understand that she is part of Creation, not just an 
overseer.  She is very concerned about global warming, the depletion of water and other 
resources, and, at the time of the interview, the leaking radiation from the nuclear plants in 
Japan after the earthquake in 2011.  Rev. Schutlz believes that Methodists are “behind the ball, 
but getting there” in terms of environmental issues.  She has given two sermons about caring 
for creation, and the congregation was very receptive.  They were in the process of creating an 
environmental committee, and were trying to start recycling and switching from using 
Styrofoam.  
 
Lisa: Lisa is a chaplain at a Christian-affiliated university. She helped organize a Creation Care 
event with Matthew Sleeth, a green evangelical, as the main speaker. The talk drew close to 50 
audience members and was very well-received. She remembers her congregation teaching 
about stewardship from a very early age, and it has always been one of her passions.  Lisa 
sometimes preaches in a guest capacity and includes messages about environmental 
stewardship and responsibility. She attends a Methodist church with her family; the 
congregation does have a green team, but she is not heavily involved. She feels that mainline 
congregations have become less active on the issue, partly due to economics. 
 
Rev. Murphy:  This respondent is a minister at a large, suburban Presbyterian congregation.  
Growing up, Rev. Murphy’s theological understanding was that Jesus would return in a very 
literal way, which de-motivated her concern for care for the environment. She experienced a 
theological shift and has grown to believe that stewardship is a “discipleship issue, not an 
optional thing.”  She has only become very interested in Creation Care in the past two years. 
She and the other minister at their congregation did a series of environmentally-focused 
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sermons and challenged the congregation to participate in an environmental awareness 
program for Lent.  The congregation is in the process of forming a green team, which hosted a 
Creation Care fair at the church.  The congregation is “politically diverse”, so there had been 
some negative reactions to the environmental messages, though they had attempted to divorce 
it from politics.  
 
Mary:  Mary is a member of Rev. Murphy’s Presbyterian congregation.  She was the force 
behind starting the green team, and even compelled the ministerial team to begin the 
environmental sermon series.  Mary had been concerned about environmental issues her 
whole life; she remembers being a child in New Jersey and being affected by seeing the 
mountain created from their town’s trash.  Three years ago she attended a symposium on 
Creation Care and made the connection between conservation and Christianity.  In her daily 
life, her environmentalist friends and her church friends are completely separate. The level of 
inactivity in the church is frustrating to her; she led a Sunday school class at the congregation, 
and no one attended.  She has felt ostracized by her community because of her pro-
environment views.  She started a consulting business to help companies learn about 
environmental solutions for dealing with waste.  
 
Rev. Parker:  Rev. Parker is a minister at a very large Methodist congregation in a wealthy, 
conservative suburb.  She feels like the environment has always been important to her, but did 
a lot of research as preparation for a sermon she was asked to give in 2006 at her previous 
congregation. That was when she became very aware of the faith connection and began to 
believe it is a Christian responsibility. Creation Care has become integrated into her theology; 
she says it is a “kingdom issue” – you don’t just live for yourself, you live so that other may live 
better. At her present congregation she is involved with their very active green team. The 
congregation also has a newly constructed, LEED certified building. The green team has started 
multiple awareness initiatives to a generally positive reception. Rev. Parker sees the 
environmental issue as a possible way to bridge the gap between liberal and conservative 
Christians.  She led a panel on Creation Care in churches at a Methodist conference and invited 
religious people from different faith traditions to speak. 
 
Cynthia:  Cynthia is the leader of the green team at a large downtown Episcopal congregation.  
She convinced her congregation to take part in a national certification program for 
environmentally responsible churches. At the time of the interview they were about halfway 
through the process. The green team had been around for 8 years, but was not very active until 
she became involved. Cynthia was raised to be conscious of her impact on the world around 
her, but her concern for environmentalism increased when she was visiting Russia and a white 
sweater turned grey from the pollution.  She did not make the religious connection until she 
was asked to join the green team and started to do research of her own.  The idea of “love your 
neighbor as yourself” is central to her Creation Care involvement.  The environmental 
committee does recycling, battery collection, energy management, implemented the switch 
from Styrofoam, and has also incorporated worship and education.  
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Sandra: This respondent is the chair of the green team at her mid-sized Lutheran congregation 
and a professor of ecology.  The green team has only existed for about three years, since the 
time she became involved.  They organized recycling and light bulb exchange efforts and have 
initiated some education programs. They have recently started a landscaping project using 
native, water-efficient plants. The congregation has received this project well.  She has heard 
environmentalism woven into some of the sermons at the church, but it has not been a focal 
issue. They have purposely avoided any sort of political advocacy issues. 
 
Scott: Scott is a member of Rev. Parker’s Methodist congregation and was one of the founding 
members of the green team three years ago. The first issue that compelled them to start the 
group was the waste of water from the sprinklers; seeing it run down the street was a 
galvanizing image for the group. The green team helped inform the building committee on the 
new construction and has started many awareness and educational efforts.  He has experienced 
some backlash from the older members, but feels that environmentalism has become central to 
the identity of the church and has drawn some new people in.  Scott works in the 
environmental field and has been interested in sustainability issues as long as he can 
remember. He did not see the connection with faith until Rev. Parker came to the church and 
helped start the green team.  
 
Rev. Powell: Rev. Powell is a United Methodist minister at a small congregation and a holds 
leadership position at the denominational level.  He has been heavily active in stewardship for 
at least twelve years, including taking trips to Washington to lobby congress on environmental 
issues.  He travels to Methodist congregations around the country giving talks on stewardship.  
A trip he made to Africa 25 years ago was influential in his getting involved in creation care. In 
contrast to most of the other proponents of stewardship I spoke with, Rev. Powell believes that 
Christians have a unique responsibility to exert moral pressure on the government to ensure 
that “Creation continues to exist”.  He does not have a green team at his current congregation.  
 
Rhonda:  Rhonda is the leader of the green team at a small Reformed Church in a wealthy 
suburb. She participated in the panel presentation organized by Rev. Parker.  After attending a 
faith-based energy saving workshop in 2009 put on by the city, she sought out other like-
minded members of her church to start the committee. Their first project was to get rid of 
Styrofoam coffee cups, though some church members are still refusing.  The congregation is 
very conservative, so they try to avoid politics. The congregation recently signed up with an 
energy consulting company to help reduce cost and waste.  She has taken on the project of 
personally gluing labels prohibiting dumping onto all of the storm drains in the town. “I only 
have about 4,000 left to do.” 
 
Tracy:  Tracy is the Green Team leader at a large Methodist congregation in an affluent area of 
town. She started the green team three years ago after attending a Creation Care conference 
put on by the denomination.  She was motivated to begin environmental advocacy after seeing 
Al Gore’s “An Inconvenient Truth” (though she keeps this fact a secret from her congregation, 
fearing backlash).  From the beginning, Tracy felt that the church should be on the forefront of 
the movement.  Her team puts on successful community-wide events, like composting classes 
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and recycling drives.  She only began attending church again about four years ago, and feels 
that her increased connection to Creation has deepened her connection with God as well.   
 
Kristin:  Kristin is the author of a book written in the early 1990’s on caring for Creation.  She 
was responsible for doing an Earth Day program at her Disciples for Christ congregation at the 
time, and could not find any information on environmentalism at the Christian bookstore.  This 
pushed her to begin researching the topic herself, and she became “obsessed” with the notion 
of the environment.  She convinced the congregation to become more earth-friendly, starting 
to recycle and switching from Styrofoam.  Since writing the book, she has led a number of 
workshops for congregations around the area.  Though her congregation was receptive, the 
enthusiasm was short-lived, and she became frustrated by the lack of interest from ministers 
and other churches.  
 
Jennifer:  Jennifer is a seminarian at a Presbyterian-affiliated seminary.  She also works for the 
environmental division of a state-wide interfaith advocacy organization. They are working to 
connect concerned people of faith in communities around the state.  She visits congregations 
and gives presentations on Creation Care, believing that for people to become involved 
requires a “transformation of the heart.”  From her experience in churches, a lot of people are 
not aware of what their religious tradition teaches about the environment, so education is a big 
part of spreading the message. Though the organization is interfaith, most of the contact she 
has had was with mainline Protestants. 
 
Kathleen:  This respondent is the chair of an area Christian group for progressives. They do 
work on all social justice issues, notably poverty, racial inequality, and environmental justice. 
She has been an activist for decades, starting with nuclear energy issues in the 1970’s. Kathleen 
attends a large, liberal Methodist congregation near downtown.  Her congregation has had a 
long-standing focus on environmental issues, including policy related activities like letter writing 
and petitions.   
 
Rev. Stephens:  Rev. Stephens is a senior minister at a large, social justice minded, United 
Methodist congregation in a central area. The church has a long history of environmental 
action, and the minister has given continued support to their green team. They have held an 
Earth Day Sunday service for many years and participate in advocating for the environment in 
local issues. They recently hosted an open forum about hydraulic fracking, a concern in the 
area. The congregation adopted a position statement on the environment calling for political 
action, one of the few congregations that engages in this manner.  
 
Robert:  Robert is an Episcopalian who started and led an interfaith environmental group in the 
area for about five years. He worked to get congregations engaged in environmental advocacy, 
including petitions and letter writing. While there was some interest in the first year, Robert 
had trouble with getting clergy to fully “buy-in”, and finding committed members to do the 
work of the organization.  At the point of our interview, the respondent was disappointed and 
angry with the inactivity of Christians on the issue of environmentalism.  
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Rev. Griffin:  This respondent is a minister at a large downtown United Methodist congregation.  
He began leading their green team when asked by another minister who was moving to a new 
congregation.  While he was always interested in environmental issues, he was not aware of 
the shortcomings of the church until he became involved in this group.  He has led Sunday 
school classes and preached sermons on a variety of environmental topics.  
 
Richard:  Richard is a long-time member of Rev. Griffin’s United Methodist congregation. He 
gained a love for nature at an early age that spurned his interest in environmentalism. He had 
attempted to start some sort of eco-group at the congregation many years ago, but nothing 
became of it. He gives presentations on global warming to Sunday school classes at the church, 
and has experienced a great deal of opposition. Despite this, he views the church as the most 
effective platforms for inspiring change.  
 
Linda:  Linda is a member of Rev. Griffin’s UMC congregation. She became involved in their 
green team after attending a religious conference where Al Gore spoke on climate change. 
Linda spoke to a minister upon returning about starting an eco-team in the congregation, which 
got the ball rolling. They have a politically mixed congregation, but she believes it should be an 
apolitical issue. She has led many book studies and Sunday school classes, and helped rid the 
congregation of Styrofoam and disposable utensils.  
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Evangelical 
 
Rev. James:  Rev. James is the senior minister at a large, established Baptist church. In the early 
1990’s he helped the congregation form an environmental stewardship committee that lasted 
for five or six years and worked to educate the congregation.  There was some fallout from the 
formation of the group, and the church lost some members. Rev. James believes that it is a 
spiritual responsibility to care for all of creation, not just humans (though we are towards the 
top of the hierarchy). Some of the efforts of the committee remain in place, such as a recycling 
program, but the issue has been neglected in recent years.  
 
Kevin:  This respondent is a member of a Southern Baptist mega-church in a wealthy suburb. He 
is also employed as their energy management director.  They have hired a consulting company 
to help with energy waste for the building, and work on educating congregation members to 
change their behavioral patterns. He believes that the leadership in the church was more 
motivated by the monetary savings rather than any environmental agenda, but personally sees 
waste and pollution as important issues. He believes that because God put the earth before us, 
it is our responsibility to take care of it to glorify him. He also believes, however, that humans 
do not have the power to destroy the earth if God does not want it destroyed.  He has butted 
heads with other employees about the energy management program, but believes they are 
making real changes.  
 
Sue:  Sue is a long-time member of a small Baptist congregation in a wealthy suburb. Along with 
Sarah, she initiated a native landscaping project on the church grounds about five years ago. 
Before that time, she was not actively concerned with any environmental issues. Along with 
eliminating the use of pesticides, the two also reduced the amount of water being used on 
landscaping.  She believes that God brought the two women together to encourage each other 
along in the project. The garden for her is a way to initiate the conversation about Creation 
with congregants and other outside the church.  
 
Sarah:  Sarah is a member of the same small Baptist church as Sue, and was a co-initiator of 
their native landscaping project. She is a special education teacher and was concerned with the 
environmental effects of pesticides and pollution on children.  She believes that God created 
the earth and put humans on it to rule, but that we have not been doing a very good job.  The 
congregation has recycling bins, but the effort is minimal. She differs from her partner Sue in 
that she believes in human-caused climate change, but knows that it shouldn’t be talked about 
at church because of the political baggage. She believes that there is a change in the 
denomination, though, with pro-environment attitudes becoming more acceptable.  
 
Tom:  Tom is the business manager for the large Baptist church where Rev. James is the 
minister.  He has been a member of this church for about a decade after switching from a UCC 
congregation.  As the business manager, he oversees all aspects of stewardship, including 
grounds, maintenance, and building development.  He has seen that it is taking longer for this 
Baptist congregation to embrace environmental stewardship because it is not already part of 
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their culture.  The congregation does do some recycling, and Tom works with a consulting 
company to reduce energy consumption. They just finished a remodeling project where they 
decided not to add more onto the building, but instead “work inside [their] existing footprint,” 
and used recycled building materials where possible. He views environmental stewardship as a 
possible area of agreement between evangelicals and liberal mainliners, though he hasn’t seen 
any concrete examples of cooperation.  
 
Rev. Fisher:  Rev. Fisher is the minister at a small Southern Baptist congregation in a less urban 
suburb.  He was a professor at an area seminary, before he was asked to leave for being “too 
left for them” (despite being a professed conservative).  He had given sermons and talks on 
Creation Care at a few congregations, which he believes contributed to the idea that he didn’t 
fit in with the culture at the seminary. Rev. Fisher has followed the progression of evangelical 
environmentalism and signed on to some of the declarations, believing that the topic should 
not be surrendered to the political left.  He grew up Baptist, and did not become concerned 
with environmental issues until visiting England for a semester during seminary.  Rev. Fisher 
does not broach green concerns at his current congregation, where it is just understood that 
“we don’t talk about that around here.” 
 
Rev. Freeman:  Rev. Freeman is a minister of a large suburban Southern Baptist congregation 
that sits on land with a lake. Rev. Freeman contracted with Charles’s energy consulting 
business, with the main impetus being the amount of money it would be possible to reallocate. 
The leadership of the congregation is mindful of environmental stewardship, and work to 
promote recycling and good use of resources. He believes that God appointed humanity as 
caretakers of creation, but that we have a lot of freedom of choice in how to go about that. 
While he does see some passages in the bible that promote environmental stewardship, he 
doesn’t believe that it is a major theme of scripture. Rev. Freeman sees some of the fringe of 
environmentalism as going contrary to scripture by elevating environment over humanity, so is 
hesitant about jumping in too deeply.  
 
Charles:  Charles is a member of the large Southern Baptist congregation where Rev. Freeman is 
the minister. Charles started an energy consulting business specifically geared toward helping 
churches reallocate funds spent on utilities towards mission work. He was working as a very 
successful consulting engineer when he felt that God called him towards starting this new 
business. Charles is very motivated by the environmental benefit of reducing energy 
consumption, but his company promotes itself to congregations as a way to save money. He 
considers himself politically independent, and tries to convince others that Creation Care 
should not be a partisan issue. One of his guiding principles is to love your neighbor as yourself, 
and in order to do that we must care for the environment as well.  
 
Daniel:  Daniel is a member of a small Southern Baptist congregation outside of the city. He is 
also an employee of the energy consulting business started by Charles. He previously worked as 
a pastor in a Southern Baptist church where he tried to get them to contract with the energy 
conservation company but was unsuccessful. He grew up very conservative politically, and was 
apathetic toward environmental issues until attending seminary and engaging with the 
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question of dominion. The seminary he attended had a culture of environmental stewardship. 
He now believes that to “disregard the health of the planet is to dishonor the gift that is from 
God.”  He and his family were readying to depart for a two-year mission in Africa.  
 
Diane:  Diane has recently moved to the city and was in the process of looking for a church.  She 
is a LEED certified architect, and was having trouble finding a congregation in the area that is 
environmentally conscious. At her previous congregation she felt ashamed and confused about 
her environmental concerns; she felt called by God to learn about sustainability, but has 
struggled with how to align that with her faith.  She believes that God placed a book about 
Creation Care into her reach, and was further inspired by a faith-based seminar at a building 
conference.  The speakers at the seminar moved her to tears because for the first time she was 
hearing from other evangelicals with similar values.  For her, this was confirmation from God 
that faith and environmentalism were aligned.  
 
Janet: Janet is a member of a suburban non-denominational bible-based megachurch.  She 
owns and operates a small organic farm that sells CSA (community supported agriculture) 
shares.  She grew up Southern Baptist but became frustrated with the political climate of her 
previous church; about five years ago she decided to leave and find a new congregation to 
attend.  Her current church does not actively support Creation Care, but she feels more 
comfortable talking with other members about her interest in sustainability.  She wishes the 
congregation were more active in regards to environmental issues, but doesn’t have the time 
herself to take that on.  This was one of my most unique interviews – Janet shoveled horse 
manure while we talked.  
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Appendix B: Codebook 
 

CODE CATEGORY Code 

  Motivation Motivation: Awareness of environmental issue 
What motivates you to advocate for the 
environment? 

Motivation: Church needs to be involved 

Motivation: Desire to help church 

Motivation: Justice issues 

Motivation: Monetary savings 

Motivation: Religious 

 
Motivation: Religious - Dominion 

 
Motivation: Religious - God in Nature 

 
Motivation: Religious - Stewardship 

  Catalyst Catalyst: Called by God 
What spurred your initial decision to begin 
environmental advocacy? 

Catalyst: Creation Care speaker 

Catalyst: Discussion 

Catalyst: Literature 

Catalyst: Realization church is inactive 

Catalyst: Scripture 

 
Catalyst: Seminary 

  Obstacles Obstacles: Anti-environment attitudes 
What have the complications been in 
promoting environmental advocacy in 
your congregation or religion? 

Obstacles: Association w/other groups 

Obstacles: Churches support status quo 

Obstacles: Culture 

Obstacles: Disinterest 

Obstacles: Ecocentrism 

Obstacles: Economic interest 
 Obstacles: False information 
 Obstacles: Feeling hopeless 

 
Obstacles: Hard to change habits 

 
Obstacles: Money/resources 

 
Obstacles: No Institutional support 

 
Obstacles: Not as important 

 
Obstacles: Political association 

 
Obstacles: Theology 

  Identity claims Identity claims: Environmentalist 
How do you view yourself? How do you 
view others? 

Identity claims: evangelical vs mainline 

Identity claims: Secular vs religious green 
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Environmental concerns Environmental Concern: Animal welfare 

What environmental issues are important 
to you? 

Environmental Concern: Consumption 

Environmental Concern: Energy 

Environmental Concern: Fracking 

Environmental Concern: Global warming 

Environmental Concern: Health 

Environmental Concern: Pollution 

Environmental Concern: Sustainability 

 
Environmental Concern: Waste 

 
Environmental Concern: Water 

  Action Action: Community Garden 
What activities do you take part in that 
are related to the environment? 

Action: Denominational work 

Action: Educational 

Action: Electronics recycling 

Action: Energy efficiency 

Action: Helping other churches 

Action: Nature cleanup 

Action: Political action 

Action: Recycling 

Action: Signing initiatives 

Action: Speaker 

Action: Styrofoam 

Action: Sunday School classes 

Action: Sustainable landscaping 

Action: Water efficiency 

Action: Worship service 
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Appendix C: Interview Schedules 
 
Interview Schedule – CONGREGANTS 
 
GENERAL BIOGRAPHY 

 Born, raised, married, where lived, children 

 Education, Occupation 
 
RELIGIOUS BIOGRAPHY 

 I’d like to begin by asking you a few questions about your religious history. First, were 
you raised in this religious tradition? 

o If not, what was your previous affiliation?  Why did you change to this one? 

 How long have you been a member of this church?   
o Where did you attend services before?  
o Why did you change churches? 

 How often do you go to services at this church? 
o Do you participate in any other church activities outside of attending service?   
o Are you a member of any groups in your church?  How often do you meet with 

them? 

 How do you describe your religious beliefs to people who are not in your church? 
o What are most important teachings of your faith? 
o Are there teachings at your church with which you disagree? 
o Do you consider yourself evangelical, fundamentalist, etc.? 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL VIEWS AND ACTIONS 

 Now I’d like to ask you some questions about your views on environment.   
o When did you first become aware of environmental issues? How did this 

happen? 
o Think about the people who are closest to you.  What would you tell them about 

your position on the environment? 
o Have you ever had to defend your views?  Can you tell me about this? 
o What do you think should be done about these environmental problems?  Who 

does the responsibility for these actions fall to? 
o There is a lot of debate about global warming and whether or not it exists and is 

a problem.  What is your opinion of it? 
o I’m interested in where you get most of your information about the 

environment.  What would you say is the source of most of your information?   

 Do you ever watch TV shows or listen to radio programs where they talk 
about the environment? 

 Where have you learned the most about environmental issues?   

 What do you think is the most reliable and trustworthy source of 
information? 
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 Now I’d like to know about any sorts of activities you take part in that are related to the 
environment.  

o Are you involved in any environmental action in your church?   

 What sorts of environmental action to do you do with your church?  If 
you can, please describe your most recent meeting.   

 How often do you participate in action like this? 
o Are you involved in any sort of environmental action outside of your church?  

 What sort of activities do you participate in?  Describe most recent 
meeting.  

 Who participates in these activities with you? 

 How did you become involved? 

 I’m interested in your opinions of other people on both sides of the environmental 
debate. 

o Are you aware of any local environmental organizations?   

 What do they promote? 

 What sorts of action do they take or events do they organize? 

 Do you have a positive or negative view of this group? 
o Have you heard of any national environmental organizations, like Greenpeace or 

the Sierra club? 

 What have you heard about these groups?   

 Do you have any opinion about these organizations?   

 Would you ever consider joining one of these groups? 
o Have you heard of any evangelical or Christian organizations that support 

environmentalism? 

 What do you think about the work of these organizations? 

 Have you had any contact with members of these organizations? 
o What about Evangelicals who do not support environmentalism.  Do you know of 

any groups that actively speak out against creation care or environmentalism? 

 What do you think about these groups? 

 Have you been personally impacted by any environmental issue?   
o Are you aware of any local environmental problems?   
o How bad do you think pollution is where you live? 

 
CONGREGATION AND ENVIRONMENT 

 Now I’d like to know a little bit about your church’s approach to environmental issues. 

 Congregation 
o Does your congregation have a formal stance on the environment?   
o How and when did you become aware of this stance?  How often is this view 

talked about? 
o What is the opinion of the majority? 
o What do you feel about that? 

 Leaders 
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o Does the minister ever talk about the environment?  Does he or she talk about 
Creation Care? What environmental views does he/she promote?  

o How do you feel about that?  
o Have leaders in the congregation organized any activities having to do with the 

environment?   
 What kinds of activities?   
 Do you believe they should be more/less environmental involved?  
 What is your opinion of the minister in general? 

 Family, friends, and colleagues  
o Do you have any family or friends that are involved in Creation Care in your 

church? 
o What sorts of activities do they participate in? 
o How do you feel about that? 
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Interview Schedule – MINISTERS 
 
GENERAL BIOGRAPHY 

 Born, raised, married, where lived, children 

 Education, Occupation 
 
RELIGIOUS BIOGRAPHY 

 I’d like to begin by asking you a few questions about your religious history. First, were 
you raised in this religious tradition? 

o If not, what was your previous affiliation?  Why did you change to this one? 

 How long have you been a minister in this church?   
o Were you a pastor somewhere else before this church?  
o If so, why did you change churches? 

 How do you describe your religious beliefs to people who are not in your church? 
o What are most important teachings of your faith? 
o Are there teachings at your church with which you disagree? 
o Do you consider yourself evangelical, fundamentalist, etc.? 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL VIEWS AND ACTIONS 

 Now I’d like to ask you some questions about your views on environment.   
o When did you first become aware of environmental issues? How did this 

happen? 

 Did you learn at all about the relationship of religion and the 
environment during your studies at seminary?   

 If so, what do you remember about these classes? 
o Think about the people who are closest to you.  What would you tell them about 

your position on the environment? 
o Have you ever had to defend your views?  Can you tell me about this? 
o What do you think should be done about these environmental problems?  Who 

does the responsibility for these actions fall to? 
o There is a lot of debate about global warming and whether or not it exists and is 

a problem.  What is your opinion of it? 
o I’m interested in where you get most of your information about the 

environment.  What would you say is the source of most of your information?   

 Do you ever watch TV shows or listen to radio programs where they talk 
about the environment? 

 Where have you learned the most about environmental issues?   

 What do you think is the most reliable and trustworthy source of 
information? 

 Now I’d like to know about any sorts of activities you take part in that are related to the 
environment.   

o Are you involved in any sort of environmental action outside of your church?  
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 What sort of activities do you participate in?  Describe most recent 
meeting.  

 Who participates in these activities with you? 

 How did you become involved? 

 I’m interested in your opinions of other people on both sides of the environmental 
debate. 

o Are you aware of any local environmental organizations?   

 What do they promote? 

 What sorts of action do they take or events do they organize? 

 Do you have a positive or negative view of this group? 
o Have you heard of any national environmental organizations, like Greenpeace or 

the Sierra club? 

 What have you heard about these groups?   

 Do you have any opinion about these organizations?   

 Would you ever consider joining one of these groups? 
o Have you heard of any evangelical or Christian organizations that support 

environmentalism? 

 What do you think about the work of these organizations? 

 Have you had any contact with members of these organizations? 
o What about Evangelicals who do not support environmentalism.  Do you know of 

any groups that actively speak out against creation care or environmentalism? 

 What do you think about these groups? 

 Have you been personally impacted by any environmental issue?   
o Are you aware of any local environmental problems?   
o How bad do you think pollution is where you live? 

 
CONGREGATION AND ENVIRONMENT 

 Now I’d like to know a little bit about your church’s approach to environmental issues. 

 Congregation 
o Does your congregation have a formal stance on the environment?   
o How and when did this stance come about?  How often is this view talked about? 
o What is the opinion of the majority? 
o What do you feel about that? 

 Are you involved in any environmental action in your church?   
o What sorts of environmental action to do you do with your church?  If you can, 

please describe your most recent meeting.   
o How often do you participate in action like this? 
o How receptive have the church members been to environmental issues? Has 

there been any backlash? 

 Leaders 
o Do you ever talk to the congregation about the environment or Creation Care?  

Can you think of any specific instances?  
o What was the response of the congregation? 
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o Have you organized any activities having to do with the environment?   
 What kinds of activities?   
 Do you believe your congregation should be more environmentally 

involved?  

 Family, friends, and colleagues  
o Do you have any family or friends that are involved in any environmental action? 
o What sorts of activities do they participate in? 
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Interview Schedule – CREATION CARE ORGANIZATIONS 
 
GENERAL BIOGRAPHY 

 Born, raised, married, where lived, children 

 Education, Occupation 
 
RELIGIOUS BIOGRAPHY 

 I’d like to begin by asking you a few questions about your religious history. First, were 
you raised in this religious tradition? 

o If not, what was your previous affiliation?  Why did you change to this one? 

 How long have you been a member of your current church?   
o Did you attend church somewhere else before this church?  
o If so, why did you change churches? 

 How do you describe your religious beliefs to people who are not in your church? 
o What are most important teachings of your faith? 
o Do you consider yourself evangelical, fundamentalist, etc.? 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL VIEWS AND ACTIONS 

 Now I’d like to ask you some questions about your views on environment.   
o When did you first become aware of environmental issues? How did this 

happen? 
o Think about the people who are closest to you.  What would you tell them about 

your position on the environment? 
o Have you ever had to defend your views?  Can you tell me about this? 
o What do you think should be done about these environmental problems?  Who 

does the responsibility for these actions fall to? 
o There is a lot of debate about global warming and whether or not it exists and is 

a problem.  What is your opinion of it? 
o I’m interested in where you get most of your information about the 

environment.  What would you say is the source of most of your information?   

 Do you ever watch TV shows or listen to radio programs where they talk 
about the environment? 

 Where have you learned the most about environmental issues?   

 What do you think is the most reliable and trustworthy source of 
information? 

 Now I’d like to ask you some questions about the work you do with (NAME OF 
ORGANIZATION) 

o When did you become involved with the organization?  What led to your 
involvement? 

o What does this organization do to promote Creation Care? 

 How do you think Evangelicals have responded to the work of your 
organization? 
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 Have you been met with any resistance or negative reactions? Can you 
think of a specific example? 

 Does your organization work with other organizations to promote these 
ideals?  Can you tell me which ones? 

 Congregation (If respondent attends a specific congregation) 
o Does your congregation have a formal stance on the environment?   
o How and when did you become aware of this stance?  How often is this view 

talked about? 
o What is the opinion of the majority? 

 Now I’d like to know about any activities you take part in that are related to the 
environment.  

o Are you involved in any environmental action in your own congregation?   

 What sorts of environmental action to do you do with your church?  If 
you can, please describe your most recent meeting.   

 How often do you participate in action like this? 

 How receptive have the church members been to environmental issues? 
Has there been any backlash? 

o Are you involved in any sort of environmental action outside of your church?  

 What sort of activities do you participate in?  Describe most recent 
meeting.  

 Who participates in these activities with you? 

 How did you become involved? 

 I’m interested in your opinions of other people on both sides of the environmental 
debate. 

o Are you aware of any local environmental organizations?   

 What do they promote? 

 What sorts of action do they take or events do they organize? 

 Do you have a positive or negative view of this group? 
o Have you heard of any national environmental organizations, like Greenpeace or 

the Sierra club? 

 What have you heard about these groups?   

 Do you have any opinion about these organizations?   

 Would you ever consider joining one of these groups? 

 Have you had any contact with members of these organizations? 
o What about Evangelicals who do not support environmentalism.  Do you know of 

any groups that actively speak out against creation care or environmentalism? 

 What do you think about these groups? 

 Have you been personally impacted by any environmental issue?   
o Are you aware of any local environmental problems?   
o How bad do you think pollution is where you live? 

 Family, friends, and colleagues  
o Do you have any family or friends that are involved in Creation Care in your 

church? 
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Interview Schedule – SECULAR ENVIRONMENTALISTS 
 
GENERAL BIOGRAPHY 

 Born, raised, married, where lived, children 

 Education, Occupation 
 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL VIEWS AND ACTIONS 

 Now I’d like to ask you some questions about your views on environment.   
o When did you first become aware of environmental issues? How did this 

happen? 
o Think about the people who are closest to you.  What would you tell them about 

your position on the environment? 
o Have you ever had to defend your views?  Can you tell me about this? 
o What do you think should be done about these environmental problems?  Who 

does the responsibility for these actions fall to? 
o There is a lot of debate about global warming and whether or not it exists and is 

a problem.  What is your opinion of it? 
o I’m interested in where you get most of your information about the 

environment.  What would you say is the source of most of your information?   

 Do you ever watch TV shows or listen to radio programs where they talk 
about the environment? 

 Where have you learned the most about environmental issues?   

 What do you think is the most reliable and trustworthy source of 
information? 

 Now I’d like to know about any sorts of activities you take part in that are related to the 
environment.  

o What sort of activities do you participate in?  Describe most recent meeting.  

 Who participates in these activities with you? 

 How did you become involved? 

 I’m interested in your opinions of other people on both sides of the environmental 
debate. 

o Have you heard of any evangelical or Christian organizations that support 
environmentalism? 

 What do you think about the work of these organizations? 

 Have you had any contact with members of these organizations? 
o What about Evangelicals who do not support environmentalism.  Do you know of 

any groups that actively speak out against creation care or environmentalism? 

 What do you think about these groups? 

 Have you been personally impacted by any environmental issue?   
o Are you aware of any local environmental problems?   
o How bad do you think pollution is where you live? 
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