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A. INTRODUCTION

In thinking about Christians and environmental policy, we must first be clear about what, if anything, Christians have to contribute to this important field. 
Second, we need think about why our contributions often are neither welcomed nor even heard in the secular arena. Biblical "nature" texts and the 
Christian doctrine of creation are by no means unimportant, but I shall suggest that we have much to contribute to environmental thinking in addition to 
these. As for the reception of Christian thinking by the secular world, I shall try to show that the bias against religious, and especially Christian, beliefs and 
values that is pervasive in the academy and in much of government is epistemologically and politically unwarranted. Secular beliefs and values are not 
prima facie more rational than religious beliefs and values, and thus there are no good reasons to continue to grant them a privileged in our public life. Nor 
are Christian views intrinsically more personal and private than secular views and thus appropriate only for the nonpublic realm.

It will be obvious to the reader that I have little to say about the environmental views of postmodernists, radical feminists, nature worshipers, deep 
ecologists, and others who all in various ways are heirs of romanticism. I agree with some of their criticisms of Enlightenment rationalism and of English 
Liberalism but not with the subjectivist and relativist features of their thinking. And, of course, many specific beliefs that can be found among these 
movements are directly antithetical to Christian beliefs--the blurring of self and nature, the tendency to see nature as pervaded with divinity, and others. 
But the main reason I largely ignore these positions is that they have not been instrumental in marginalizing religious (especially Christian) thinking and 
quarantining it with respect to the public square in the way that more rationalistic philosophy and political theory have.

A. CHRISTIANS MUST GO BEYOND THE NATURE TEXTS

The Bible has a fair amount to say about what today we call "nature." But nothing like the pervasive concern for the "environment" that has become 
common in Western thought during the last half of the 20th century can be found in the Bible or in other ancient texts. This is not surprising, for throughout 
most of human history nature seemed clearly to have the upper hand, and even though occasional writers mentioned environmental insults,  Yi-fu Tuan [1]
is probably correct that historically most cultures exploited the environmental up to roughly the limits of their technical capabilities.[2] They lacked anything 
like our modern scientific understanding of ecology and the human impact on nature, and generally by the time a given culture became aware of how they 
were damaging the environment it was already too late to do much about it.

As a part of our general rethinking of Christian theology in light of modern environmental concerns, it has been fruitful to study the so-called Biblical 
"nature" texts and the Biblical doctrine of creation and to employ these in formulating a contemporary Christian environmental ethic. Already in the late 
1960's various Christian theologians and Biblical scholars associated with the Faith-Man-Nature group were arguing that we must reinterpret Christian 
thinking about nature in light of modern environmental problems.  In a 1971 piece entitled "Ecology, Religion and the American Dream,"  I enunciated [3] [4]
several important principles about how we as Christians should think about ourselves and nature: (1) "The World belongs to God. It does not belong to 
you. And it does not belong to me." (2) "God likes the world he has created," and "nature in its entirety has value for God." (3) "Creation as understood in 
the Biblical tradition involves interrelationship and wholeness, not incidentally, but fundamentally and necessarily." In a later piece entitled "Higher 
Education, the Church, and Environmental Values,"[ ] I added a number of further principles: (4) "Unless Western man discovers a new balance in his life 5
between work and play, production and praise, development and celebration, the useful and the useless, he will find it impossible to reach a harmonious 
relationship with himself, his fellows, and the world around him." (5) "The healing of nature will come about only with the healing of persons and 
institutions." (6) "Environmental solutions must always be undertaken within a framework of social justice and concern for all elements of society." These 
principles appear to me to be generally correct, although today, some two decades later, I might want to modify them in some details. Still, it strikes me 
now, as it did then, that it is just plain rude and impertinent to mess up God's creation as we have done, treating it however we please for our own selfish 
advantage.

Rather than elaborating on these principles, I would like to point to some additional Biblical and theological themes that nicely illustrate the powerful 
contributions Christians can make to our contemporary thinking and acting relative to our natural environment.

1. Motivation and Empowerment



Over the past 25 years, secular moralists have written a great deal about how we should think about and relate to our natural environment. Utilitarians, 
deontologists, social contract theorists, deep ecologists, and others have espoused a variety of positions on how humans should treat nature. Most writers 
castigate what they see as the anthropocentrism of Western religion's understanding of nature and agree with Aldo Leopold when he writes that "a land 
ethic changes the role of  from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it."  In his provocative book Homo sapiens [6] Respect for 

, Paul Taylor makes the strong claim that when we accept a biocentric view of nature we will understand that human beings are not inherently Nature
superior to animals or even to plants. All deserve equal consideration. Even though his book ends up with major confusion and inconsistency when he tries 
to draw out the practical implications of such a bold claim, just the fact that he makes it is significant.  Writing as a utilitarian, Peter Singer argues that a [7]
normal pig can be more valuable than a brain damaged human and accuses Christians and others of being "speciesists" because of our strong bias in 
favor of human over animal well being.[ ] Utilizing rights language, Tom Regan reaches similar conclusions.[ ] Other authors see humans as a form of 8 9
cancer on the earth, arguing that the planet would be better off if we were not here at all. But in all of this writing about how humans should treat nature, 
very little is said about the issues of motivation and empowerment. By and large the Socratic position that knowledge provides an adequate basis for 
virtuous action is simply assumed. Taylor, Singer, Regan, and many, many others have little or nothing to say about how humans might actually be 
empowered to live according to the ethical insights they propound.

In sharp contrast to these secular thinkers, Christians have thought a great deal about motivation and empowerment. As Christians we find that we are 
able to live differently because we have been redeemed by Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit within us is a source of motivation and energy that makes it 
possible to live sacrificially. We love--God, other people, nature--because God first loved us.

Because we as Christians recognize that God alone is the ultimate source of life, and because we believe that we need not and indeed cannot justify or 
save ourselves, we are able, ideally, to escape from the powerful temptation to exploit nature--more possessions, bigger houses, multiple cars, status 
vacations in far away places--as a means of justifying ourselves, of securing our own place in the sun. Over fifty years ago Reinhold Niebuhr made clear in 
his watershed book  the connections between our failure to trust God and our exploitation of one another and of nature. We The Nature and Destiny of Man
are all mortal, finite beings he reminds us, and thus we are insecure. But, in contrast to animals, our freedom and self-transcendence make us aware of 
our insecurity, and this makes us anxious. Anxiety as such is not sin but only the precondition of sin. Ideally, we can trust God to meet our needs, to 
secure our lives against the radically contingent nature of our existence. But we can also fail to trust God and attempt to secure our own futures, usually at 
the expense of other life, both human and nonhuman.[ ]10

I am not suggesting that motivation is everything. Historically, ignorance of ecological realities has played a decisive role in environmental exploitation. But 
today we know a great deal scientifically about what effects our actions are likely to have on our natural environment, yet at the same time we find it 
extremely difficult to simplify our lives and to consume and pollute less. This is true of the educated as well as the uneducated, of the Christian as well as 
the non-Christian. Indeed, as I claimed more than 25 years ago, academics at our best universities (including ecologists and professors of environmental 
studies) probably place at least 50% more strain on the natural environment than the average American--mainly because our incomes are much higher 
than average, and we spend these incomes on large houses, summer homes, foreign travel, and other environmentally demanding activities. As members 
of what Neuhaus and others have referred to as "the chattering class," we like to look down our environmental noses at those slobs who throw beer cans 
out of car windows. But in terms of stress on the environment, that is penny ante compared with all our international travel, fine homes, and far away 
vacations.

To be sure, up till now we Christians have not been exemplary by any stretch of the imagination when it comes to embracing environmentally gentle ways 
of living. Indeed, many Christians do not yet see an environmentally gentle lifestyle as having anything much to do with their basic Christian commitments, 
and thus much further learning is needed. But if we once understand the importance of living more gently on the earth, we are part of a vital tradition that 
can both motivate and empower us, for we know both that this is God's good earth and that we need not try to justify ourselves through the abundance of 
our possessions and through our ability to exploit one another and nature.[ ] As Christians, we believe that the world and all that is in it is the deliberate, 11
loving creation of God. He values it for its own sake as well as for its instrumental value to humans and to other creatures. And because he values nature, 
we, if we want to honor and serve him rightly, will also value it.

2. Freedom, Human Fulfillment, and Vision

Christians also are heirs to a doctrine of freedom and human fulfillment that stands in sharp contrast to liberal secular thinking with its focus on the 
autonomous self and its identification of rational behavior with self-interested behavior.[ ] Rather than understanding freedom and human fulfillment 12
mainly in terms of the ability to make decisions and choices, Christians see human flourishing as that state of being that results from living in harmony with 
the will of God. The Christian understanding of freedom has some similarities to views of ancient philosophy. Plato believed that one found the right path 
for himself by discovering the nature of things and by embracing the Good, the Beautiful, and the True. Stoics taught that one ought to live "according to 
nature," a nature that was understood in qualitative and not just in quantitative terms. Like Christians after them, the classical philosophers emphasized the 
virtues, especially justice, wisdom, self-control, piety, and courage. For both Christian and classical philosopher alike, human fulfillment is related to 
understanding and conforming one's life to reality. This classical understanding is similar to the position propounded by some contemporary 
environmentalists who speak of living according to or in harmony with nature. We are told that we must honor and respect nature, refusing to violate its 
rhythms and disturb its complex balances.

In sharp contrast to this classical view, modern political liberalism has tended to see freedom in terms of the absence of external constraints. Such phrases 
as "those wise constraints that make men free" sound odd to most Westerners today. But it seems increasingly apparent that the liberal emphasis on 
choice and self interest is not serving us or our environment very well. Various writers accuse Christianity of being anthropocentric. The charge is to some 
extent true, even though Christianity, rightly understood, is theocentric. The charge of anthropocentrism, however, seems thoroughly appropriate when 
applied to secular humanistic thinking with its emphasis on autonomy, self-interest, and individual choice.

As Iris Murdoch points out, by seeing freedom mainly in terms of individual decisions, we have largely missed the point that much, perhaps most, of the 
moral life is less a matter of choice than of vision. How we see the world determines how we treat it. The person who  the world properly, the one who sees
is able to escape from fantasy and illusion, is well positioned to  properly.[ ]live 13

3. Christians and Community

As Christians we are also well positioned to become responsible stewards of God's good creation because we are part of a living, dynamic community, the 
church of Jesus Christ, and also because we are not locked into the bipolar focus of traditional liberalism on the all-embracing state and the atomistic 
individual self. Sociologists generally concur that making lasting lifestyle changes is difficult apart from community support. The church at its best can 
provide such support, making it possible for us to sacrifice for the common good as a part of our service to God, helping us see that material possessions 
may work against the soul, and reminding us that "a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions" (Luke 12:15). As members of the 
Body of Christ, Christians know the meaning of forgiveness, reconciliation, mutual encouragement, and truthful speech--all elements necessary for 
successful community.



With its emphasis on universal individual rights and its bipolar focus on the individual autonomous self and the all-encompassing state, secular liberalism 
tends to neglect the reality of and the important differences among actual human communities. And it overlooks the fact that living communities do not 
exist just on the basis of legal or even moral rights. Their well being, as Wendell Berry so persuasively argues, depends on a broad range of attitudes, 
informal sanctions, group pressures, etc.[ ] Taking an approach very different from my own, Max Oelschlaeger concludes in his book : 14 Caring for Creation
"Assuming, then, that the state, the corporation, and the university are incapable of leading our culture toward [environmental] sustainability, we are left 
with a single alternative: the church." He claims that "the church remains the one institution where habits of the heart, the language of the community, yet 
exist."[ ]15

Although many Christians have uncritically accepted liberalism's bipolar focus on the autonomous individual and the all-embracing state, a growing number 
of Christian theologians, sociologists, and political theorists embrace a more differentiated view of society that stresses the importance of mediating 
structures such as church, family, school, business and labor organization, non profit public interest group, and others.[ ] Each of these structures is 16
more than just the sum of its individual members and should be viewed as having rights and obligations of its own. Building on the Catholic doctrine of 
subsidiarity and on the work of Abraham Kuyper and others, James Skillen of the Center for Public Justice, along with other writers in the reformed 
tradition, challenges us to develop a distinctively Christian view of politics, one that does not simply assume that government can solve all our social 
problems or that society and the state are synonymous.

A Christian public philosophy will go beyond the liberal and conservative variations of Liberalism. It will demand more than an updating of 
Aristotelian Thomism or a return to Puritan theology. It will require more than an appeal to American constitutionalism. It will begin with God's 
creation order and the differentiating social nature of human creatures rather than with imaginary autonomous individuals or with an 
undifferentiated ideal of human community.[ ]17

It is my experience in secular academia that most of us as "individual autonomous selves" may be able to talk the talk, but we have great difficulty in 
walking the walk, i.e. actually changing the way we live in environmentally significant ways. But, of course, we as Christians are also not living up to our 
potential when it comes to environmental matters. Far too many of us have embraced the view of some conservative economists that environmental crisis 
is mainly a myth and that we need not concern ourselves with world population growth and our high levels of material consumption. And many of us are 
experiencing only glimmers of the true meaning of membership in the Body of Christ. Our prayer needs to be that we will be more open to learning how to 
live in environmentally benign ways and that we will also come to experience more fully the true meaning of Christian community with its tradition of 
making personal sacrifices for the well being of others in obedience to Jesus Christ.

My experience of the 25 years since Earth Day One is that in spite of much student idealism and talk about saving the environment, within a very few 
years of graduation most students consume natural resources and pollute the environment at a rate that generally equals or exceeds that of the public at 
large. By and large this is also true in my own life. It is much harder to live at a low level of consumption and pollution than I would have believed to be the 
case 30 years ago. My wife suffers from advanced multiple sclerosis, and my 93 year old father lives with us. Both need the help of a caregiver more or 
less 24 hours a day. This means for me that time is at a premium, and that I often act in such a manner that trades energy and resources for time. I once 
thought air conditioning and large cars were unnecessary luxuries. But without central air conditioning my wife's life would be extremely precarious and 
limited, for, like many victims of multiple sclerosis, she is extremely heat sensitive. And trying to help a handicapped wife and an aged father (with 
wheelchair and much other paraphernalia) get around in a subcompact car is something I simply am not willing to do. Nonetheless, the ongoing support of 
fellow church members and the kind of community support I experience as a fellow in the Center for Public Justice and from people working within other 
mediating structures has made it possible to live far more gently in relation to the environment than probably would have been the case otherwise.

4. The Christian doctrines of Original Sin and Justification by Faith

The Christian doctrines of original sin and of justification by faith also have importance for our thinking about environmental issues. Christians believe that 
all humans are tainted by sin and that every area of our lives is affected. Thus, we will always be wary of scapegoating--blaming all our environmental 
problems on a market economy, government bureaucracies, the military, or Western technology with its preoccupation with power and control. The 
environmental horror stories that have come to light with the dissolution of the Soviet Union have made it abundantly clear that environmental salvation 
almost certainly does not depend on our switching from capitalist to socialist economic structures, something not a few academics have argued for in the 
past. Virtually all of us in the West--not just businessmen, the military, or government bureaucrats--are complicit in environmental pollution and 
overconsumption of resources. And the same pattern is repeating itself in developing countries.

This realization that we are all environmental sinners need not make us cynical about our stewardship responsibilities, but it ought to make us--in the best 
Niebuhrian sense, realists. We must try to reform institutions--schools, universities, and economic and political structures--but we must also be willing to be 
changed ourselves. Niebuhr was prescient in pointing out that in our anxiety and freedom we try to secure our own futures not just by exploiting other 
people but also by exploiting nature. Our "lust for power," he writes, "expresses itself in terms of man's conquest of nature, in which the legitimate freedom 
and mastery of man in the world of nature is corrupted into a mere exploitation of nature." "Greed," Niebuhr continues, "has . . . become the besetting sin 
of a bourgeois culture." We are "constantly tempted to regard physical comfort and security as life's final good and to hope for its attainment to a degree 
which is beyond human possibilities."[ ] But as Christians who experience the meaning of being "crucified with Christ," we can experience what it means 18
to be set free from greed and the need to justify ourselves.

B. CHRISTIANS DESERVE A PLACE AT THE ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY TABLE

Obviously, neither the six principles I cited from my 1970 article nor these four additional Christian themes are exhaustive nor will they automatically or 
unambiguously provide us with specific environmental policies. They form instead a setting or context within which we as Christians shape our 
environmental thinking. They help us become a particular kind of people, motivating and empowering us to live environmentally sound lives by making 
necessary sacrifices and caring deeply about the well-being of both our fellow human beings and nature. They will perhaps have their greatest impact in 
the field of environmental education and will only indirectly impact actual environmental policy making.

But in spite of the power and insightfulness of these Christian beliefs and values, the fact remains that most secular political theorists consider them to be 
essentially private and inappropriate when introduced in public deliberation and debate. In discussing world population pressures, for instance, many 
academics assume that presenting secular reasons in favor of abortion is entirely acceptable, whereas introducing religious reasons against abortion is not 
acceptable. For at least ten years I attended a weekly seminar at Cornell University sponsored by our program in Science, Technology, and Society. This 
was a group of faculty and graduate students that met to discuss a broad range of social issues in the context of science and technology. We frequently 
focused on environmental questions. Perhaps every second or third week I would comment on the issue at hand, drawing upon my knowledge of Christian 
ethics and theology. The response I received was depressingly constant. Almost never did anyone publicly agree with me or applaud my contribution. Nor 
did anyone disagree with me. They simply ignored me. The analogy may be crude, but it is apt: it was as if I had farted! And when someone farts in public, 
people neither applaud nor boo. They simply try to ignore the event altogether, pretending that it never happened.



I am not suggesting that quoting Scripture verses is a particularly helpful way to be involved in public policy debates or in academic discussions, nor is this 
what I attempted. On the other hand, why is it any less acceptable to quote the Bible than to quote Marx, or Peter Singer, or some deep ecologist? 
Prudentially, both Christians and non-Christians are well-advised in policy discussions to appeal to reasons that are widely accepted. That is just good 
common sense, namely appealing to the "common sense." But citing Christian sources is no more parochial or sectarian than quoting Peter Singer or Tom 
Regan on animal welfare issues, or referring to Aldo Leopold or perhaps to a deep ecologist on questions concerning land use. Interestingly, most 
academics do not resist references to Native American or perhaps Buddhist or Taoist sources in the way they oppose Christian references. This may well 
be because these sources are not genuine competitors in the marketplace of ideas to the degree that Christian beliefs and values are.[ ]19

Resistance to specifically religious (especially Christian) beliefs and values in public discussion is seen in the writings of the majority of secular 
philosophers and political theorists. They claim that we must forge a public environmental ethic and fashion environmental policies in purely secular terms 
and on the basis of purely secular reasons. People may be religious if they so choose, but religion does not belong in public. It is essentially personal and 
private. Some writers argue that citing religious sources is inappropriate in any public policy discussion. Others are more permissive and want to exclude 
religious contributions only in those cases where an attempt is made to limit the basic freedoms of fellow citizens.[ ]20

One of the more extreme positions regarding religion and politics is taken by political philosopher Robert Audi. His "principle of secular rationale" states 
that "one should not advocate or support any law or public policy that restricts human conduct unless one has, and is willing to offer, adequate secular 
reason for this advocacy or support."[ ] Audi goes even further in his "principle of secular motivation," which states that "one should not advocate or 21
promote any legal or public policy restrictions on human conduct unless one not only has and is willing to offer, but is also  adequate secular motivated by
reason, where this reason (or set of reasons) is motivationally sufficient for the conduct in question." Lest the reader harbor any wrong opinions of Audi's 
claims, he immediately adds the comment that "this principle . . . is by no means extreme"! His comment is particularly interesting in light of the dominant, 
and probably essential, role that religious motivation played in the civil rights movement of the fifties and sixties.

Bruce Ackerman also takes an extreme position regarding what is politically permissible in a liberal state. Under the heading "Neutrality," he claims:

No reason is a good reason if it requires the power holder to assert:

(a) that his conception of the good is better than that asserted by any of his fellow citizens, or

(b) that, regardless of his conception of the good, he is intrinsically superior to one or more of his fellow citizens.[ ]22

The radical quality of Ackerman's position is evident in his comments on specific issues. Regarding school choice, he writes: "Thus, Friedman's plan 
legitimates a series of petty tyrannies in which like-minded parents club together to force-feed their children without restraint."[ ] "The truth is," he claims, 23
"that  system in which the elder generation uses its superior power to 'educate' the young is coercive."[ ]any 24

Neither Audi nor Ackerman, nor, for that matter, most writers who deal with the subject of religion in public life, show much if any awareness of the fact that 
secular views can  in ways that are virtually identical to religious views. Starting with Durkheim and continuing to the present day, many function
anthropologists and sociologists have argued that whatever provides the basic myths, stories, narratives, and explanations of what reality is like and how 
we ought to conduct our lives can function like religion.[ ] Thus, as even the Supreme Court has recognized, it makes perfectly good sense to think of 25
secular humanistic beliefs and values as being essentially religious in the way that they operate in a society or in the lives of individuals.[ ] And, of 26
course, belief systems like Buddhism and Taoism do not include belief in a god or gods, yet we do not hesitate to think of them as religions. John Dewey 
thought of his own secular, atheistic beliefs as essentially religious. In the very last paragraph of his book , he writes: "Here are all the A Common Faith
elements for a religious faith that shall not be confined to sect, class, or race. Such a faith has always been implicitly the common faith of mankind. It 
remains to make it explicit and militant." Dewey's claim for the universality of his faith is extravagant, but his comment about making it explicit and militant 
is prescient, at least if we can judge on the basis of public education in America over the past 30 years or so.

John Rawls takes a far more moderate position, one that in some respects Christians will find attractive. He writes that "the limits imposed by public reason 
do not apply to all political questions but only to those involving what we may call 'constitutional essentials' and questions of basic justice." These include 
fundamental questions such as "who has the right to vote, or what religions are to be tolerated, or who is to be assured fair equality of opportunity, or to 
hold property."[ ] The Supreme Court, Rawls notes, ought to be the exemplar of public reason.[ ] Public reason is never justified in appealing to the 27 28
particular beliefs of what Rawls terms a "comprehensive doctrine," whether this be religious or secular. When discussing constitutional essentials and 
matters of basic justice we are rather "to appeal only to presently accepted general beliefs and forms of reasoning found in common sense, and the 
methods and conclusions of science when these are not controversial."[ ] Rawls specifically writes that29

the status of the natural world and our proper relation to it is not a constitutional essential or a basic question of justice, as these questions have 
been specified. It is a matter in regard to which citizens can vote their nonpolitical values and try to convince other citizens accordingly. The limits 
of public reason do not apply.[ ]30

Rawls seems less than clear about whether these comments about voting one's nonpolitical values and trying to convince other citizens accordingly mean 
that in public policy discussions it is legitimate to refer to secular and religious beliefs and values that are part of comprehensive doctrines. In a number of 
places he seems to imply that all  discussion should employ only public reason and that legislators, judges, and public officials should also limit public
themselves to what can be said within the limits of public reason. My own reading of Rawls suggests that the most consistent position would be that when 
matters of basic justice and constitutional essentials are not at stake then it would be permissible to introduce reasonable religious and secular beliefs and 
values in the discussion.

It is important to note that Rawls treats secular philosophies in the same way that he treats religious world views. Both are included in the category 
"comprehensive doctrines." Thus, classical liberalism, insofar as it is a comprehensive doctrine or worldview, falls under the same restrictions as 
Christianity or Judaism or other "reasonable" religions.[ ] Because most environmental issues do not fall within the category of what Rawls calls 31
"constitutional essentials and questions of basic justice," it is legitimate--if I read Rawls correctly--to argue for or against many specific policies on the basis 
of one's religious commitments.

Rawls sees "the Supreme Court as an Exemplar of Public Reason."[ ] One of its tasks is "to give due and continuing effect to public reason by serving as 32
its institutional exemplar."[ ] Rawls continues:33

Citizens and legislators may properly vote their more comprehensive views when constitutional essentials and basic justice are not at stake; they 
need not justify by public reason why they vote as they do or make their grounds consistent and fit them into a coherent constitutional view over 
the whole range of their decisions. The role of the justices is to do precisely that and in doing it they have no other reason and no other values 
than the political.[ ]34

He then notes that



[t]he justices cannot, of course, invoke their own personal morality, nor the ideals and virtues of morality generally. Those they must view as 
irrelevant. Equally, they cannot invoke their or other people's religious or philosophical views."[ ]35

How should we as Christians respond to Audi, Ackerman, Rawls, and others who want to limit or exclude religious reasons from the public square? First, 
we must distinguish between radical views like those of Audi and Ackerman and the more moderate position of Rawls. I believe that Christians should 
strongly oppose the views of Audi and Ackerman that would largely exclude Christians from the public square (unless they speak in secular terms). These 
positions cannot in my judgment be justified politically or morally. They either disenfranchise a large portion of the citizenry or else force them to lead 
intellectually schizophrenic lives.

The views of philosophers like Audi and Ackerman seem to rest on the Enlightenment conviction that secular reason is rational in a way that religious 
reason is not. Secular reason, according to this way of thinking, is based on evidence, common sense, science, and logic; it contrasts sharply with 
religious reason, which is grounded in revelation, emotion, superstition, and dogma. But I find this distinction epistemologically unconvincing. All human 
knowledge programs, all human research enterprises, all human attempts to understand the world in which we live and how we ought to conduct our lives--
all are limited and subject to error, and all rest on beliefs about the nature of reality that may indeed be reasonable but are not compellingly rational to 
those who start with different reasonable beliefs and assumptions. Human thinking always starts with belief or assent and not with radical doubt, and one 
of the main differences between, say, a Christian worldview and most secular worldviews is that Christians generally are more up front about the role of 
their basic beliefs.[ ] My considered judgment is that it simply is not possible to argue successfully that secular reason as such is more objective, more 36
rational, or more universal than is religious reason as such.[ ]37

Bentham's utilitarian calculus is accepted by a great many thinkers, and in some situations by almost all of us, but how could one conceivably demonstrate 
that his view is more universal and more reasonable than such fundamental Christian convictions as the Golden Rule or the belief that Christians should 
imitate their Lord in living lives of sacrifice and concern for the well being of others? Beginning in the modern West, rights language has over the past 100 
years spread throughout much of the world, but it is not the preferred language of most religious people, and if one asks about what justifies or grounds 
moral rights (as over against legal or political rights) the answers become at least as difficult and problematic as arguments for the existence of God.

Far more Americans understand their lives at the deepest levels in theistic terms than in purely secular terms. I am not a relativist or a postmodernist, and I 
believe that some positions are more reasonable than others. But to argue that secular moral and social views as a set are more reasonable or more 
public than religious moral and social views as a set makes little sense to me. Why would one think this to be so? Christianity is not a private religion that is 
not open to people who are not Christians. The belief that Jesus Christ is Lord is just as accessible to non-Christians as is the utilitarian belief that society 
ought to make decisions on the basis of maximizing human happiness or trying to achieve the greatest good for the greatest number. Christians are able 
to give reasons in support of their belief that it is reasonable to follow Jesus Christ no less so than secular philosophers are able to give reasons in support 
of secular moral and political theories.

If secularists can put forward no convincing grounds for discriminating against religiously grounded moral views concerning how we should think about and 
treat our natural environment, then why should they try to insulate the public square from such religious views.[ ] To be sure, when Christians are able to 38
rely on widely accepted secular grounds in favor of particular environmental policies it is usually prudent to do so. But this is not different in principle from 
the situation in which humanists and atheists find themselves. It would be foolish for atheists to advertise their atheism when arguing for particular 
environmental policies when there was no special need to do so. American socialists may draw upon the insights of Lenin and Marx, but if these insights 
have become widely accepted as part of our common understanding of the just society, then what could they possibly gain by advertizing their atheistic 
parentage? To do so would serve no useful purpose, unless most of those wrestling with the issue at hand were themselves Marxists.

As we have seen, Rawls takes a far more moderate position than Audi and Ackerman. Insofar as liberalism and other secular worldviews are what Rawls 
terms "comprehensive doctrines," they occupy no privileged place epistemologically. When questions of basic justice and constitutional essentials are at 
stake, Rawls insists that we limit ourselves to public reason. One problem with Rawls' position, however, is that in many tough cases--take issues like 
abortion, euthanasia, animal rights/welfare, wilderness preservation, and intergenerational responsibility--public reason seems too limited in scope to help 
much. However strongly we may wish for it, there simply is no generally accepted public reason that can provide definitive answers to these complex 
issues.[ ]39

Virtually all Americans are committed to the concept of public reason up to a certain point. We discovered long ago that avoiding theological controversy by 
arguing for policy positions in a secular manner made good sense. Indeed, it is difficult to visualize what a Presbyterian view of soil conservation, a Jewish 
position on cleaning up toxic dumps, or a Catholic method for saving the California condor might look like--even though both Jews and Christians believe 
that God is Lord over all of life.[ ] On the other hand, phrases like a Catholic view on abortion, an orthodox Jewish view of marriage, or an Evangelical 40
Christian view of extra-marital sex make perfectly good sense, and we use such expressions frequently.

I would like to suggest a way for Christians to begin working for greater fairness in the public square. My recommendation might at first sound like overkill 
or suggest that I am being unduly sensitive, but it might just possibly provide an effective way to begin to raise society's consciousness about religious 
discrimination. My recommendation is this: We Christians should challenge the way in which most academics, the media, and our courts employ the term 
"sectarian" in relation to Christians and other religious Americans. All of these groups, including even the U.S. Supreme Court, commonly describe 
religious Americans and their institutions, beliefs, and activities as "sectarian," while at the same time using the term "nonsectarian" to refer to secular 
Americans and their institutions, beliefs, and activities. For the Supreme Court, religious = sectarian and secular = nonsectarian.[ ]41

This usage has become so commonplace that even most Christians hardly give it a thought. But if one takes time to recall the history of the term 
"sectarian," the employment of these formulas by public figures becomes highly problematic. "Sectarian" is a mean-spirited term with connotations like 
schismatic, unorthodox, parochial, narrow minded, rigid, heretical, and biased. Historically, the term has been used to marginalize and disenfranchise 
one's political and religious enemies and opponents. Sociologists and other scholars may use the term with relatively little bias (although even this is 
questionable), but when used by public figures, its impact is generally discriminatory and prejudicial.

The evolution of the term's usage is instructive. Jefferson employed it to refer to orthodox Christians in contrast to his own Unitarian-Deistic beliefs. He 
argued that Calvinists based their beliefs on dogma, revelation, and superstition, and he referred to them as parochial and sectarian. But his own religious 
beliefs, he thought, were grounded in reason, science, and common sense; they were universal and "nonsectarian." As McCarthy, Skillen and others have 
pointed out, such a distinction today seems far sooner self serving than self-evident, but it nonetheless deeply influenced the place of religion in American 
public life.[ ]42

It is important to note that while Jefferson used the term "sectarian" to refer to the wrong kind of religion (and the term "nonsectarian" to refer to the right 
kind of religion--i.e. his own Unitarian/Enlightenment version of Christianity), today the term "sectarian" is applied to religion in general and the term "non-
sectarian" to the secular in general. And a careful reading of Supreme Court decisions clearly shows that where the formula "religious = sectarian" is 
employed the context usually is pejorative, and where the formula "secular = nonsectarian" is employed the context is generally positive.[ ]43



I find no good reasons for public figures today to continue to employ the formula "religious = sectarian," and insofar as it prejudices public discussion and 
debate there are many good reasons for abandoning such usage except where the formula needs to be employed for the sake of historical accuracy. It 
symbolizes the bigoted and unreasonable attitude of all too many Americans today towards religion, especially Christianity. By insisting--politely but firmly--
that public officials, academia, and the media abandon such prejudicial terminology, we will call attention to the importance of rethinking the role religion 
might play in public life.

C. TRADITIONAL LIBERALISM AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY

Traditional political liberals make a strong case that government ought not to concern itself with particular concepts of the good life or the good society but 
instead should limit itself to establishing just and fair procedures and laws. Individuals, according to classical liberal thought, should be left free to pursue 
the good, including the religious good, according to their own consciences and beliefs.

Although this position is closely related to America's commitment to freedom of religion, it presents unusual difficulties when it comes to how we ought to 
deal with our natural environment, for issues such as our treatment of animals, wilderness preservation, and responsibility to future generations appear to 
have much more to do with competing visions of the good life than with questions of basic social justice.

Take the case of animal welfare/animal rights. Harming a pig or a raccoon or a whitetail deer in very few cases directly harms other people. It may offend 
them, but in liberal theory my being offended does not provide sufficient justification for the state to restrict someone else's freedom. Extending concern to 
animals along the lines attempted by Peter Singer, Tom Regan, Paul Taylor, and others depends on espousing a particular vision of the good life, one that 
includes or provides the reasonable basis for what they consider the proper treatment of animals.[ ] To try to get the state to pass laws to protect 44
animals--perhaps pushing all of us toward a vegetarian diet or prohibiting hunting and the use of animals in medical research--is to want the state to 
restrict the freedom of all citizens not on the basis of traditional considerations of justice but on the basis of a vision of the good life shared by only certain 
citizens. This is something liberals are not supposed to do. The question of whether animals are morally considerable in roughly the same way humans are 
rests ultimately on metaphysical and/or religious assessments of animal and human nature (for instance, are only humans created in the image of God, 
and if so, what significance does this fact have for our treatment of animals?). Traditional liberal doctrines of justice give no standing to animals, and thus 
we ought not try to limit other people's freedom by restricting their treatment of animals.[ ]45

The question of intergenerational justice also raises troublesome problems for traditional liberals. In discussing this issue, philosopher Derek Parfit asks us 
to envision two scenarios for the future.[ ] In the first of these, the pollution scenario, we do everything wrong, polluting our land, air, and water, and 46
squandering our natural resources. In the second scenario, the conservation scenario, we do everything right with respect to our natural environment.

Parfit asks the question: If we today follow the pollution scenario rather than the conservation scenario, will those who live, say, 100 years from now, be 
able to claim that we violated their rights, and thereby acted unjustly towards them. Parfit's answer is both counterintuitive and irritating to most 
conservationists, but probably correct. In short, he says, "No, they would not be justified in saying we had violated their rights."

Parfit defends this conclusion as follows. If we today follow the conservation scenario rather than the pollution scenario, an entirely different set of people 
will be alive 100 years from now than would have been the case had we followed the pollution scenario. This is because following the conservation 
scenario would have had all kinds of subtle but important impacts on our reproduction. Say, for instance, that we were to ride bicycles to and from work, 
keep our houses cooler in winter and warmer in summer, grow our own vegetables, take fewer and colder showers, eat less red meat, and so forth. All of 
these particular actions would affect precisely when and under what circumstances men and women have sexual intercourse, which in turn would mean 
that different sperm would fertilize particular eggs (or sometimes even different eggs). But since the genetic encoding of each person depends entirely on 
which sperm fertilizes which egg, within a very few generations the earth would come to be populated by a totally different set of people than would have 
been the case had we followed the pollution scenario. If we had followed the conservation scenario, most of the people who would have resulted from our 
following the pollution scenario would never exist have existed at all.

So unless people who are born under the pollution scenario could say that their lives were so bad that they would have been better off never to have been 
born at all, they simply would have no basis for claiming that we had violated their rights. Their very existence depended on our having followed the 
pollution scenario.

Does Parfit's example mean that we have no responsibilities to future generations? Not at all! Rather, what it means is that we cannot argue for such 
responsibility on the basis of traditional liberal thinking about rights. Successful attempts to justify responsibility to future generations depend on embracing 
particular visions of the good life and the good society. Public policy which in good liberal fashion attempts to limit itself to fair procedures and correct 
principles of justice may simply be unable to deal adequately with the question of intergenerational responsibility.[ ]47

In sharp contrast to the difficulties traditional liberals encounter in trying to deal with intergenerational responsibility, Christians find this issue surprisingly 
easy to resolve, at least in terms of determining whether or not we do have such a responsibility. This is because God transcends the generations, and he 
loves not just people now alive but also those who have lived in the past and those who will live in the future. Also, insofar as future people will become 
members of the church, the mystical body of Jesus Christ, those who are now alive who are also members of the Body of Christ would be acting 
irrationally if they failed to look after the interests of future people, especially fellow Christians. "If one member [of the Body of Christ] suffers," Paul reminds 
us, "all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together."[ ]48

Wilderness preservation is also problematic within a traditional liberal context. Some preservations arguments can be made on the basis of preserving 
genetic diversity in the hope someday of capitalizing on these agriculturally, medically, and industrially. Wilderness also has value for recreation, 
maintaining ecological balance, and so forth. But the driving force behind wilderness preservation is the conviction that preserving wilderness helps us 
become better people and a better society, and preserves for us an essential part of the good life. Not a few individuals maintain an essentially religious 
attitude toward nature and toward wilderness in particular, and it is this attitude that most deeply motivates their preservation efforts. But such religious (or 
metaphysical) attitudes and attendant beliefs fall within the realm of what Rawls calls "comprehensive doctrines." They fall outside of the domain of "public 
reason," and they do not provide an adequate basis for wilderness preservation if government is permitted to limit my freedom only to prevent injustice to 
others.

Rather than utilizing what are at best secondary arguments for preserving wilderness such as wilderness as a treasury trove of possible medicines and 
wilderness as preserving genetic diversity, would it not be better for preservationists honestly to admit that they embrace a different vision of the good life 
than non-preservationists? Christians and secularists might find common ground in such an admission: Christians could favor wilderness preservation on 
the basis of wanting to maintain exemplars of God's creative activity, on the basis of the role wilderness plays in Biblical and Christian tradition, and on the 
basis of preserving nature as a manifestation of the power and glory of God. Non-Christian environmentalists could put forward their own religious and 
secular reasons for wilderness preservation. Together they might be politically strong enough to carry the day. And if not, then both Christian and 
nonChristian preservationists could continue the dialogue with those who do not find wilderness worth preserving, trying to persuade them to join in the 
effort.[ ]49



It may well be that the long-term care of the environment will demand that Americans become more comfortable about publicly discussing and debating 
what constitutes the good life and the good society. Actually, most citizens already publicly talk about the good without great discomfort; it is mainly 
political philosophers and political scientists who want to limit conversation to justice talk. But, as we have seen, justice talk will probably not be adequate 
for dealing with some of the most important environmental problems we face today. If politics is to be anything more than using state power to force our 
preferences on each other, then when it comes to some very important environmental policy issues we will have to find ways to engage in civil, 
constructive dialogue about the nature of the good society.

D. BEARING WITNESS AND ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY

Americans face a difficult dilemma. In a world where all people shared the same fundamental assumptions and worldview commitments, the concept of 
public reason would not be problematic. Talk about the good as well as the just would fall within the category of public reason. But we do not live in such a 
world. We do not even agree fully about what constitutes justice, let alone what constitutes the good life and the good society.[ ] Where worldview 50
commitments differ substantially, limiting public discussion and debate to justice concerns that fall within an overlapping consensus makes sense, but 
unfortunately it does not permit us to deal with many of the urgent social (especially environmental) problems we face.

In our highly pluralistic society, we are frequently able to reach agreement on particular environmental policies and to do so without violating our 
consciences. Often this means that we will have to compromise and accept less than we wanted. But, as we have seen, some critical environmental 
issues cannot be rationally resolved in terms of what Rawls calls our constitutional essentials and considerations of basic justice.[ ] One option is to 51
pretend that our shared assumptions permit us to reach firm, rational, logical conclusions on a broader range of issues than is actually the case. But such a 
procedure is fundamentally dishonest. In the realm of constitutional interpretation,  is, in my judgment, an example of such "dishonesty" or Roe v. Wade
"bad faith."[ ] The justices in this landmark 1973 case rely neither on public reason nor on disciplined constitutional interpretation. Indeed, I would be 52
willing to argue that in  the court was not really reading the constitution at all; instead they were unabashedly imposing their own beliefs and values on Roe
the rest of society. Such a move both silences genuine democratic political discussion and debate and also destroys confidence in the rule of law.

When our plural beliefs do not permit us to reach firm policy conclusions on environmental issues the worst thing we can do is to ignore each other and 
drift into a kind of sullen silence. Nor should we uncomplainingly submit to illegitimate attempts by the courts to enforce private values on the public. In this 
situation of disagreement we might well call upon the Christian concept of "bearing witness." In bearing witness to our beliefs and values, we might or 
might not discover some further degree of overlapping consensus. But even where consensus or compromise eludes us, we still might end up with a better 
understanding of where others are coming from and where they hope to go, and perhaps develop greater understanding and sympathy for those 
individuals and groups that embrace views different from our own.

The concept of bearing witness seems particularly appropriate for a pluralistic society. Rather than insisting that our opponents or their positions are 
rationally defective or unreasonable, we openly acknowledge both the plural nature of our society and the fact that there remains a kind of mystery about 
how and why we commit ourselves to ultimate beliefs and values. When Peter, in answer to Jesus' question about who he is, replies, "You are the Christ, 
the Son of the living God," Jesus responds, "Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in 
heaven." Peter's realization that Jesus was the Messiah was the most fundamental component of his worldview. It was the insight upon which rested his 
entire understanding of what it meant to be a Christian. But Jesus makes clear that Peter did not come to this deep knowledge on his own. It was given to 
him. There remains a mystery about knowledge at the deepest levels. We never fully understand why or how we come to our fundamental views about the 
nature of reality and about how we ought to live. Because of this it seems far more appropriate to "bear witness" to the truth as we have experienced it 
than to insist that those who disagree with us are bad people or that their arguments are "rationally defective."[ ]53

As Christians who believe in a God who comes to us as a babe in a manger rather than with overwhelming force and who believe in fundamental freedom 
of conscience, we ought always to show respect for those who differ with us about particular environmental policies, even though at times we may support 
legislation that will restrict the freedom of these individuals. On the other hand, we should refuse to be marginalized by those who see us as sectarians and 
as unfit to participate in the public realm unless we disengage ourselves from what we truly believe and value. We have much to contribute to the fields of 
environmental ethics, environmental education, and environmental policy, and we should resist all attempts to keep us quarantined in a cultural and 
political ghetto just because we think in religious rather than secular terms.

Richard A. Baer, Jr. October 3, 1996
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etc. In passing, Singer and Regan note that the belief in equality has something to do with the Biblical view 
that human beings possess a soul or were created in the image of God. Thus they cannot help but understand that 
in its origin the belief in human equality was much more than just a moral ideal, which is what they claim it is 
today. It was rather based on the judgment that what was most essentially human and that which most clearly 
separated us from animals was indeed the same in all human beings.
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