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Religious cosmologics regarding I]'H:' natural environment
are diverse, and the broad range of teachings might suggest
that some religions are naturally “greener” than others. But
the reality is more complex. Nearly all religions can be com-
mended and criticieed for one aspect or another of thelr
posture toward the enviconment, A religion's environmen-
tal credentials may depend on whether its teaching, its prac-
tice, or its potential for “greening” itsclf is being assessed. Aid
scholars see great potential for developing environmental
ethics even within traditions that have not emphasized
them. {3¢e Box 2.)*

Religion's capacity to provide meaning is rooted deep in
the human psyche. This capacity is often expressed through
symbols, rituals, myths, and other practices that work at the

level l:rfrifkcl’“'l'h speak to us from a primal place, a place

~where a mﬁmm&umﬂ@ for exam-

patterns of of activity that carry the often inex-

sricnce—is a r.lu:|:— form of
communication that is tapped by both religious and secular
leaders. A president or prime minister singing the national
anthem at a sporting event, hand over heart, is engaging in
a powerful ritualistic behavior that speaks to compatriots in
a profound way. Needing tools to express spiritual concepts
that are well beyond the capacity of language to convey,

_meligious and spiritual traditions for millennia have turned

“_to rlu.ﬂl‘.nr helpte

Ritual communication, it turns out, has also had an
important role in environmental protection among tradi-
tional socictics. Where resources have been managed well, the
credit often goes to rﬂlnghm of ritual representation of
resource management,” according to cultural ecologist E. N.
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Selected Religious Perspectives on Nature
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Anderson. Before stripping bark from cedar trees, for instance,
the Thingit Indians of the Pacific Northwest perform a ritual
apology 1o the spirits they believe live there, promising to take
only what they need. Among the Tsembaga people of New
Guinea, pig festivals, ritual pig slaughters, and pig-cating rit-
uals play a key role in maintaining ecological balance, redis-
tributing land and pigs among people, and ensuring that the
neediest are the first to receive limited supplies of pork. Rit-
uals such as these are often dismissed as superstition by mod-
ern peoples, vet anthropologists assent that skilled use of
ritual has made many traditional socketies far more success-
ful in caring for thekr environment than industrial societies
have been. The key, says Anderson, Is traditional societies’
understanding that ritual helps people forge emotional con-
nections with the natural world, connections that Industrial
socicties are slow to make, !

ed. Asked in 1925 if the Pope might prove
the Sovict Union, Josef Stalin s said to have
replied scomfully, “The Pope? How many divisions has he got?”
The dictators response betrays a dim understanding of the

is a subtle assel, casily overdooked and ==



