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Preface

The question of global sustainability is one that has begun to absorb the
attention and efforts of a number of different communities of scholars
and policy personnel over the last quarter century. Consumption levels
and issues of population policy directly affect the sustainability equa-
tion. Yet both are fraught with deep public policy implications that
draw upon two communities that are at times seen to be at odds with
one another, the “religious” and the “science” communities, each with
its own conversations and social activists.

This volume—and the larger conference and work of which it is a
part—attempts to draw these groups into conversation with one
another. Therefore, it is appropriate that the book be developed by a
scientific organization of such stature as the American Association for
the Advancement of Science (AAAS) in collaboration with the Boston
Theological Institute (BTI), the association of university divinity
schools, schools of theology, and seminaries in the Greater Boston
area. Since the inception of this volume, an increasing number of mod-
els have been put forward to promote a science-religion dialogue.
Much of the credit for this goes to the AAAS and to conversations and
studies people associated with AAAS have stimulated. However, if con-
versation is to proceed, it is clear that there needs to be an adequate
understanding of the fundamentals of modern science and its method-
ology. This must be matched by an informed ethics developed in rela-
tion to the contemporary sciences, as well as an understanding of
specific issues under consideration. Finally, new methodologies and
approaches are needed to delineate proper integration. The authors of
this volume argue for the importance of a broad interdisciplinary
approach that draws together the concepts raised in the title, which are
consumption, population, and sustainability. Short-term environmen-
tal policy fails to take into account the economic and moral burdens

ix



X Preface

being placed on future generations through the present depletion of
resources.

The manner by which religion, or values independent from the nat-
ural sciences, might be integrated is complex. From one point of view,
it requires a worldview that is not that of scientism, although it may be
scientific. The field of religious studies is one that is deeply divided
between those for whom religion is an area of human engagement sub-
ject to natural and mechanistic explanation and others for whom such
an unreservedly naturalistic approach begs the very premises of reli-
gious understanding. Division in the field of anthropology between
those who wish to maintain the aloofness of the social sciences from the
natural sciences offers insight here. Although the enormity of these
debates is only touched on in this book the subject needs to be raised at
the outset.

The point raised at mid-century by Nels E. S. Ferré—that the sciences
have inadvertently contributed to a collapse of values by fostering a
spirit of negativity, detachment, and tentativeness—applies in a special
way to the kinds of engaged activity required for environmental sus-
tainability in the twenty-first century.! This critique, applied specifically
to the emergence of scientific positivism, is one that is challenged today
by scholars and policy personnel concerned about and committed to
environmental justice and health. A similar concern with respect to
technology was developed by the sociologist Jacques Ellul: “Technique
is the translation into action of man’s concern to master things by
means of reason, to account for what is subconscious, make quantita-
tive what is qualitative, make clear and precise the outlines of nature,
take hold of chaos and put order into it.”? This mentality has become,
for Ellul, the reigning mythology of our epoch. Finally, Paul Ehrlich
offers the opinion that “a quasi-religious movement, one concerned
with the need to change the values that now govern much of human
activity, is essential to the persistence of our civilization.”3

Whether Ferré’s concern for the sciences, Ellul’s focus on technology,
or Ehrlich’s apprehension toward our environmental future, all three
score negatively in the creation of a value-detached objectivity.
Together, their concerns promote a science-religion dialogue with the
aim of an informed and engaged morality.

Many people have contributed to this book. Thanks goes first to the
Aspen Institute and the Pew Charitable Trusts for a grant given to
enable a working conference to occur, jointly sponsored by the Ameri-
can Association for the Advancement of Science and the Boston Theo-
logical Institute. The conference, entitled “Consumption, Population,
and the Environment: Religion and Science Envision Equity for an
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Altered Creation,” was held November 9-11, 1995. In addition to this
volume, the conference facilitated the development of a video, “Living
in Nature: Religion and Science in Dialogue on the Environment,” a
course taught at Andover Newton Theological School, and numerous
eddies of conversation and study both in the Boston area and beyond.

In addition to the work of those cited as editors of and contributors
to this volume, a special word of thanks goes to Adam Kissel and For-
rest Clingerman, successive office operations managers of the Boston
Theological Institute, and to Aaron Goldberg from the office of the Pro-
gram for Science and Religion of the American Association for the
Advancement of Science. Rev. Barbara Smith-Moran, E. Kay Bergersen,
and Susan Youmans worked extensively with Dr. John Michalczyk,
chair of the Fine Arts Department and professor of film studies of
Boston College, to produce the video. Colleagues and students associ-
ated with the Religion and Ecology Program of the schools of the
Boston Theological Institute helped with the conference and, at various
stages along the way, with programming that helped to make ongoing
work from the conference possible. Special mention goes to William
Jones of Andover Newton Theological School; Jonna Higgins, Amy
Langston, and Dennis Hargiss of Harvard Divinity School; Amelia
Smith of Episcopal Divinity School; and Alexander Kern of Andover
Newton Theological School for proofreading assistance. Finally, thanks
goes to Dr. Timothy Weiskel, director of the Harvard Seminar on Envi-
ronmental Values at the Harvard Divinity School. Dr. Weiskel’s contin-
ued efforts throughout the Harvard University community have helped
to keep alive a topic of such philosophical, religious, and ethical import
as that of environmental studies.

—Rodney L. Petersen

Notes

1. “The Immortality of Science,” Religion in Life 10, no. 1 (Winter 1941):
31-40.

2. See his study, The Technological Society (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1964), p. 43.

3. The Machinery of Nature (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1986), p. 17.
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Science, Religion, and the Environment

Audrey R. Chapman*

The creation narratives in the book of Genesis provide images of an
ideal landscape that anticipates a balanced and interdependent ecosys-
tem. According to the biblical writers, God brings forth living creatures
of every kind, blessing them and telling them to be fruitful and multi-
ply. At the apex of the creation process, the first man and woman are
placed in the Garden of Eden to till and keep it. The primordial couple
are given one restriction, not to eat of the tree of knowledge of good
and evil, but of course they violate this mandate. When they do, they
suffer the penalty of banishment. They are driven out of the garden to
face the realities of the outside world.

Suppose that the narrative turned out differently, that Adam and Eve
were forgiven and allowed to remain in the garden. What might the
outcome have been? Beginning the task of procreation, the first couple
would soon have had a family. Their children and the countless gener-
ations following them would likely have taken God’s blessing to be
fruitful and multiply quite literally, as would the other species. This
process of fruitful procreation would have set up a competition
between the human family and otherkind for resources and space.
Humans, having eaten of the tree of knowledge, might have tried to
resolve the ensuing problems through the ingenious introduction of
technology. Over the long term, however, their technology is likely to
have been intrusive and affected the ecological balance. Eventually, the

*Audrey R. Chapman is director of the Program of Dialogue on Science, Ethics, and
Religion and the Science and Human Rights Program at the American Association for
the Advancement of Science in Washington, D.C.
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4 Part I Introduction

entire environmental system in the garden probably would have been
threatened. Instead of banishment to the realities of an often harsh
world outside the garden, humans would have undermined their par-
adise and turned it into a polluted and depleted landscape.

And that is our current situation. The growth in human population
from five million people at the dawn of the agricultural revolution to
six billion people at the close of the twentieth century has transformed
ecosystems and contributed to an environmental crisis that threatens
the planet. As ethicist James Nash comments, the biblical injunction to
“increase and multiply” may be the only one that humankind has fully
obeyed.! All other things being equal, a significantly smaller human
population, five million people or even one billion, would have had
considerably less impact on the environment than the current toll of six
billion. If the planet’s population had stabilized at even half of our cur-
rent numbers, it is unlikely that there would be falling water tables,
deforestation, or the extinction of thousands of species each year.2 But
of course, not all things are equal. Not only has the human population
grown exponentially, but also changing lifestyles and rising consump-
tion patterns have resulted in ever more environmentally damaging
technologies. Modern technologies that have been developed to support
affluent consumption patterns—even more than increasing numbers—
have resulted in such environmental hazards as ozone holes and the
possibility of human-induced climate change. This finite planet is being
seriously taxed by modern industrial technologies that extract resources
and pollute the earth at rates that would have been unimaginable in ear-
lier periods.

What are the implications? As theologian Daniel Maguire starkly
summarizes the situation, “If current trends continue, we will not. And
that is qualitatively and epochally new.”? As the twentieth century is
coming to an end, many scientists believe that the cumulative impact of
human activity is pushing to the limit the earth’s life-supporting or car-
rying capacity, perhaps even exceeding it. Our Eden is being threatened,
but there is no place to go.

This volume is an outgrowth of “Consumption, Population and the
Environment: Religion and Science Envision Equity for an Altered
Creation” a conference cosponsored by the Boston Theological Insti-
tute and the American Association for the Advancement of Science.
Held in November 1995 in Weston, Massachusetts, the conference
brought together more than 250 scientists and people of religious faith
to discuss scientific and religious perspectives regarding the impact
of consumption patterns and population trends on the environment;
to envision alternative and more equitable value systems, economic
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arrangements, and technologies; and to consider the potential contri-
butions of religious communities to developing a more sustainable
future. The focus of the conference and this volume raise two questions:
First, why have a dialogue between the scientific and religious commu-
nities relating to the environment, and, second, why should such a dia-
logue focus on the issues of consumption and population?

Relationship between Science and Religion

The philosopher Alfred North Whitehead once described science and
religion as “the two strongest general forces (apart from the mere
impulses of the various senses) which influence men.”* Taking up this
theme, a World Council of Churches publication titled Faith, Science
and the Future characterizes faith and science as two human ventures:
“One meets the world with an inquiring intelligence. It values accurate,
testable knowledge. It experiences the sheer joy of knowing, of under-
standing the world, of making discoveries and the power of prediction
and control.”’ This, of course, is the venture of science and technology,
but, as the authors remind us, in some ways science is also a venture of
faith, faith in the ultimate rationality and knowability of the world.
Religious faith, in contrast, “meets the world in wonder, trust and com-
mitment. It values the relations of persons to each other and to their
ultimate source and destiny. It glories in the beauty of holiness and the
responsibility of service.”® And it might be added that religious faith
also pursues truth and understanding—however, with different method-
ologies and approaches than science does. Although both science and
religion are essential to human understanding, their relationship has
sometimes been problematic.

The relationship between the two ventures has frequently been por-
trayed as one of warfare, and various historical instances of conflict are
well known. The Vatican’s condemnation of Galileo for accepting the
Copernican view of a heliocentric (sun-centered) universe is often cited
as one example. The decision to burn at the stake Giordano Bruno, a
sixteenth-century astronomer and philosopher, because of the tenacity
with which he maintained his unorthodox ideas of an infinite universe
and a multiplicity of worlds also constitutes part of the litany of the
supposed incompatibility of religious and scientific principles. A third
example is that of the 1925 Scopes trial, in which it was argued that the
teaching of evolution in the schools should be forbidden because it is
contrary to scripture.

However, the conflict model simplifies and distorts a complex his-
torical relationship. Historians remind us that modern empirical west-
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ern science “was cast in a matrix of Christian theology. The dynamism
of religious devotion, shaped by the Judeo-Christian dogma of creation,
gave it impetus.”” According to Lynn White, by the early thirteenth cen-
tury in the Latin West, natural theology was moving away from a focus
on decoding the physical symbols of God’s communication with
humanity and was making more of an effort to understand God’s mind
by discovering how the creation operates. Up to and including Leibnitz
and Galileo, scientists typically explained their motivation in religious
terms. Not until the late eighteenth century did scientists secularize
their vocations.?

Even in the post-Enlightenment period, it can be argued that auton-
omy rather than conflict was more often the dominant theme in the
relationship between science and religion. After all, the dynamic of sec-
ularization over the centuries was to push religion from the public to
the private sphere and to emphasize the contrast between faith and rea-
son. Many writers in the history of Western thought have dealt with the
epistemological dichotomy between religious and scientific knowledge,
each of which is said to have its own distinctive domain and methods.
The prevailing metaphysical dualism of spirit and matter further rein-
forced the independence and mutual autonomy of the two fields. Lang-
don Gilkey’s testimony at a 1982 trial provides a contemporary expres-
sion of this view. The trial contested an Arkansas law requiring the
teaching of “creationist theory,” that there is scientific evidence for so-
called scriptural claims that the world was created within the last few
thousand years, as scientific theory in high school biology classes.
Gilkey, who is a theologian, makes the following distinctions: science
asks objective how questions, while religion asks why questions about
meaning and purpose in the world and about our origin and ultimate
destiny. Science seeks to explain objective, public, repeatable data; reli-
gion is concerned with the existence of order and beauty in the world
and the experiences of our inner life. Logical coherence and experi-
mental adequacy provide the basis of authority in science; the divine is
the final authority for religion, and revelation through God’s human
agents constitutes the medium of enlightenment and insight. Science
makes quantitative predictions that can be tested experimentally; reli-
gion uses symbolic and analogical language.’

Rather than ongoing warfare, conflicts between science and religion
have been sporadic, usually occasioned by scientific discoveries that
threaten religious dogma. With the exception of the relatively small
group of biblical literalists, most modern religionists, at least in the
West, have repented of the famous, or perhaps infamous, efforts to sup-
press scientific findings. In 1984, a Vatican commission acknowledged



