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Introduction
Leaving aside their doctrinal and historical aspects, Christian confessions have professed the 
same belief in God as creator of the cosmos and life. In their capacity as branches of Christianity, 
Eastern Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism and mainline Protestantism have traditionally taught 
that nature is the result of God’s creation [creation passiva] – a God whose existence is ontologically 
real, personal and liberating for the salvation of human beings and the  entire creation. This 
article is an attempt to see whether a common ground about the improvement of the current 
state of nature can be found not only within the theological thought of Eastern  Orthodoxy, 
Roman Catholicism and mainline Protestantism (which I called ‘confessional theologies’) but 
also beyond them into the philosophical thinking of secular people (which I dubbed ‘secular 
philosophies’). At the same time, the article investigates the possibility of moving beyond both 
these categories into something which allows the main concerns of each to co-exist in a long-
lasting solution.

Methodologically, I shall investigate theological examples which are representative of the three 
main Christian traditions: the 1989 message of Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios for Eastern 
Orthodoxy, the 2015 Laudato Si’ encyclical letter of Pope Francis for Roman Catholicism and the 
2006 Christianity and Ecological Theology, a book written by Ernst Conradie, a South African 
theologian whose varied interests in the relationship between theology and nature can be 
considered characteristic of mainline Protestantism. Provided that common ground is 
indeed  found between these three confessional traditions, an inquiry will be made into the 
possibility of merging confessional theologies (or traditional Christian views) and secular 
philosophies (or non-Christian, even non-religious thinking) about nature. In this respect, a 
comparison will be made between the 2004 ‘Accra Confession’ of the then World Alliance 
of  Reformed Churches (seen as typical for all three confessional theologies) and the 
2000 ‘Earth Charter’, a non-religious ethical document which is standard for secular thinking. 

This article is firstly an investigation of traditional Christian thought about the world with the 
purpose of establishing whether Christianity’s three main confessions (Eastern Orthodoxy, 
Roman Catholicism and mainline Protestantism) share similar concerns about the current 
situation of nature. Secondly, the investigation is followed by a comparison between the 
common features of these three confessional theologies and similar patterns of thought in the 
secular world, with the intention of finding ecological issues that are common not only to the 
three confessional theologies but also to secular philosophies. Thirdly, the initial investigation 
of Christianity’s three main confessional theologies, followed by the comparison between 
these confessional theologies and secular philosophies of nature, is completed by the concrete 
proposal that, in order for contemporary ecological issues to be met with viable solutions, a 
common public attitude about nature, which goes beyond confessional theologies and secular 
philosophies, needs to be pursued globally in an ecodomic (constructive and edifying) manner.

Contribution: Despite the numerous theories about concrete ways to improve the current 
state of nature, this article is an attempt to go a step beyond the established theological and 
philosophical perspectives on the world towards a constructive public attitude which is meant 
to be characterised by the real possibility of immediate action.

Keywords: Ecodomy; Public theology; Confessional theology; Secular philosophy; The Earth 
Charter; Accra Confession; Ecology; Nature. 
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At the same time, if the three confessional theologies on the 
one hand and secular philosophies on the other hand have a 
common ground in how they see nature and the solutions to 
improve its current status, it will be argued that both must be 
simultaneously ecodomic (or environmental constructive) 
and public in their dealings with ecological issues. The idea 
of ecodomy is derived from Müller-Fahrenholz’s (1995:109) 
definition, which presents ecodomy as ‘the art of inhabiting 
instead of dominating the earth, our house’ but ‘can be 
extended to any constructive process’. Along these lines, in 
2014, the notion of ecodomy was introduced by Johan 
Buitendag, the then dean of the Faculty of Theology at the 
University of Pretoria, as the main research theme of the 
Faculty, with a focus on stewardship (of creation) by 
integrating all aspects of private and public life, including 
ecology (Buitendag 2019:6). Thus, it will be established if not 
only the three main Christian and confessional theologies but 
also their secular counterparts can be said to be ecodomic or 
constructive, as well as publicly oriented in finding ecological 
solutions to the current state of nature despite their traditional 
opposition. If this inquiry produces positive results, then it 
will be argued that an ecodomic public attitude about nature 
which transcends both confessional theologies and secular 
philosophies is a genuine possibility for the advancement of 
critical thinking and concrete action regarding the 
improvement of environmental parameters starting from the 
classic relationship between theology and nature.

Theology and nature in Eastern 
Orthodoxy
A key document which confirms the concern expressed by 
Eastern Orthodoxy regarding the state of the environment in 
contemporary times is the message provided by the very 
Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios in 1989. Thus, the chief 
ecclesiastical officer of the Eastern Orthodox Church 
underlines that nature is being affected by humans to such an 
extent that the continued existence of the world is seriously 
called into question. The matter is so serious that, as 
confirmed by Kerber (2020:352), Dimitrios ‘declared 
01 September of each year, the first day of the ecclesiastical 
year in the Orthodox Church, to be the day of the protection 
of the natural environment’. The patriarch’s words are quite 
revealing in this respect when he states that his office 
(Dimitrios 1989): 

[W]ith great anxiety follows the merciless trampling down and 
destruction of the natural environment which is caused by man 
with extremely perilous consequences for the very survival of 
the natural world created by God. (n.p.)

Harsh as they are, these words are not singular. As such, the 
patriarch charges his fellow human beings with ‘abuse’, 
‘apocalyptic self-destruction’, ‘natural pollution’ and 
‘extinction of many special’ of plants and animals, all of 
which lead to ‘threatening’ results for life on Earth 
(Dimitrios 1989). He also indicates that the scientific world 
has already taken note of this disastrous situation which 
caused the ‘phenomenon of the greenhouse’, a 

meteorological scenario believed by the patriarch to have 
already settled within the earth’s climate (Dimitrios 1989). 
If there is one single idea that can be identified in the 
patriarch’s warning, it is that of danger: nature is in danger, 
human beings are in danger, all living organisms are in 
danger, and the whole world is in danger because of 
human’s work in the world (Dimitrios 1989).

According to Dimitrios (2019), this dire situation cannot be 
left unanswered by the Eastern Orthodox Church which he 
defines as ‘the Church of Christ’. This very definition of the 
church foretells a dogmatic approach to whatever follows as 
official ecclesiastical response. Thus, the first aspect of the 
Eastern Orthodoxy’s answer to the contemporary plight of 
the natural world not only reveals but also galvanises the 
relationship between theology and nature, ‘the fundamental 
dogma of (the church’s) faith’ resides in the conviction that 
‘the world was created by God the Father’ (Dimitrios 
1989:n.p.). This essential belief that nature must be seen as 
God’s creation is confirmed not only by the Scripture itself in 
its capacity as the primary source of Christianity but also by 
the Church Fathers, a methodology which is in line with the 
Eastern Orthodox Church’s approach to theology in general. 
The Church Fathers are crucial for Dimitrios’ argument 
because, as Nellist (2018:101) correctly notices, they are 
believed to provide a ‘more compassionate’ perspective on 
these issues. In this respect, Dimitrios points to the fact that 
in patristic theology, ‘man is the prince of creation’, a 
capacity in which he is ‘endowed with the privilege of 
freedom’. The human being, however, is also a ‘partaker of 
the material and the spiritual world’ but, because he failed to 
accomplish his ‘great destiny’ in Adam’s ‘failure and fall’, 
his very existence and the reality of creation itself were 
deeply affected by ‘decay and death’ (Dimitrios 1989). A 
solution was provided by God through the incarnation of 
his Son by uniting ‘the created world’ and ‘the uncreated 
God’ in the person of Jesus as seen in the Eucharist: an 
ongoing demonstration that creation (the bread and wine) 
and God (Christ’s presence in the bread and wine) cannot be 
detached from one another (Dimitrios 1989).

In other words, precisely because God and creation cannot 
be separated, theology and nature are also characterised by 
an indestructible bond. The human being was created by 
God ‘to have dominion over the earth’, as stated in Genesis 
1:28 (Dimitrios 1989), which means that men and women 
are supposed to be stewards of creation; they do not own 
creation and they do not have power over it. They do have 
the freedom to act upon it, but such an action is envisioned 
by God as characterised by ‘love’, ‘thankfulness’, ‘respect’ 
and ‘reverence’ to God in his capacity as the Creator 
(Dimitrios 1989). Nevertheless, God’s initial design of 
creation and human beings was turned by the latter – 
through the very agency of the divine gift of freedom – into 
a ‘violation of nature’ (Dimitrios 1989). These words are 
stunningly strong, and Chryssavgis (2013:154) is careful to 
highlight that it was ‘fitting’ for a patriarch who ‘was 
known for his meekness’ to raise awareness about ‘the 
environment, which human beings have treated so harshly’. 
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In Dimitrios’ (2019) imagery, which reflects the theological 
position of the Eastern Orthodox Church, man’s initial 
freedom fell into ‘extreme rationalism’ and ‘self-
centeredness’ which broke the intended  connection 
between theology and nature. In concrete terms, ‘the sense 
of sacredness of creation’ disappeared from the human 
being’s collective consciousness to the point that the human 
being itself became an ‘arbitrary rule’ and a ‘rude violator’ 
of the divine creation (Dimitrios 1989). Human’s ‘basic 
human needs’ were replaced by ‘desires and lust’, which, 
in turn, transformed man’s stewardship of creation into 
what the patriarch calls the ‘prevailing philosophy of a 
consumer society’ (Dimitrios 1989). This is to say that 
human’s relationship with the world is dominated by 
unbridled exploitation, unlimited arrogance and certain 
‘self-destruction’ because infinity is a feature of God, not of 
his creation (Dimitrios 1989). In other words, human’s 
catastrophic dealings with nature cannot go on ‘infinitely’ 
(Dimitrios 1989), which means that new strategies about 
world economies must be explored and implemented 
across the world.

Are there any solutions to this fateful situation? Apparently 
so, because Dimitrios (2019) appears to take an ecodomic 
approach to provide a positive course of action when he 
identifies ‘prayers and supplications for all creation’ as a 
concrete solution. This ecodomical stance is not only 
confessional but also ecumenical because Dimitrios issues an 
invitation to ‘the entire Christian world’ to join in ‘prayers 
and supplications’ for the state of the natural world which he 
defines as ‘the great gift of Creation’ (Dimitrios 1989). In 
Eastern Orthodoxy, nature must be given ‘protection and 
salvation’, but this cannot be done without a common and 
universal effort (Dimitrios 1989). However, this ecodomic 
approach of the Eastern Orthodox Church cannot be 
successfully achieved only by the immediate theological 
means of ‘prayers and supplications’ (Dimitrios 1989). This 
practical aspect was also noticed by Kinnamon (2014:50) who 
highlighted the global character of these supplications that 
should be made for ‘all creation’. As far as Dimitrios (2019) 
is  concerned, theology also needs the help of education 
because ‘the faithful’ are supposed to ‘admonish’ their 
children ‘to respect and protect the natural environment’. 
Genuine ecodomy, however, is far from being accomplished 
successfully if theology is joined only by education; this is 
why Dimitrios stated that politics is also needed for this 
environmental equation to be solved efficiently. So ‘those 
who are entrusted with the responsibility of governing 
nations’ must also be involved in the universal endeavour to 
keep the world safe from the harmful consequences of man’s 
irresponsible exploitation (Dimitrios 1989). The traditional 
Eastern Orthodoxy ‘symphony’ between church and state 
must work in this respect as well because politicians are 
urged to take ‘all necessary measures for the protection 
and preservation of natural creation’ (Dimitrios 1989).

In the end, it seems that in Eastern Orthodoxy, the ecodomic 
approach to the relationship between theology and nature 
involves theology, education and politics, all amounting to 

what can be commonly called a solid sample of public 
theology – in this particular case, as perceptively noticed 
by Clapsis (2020:89), a public theology mediated by the Bible, 
liturgical life and especially the Eucharist. In the words of 
Kim (2011:152), the ecodomic effort ‘is not only theologizing 
in the academy and the church but ... mobilizing wider 
society by using advocacy, demonstrations, and education of 
the general public’. An ecodomic public theology of nature is 
genuinely within the grasp of human beings for as long as we 
not only realise but also act upon doing something in moving 
theological teachings from churches and schools into the 
public square. Theology, education, economy and politics are 
all vitally important provided that their theoretical insights 
become practical realities in the life of as many communities 
as possible. In other words, theology, education and politics 
are crucially significant for the identification of viable 
solutions for the improvement of the natural state, but they 
become ecodomic only when vigorous action is taken to 
support theoretical work in as many fields as possible with 
the purpose of reaching as many people as possible and 
practically implementing as many solutions as possible.

Theology and nature in Roman 
Catholicism
The state of natural environment is of serious concern for 
Roman Catholicism also, as confirmed by Laudato Si’, one of 
Pope Francis’ encyclical letters published in 2015. Inspired by 
Francis of Assisi’s famous Canticle of Creatures, the letter 
expresses the current pope’s preoccupation with the 
contemporary situation of the natural world as he builds his 
arguments on theological grounds. According to Francis of 
Assisi (1999:114), the world is like a sister and a mother, both 
sharing and caring for us despite our reckless actions that 
inflict pain and damage on them. Pope Francis insists that, 
given these alarming human actions with damaging 
repercussions on the natural world, human beings must learn 
that indifference to the world must never be condoned as a 
general attitude throughout societies (Francis 2015:3–4). 
Everything in the world should be important to as many 
human beings as possible to the point that humanity is united 
by the same concern for the improvement of the actual state 
of nature (Francis 2015:7). The pope launches an appeal ‘to 
protect our common home’ which is aimed at initiating ‘a 
new dialogue about how we are shaping the future of our 
planet’ (Francis 2015:12). Kureethadam (2019:21) explains 
that the pope’s appeal is mandatory given that earth is not 
just ‘our home’, but ‘our only home’. The current situation of 
earth, often defined by Pope Francis as ‘our common home’, 
is anything but good: pollution, waste and a popular 
philosophy dominated by a sense of disrespect for what 
exists in the world is frightening. This ‘throwaway culture’, 
as Pope Francis calls it, has disastrous consequences on planet 
Earth and especially on its climate (Francis 2015:16–18).

Taking the gravity of the situation into account, the pope 
highlights the mandatory character of a new awareness that 
must be developed by us, namely that climate is our ‘common 
good’ and it must be treated as such if improvement is to 
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become an achievable reality. In the pope’s words, ‘changes 
of lifestyle, production, and consumption’ need to be 
implemented rapidly ‘in order to combat’ what he calls ‘the 
disturbing warming of the climatic system’ (Francis 2015:18). 
Other more particular issues, such as water, the ‘loss of 
biodiversity’, the ‘decline in the quality of human life’, the 
‘breakdown of society’ and ‘global inequality’, should also 
capture our attention mainly because these problems have 
been met only with ‘weak responses’ despite the ‘variety of 
opinions’ that exist amongst scientists and theologians 
(Francis 2015:22–44). The latter category, which Pope Francis 
himself is part of, must contribute at least by offering a 
theological perspective on nature. As such, nature must be 
seen as created by God, so the world is the result of an act of 
creation, in which case at least some responses must come 
through ‘the light offered by faith’ based on ‘the wisdom of 
the biblical accounts’ (Francis 2015:45). Rourke (2016:161) 
reveals that this sort of wisdom could prove beneficial to ‘the 
political world’ so that proper action is taken decisively ‘by 
true politics oriented toward the global common good’. To 
briefly summarise, the pope insists that humanity must take 
on a different sort of philosophy because ‘a spirituality which 
forgets God as all-powerful and Creator is not acceptable’ 
(Francis 2015:55). In the absence of such a spirituality, human 
beings are convinced that they have the ‘unlimited right to 
trample his (God’s) creation underfoot’ by trying ‘to impose 
their own laws and interests on reality’ (Francis 2015:55). 

Accepting this spirituality of awareness, however, implies 
our willingness to recognise the ‘mystery of the universe’ and 
the ‘harmony of creation’ to the extent that we see the world 
and nature in all its totality as ‘a universal communion’ and a 
‘shared inheritance’ (Francis 2015:56–68). In other words, we 
all live on Earth, we all benefit from its resources and we all 
breath its very same air, an awareness which must lead to an 
ethical perspective on nature and the world in general. Pope 
Francis reiterates that ‘the natural environment is a collective 
good, the patrimony of all humanity, and the responsibility 
of everyone’ (Francis 2015:70). All human beings must 
administer earth ‘for the good of all’, so the purpose of this 
theologically informed ecological perspective on the world is 
the common good. Furthermore, as no human being can 
claim detachment from this global responsibility, the pope’s 
appeal becomes a clear sample of public theology based on 
the simple words of Jesus, whose concern for the ‘flowers in 
the field and the birds’ present natural reality is ‘imbued 
with   his radiant presence’ (Francis 2015:74). According to 
Balabanski (2020:80), this means that Christ ‘is mysteriously 
holding them to himself and directing them toward fulness 
as their end’, which points to the divine purpose of all 
creation and all human beings, irrespective of their belief or 
disbelief in God. Thus, as far as Pope Francis is concerned, all 
human beings must become aware of the ‘human roots of the 
ecological crisis’ which lie in the faulty use of technology and 
the ‘globalization of the technocratic paradigm’ leading to 
‘modern anthropocentrism’, a philosophy dominated by 
‘complete indifference’ and ‘practical relativism’ (Francis 

2015:75–86). In other words, objects become worthless and 
human beings become objects; we must therefore ‘protect 
employment’ and use ‘new biological technologies’ based on 
the divine worth of each human being as part of God’s 
creation (Francis 2015:87–101).

Because Pope Francis’ discourse is actively engaged in 
building a philosophy of life that can be suitable not only to 
believers but also to unbelievers, his enterprise is thoroughly 
ecodomic in nature. Thus, he advocates an ‘integral ecology’ 
which combines environmental, economic, social and cultural 
concerns so that it can lead to an ‘ecology of daily life’ or a 
general awareness regarding the world that is part of and 
informs our daily activities (Francis 2015:103–110). If there is 
one phrase which encapsulates the pope’s philosophy of life, 
it is ‘human dignity’, a phrase that builds on ‘the principle of 
the common good’ (Francis 2015:115). This is, quite obviously, 
a public theology aimed at identifying ‘lines of approach and 
action’ through ‘dialogue on the environment in the 
international community’ (Francis 2015:121). The pope is 
convinced that this requires ‘one world with a common plan’; 
otherwise, the common good informed by human dignity as 
divine creature would yield no concrete results. Or, in the 
words of Prellwitz (2017:155), ‘interdependence and unity’ 
are crucial for a successful effort for the ‘enactment of an 
integral ecology’. Evidently, politics – good politics – plays a 
crucial role in this international dialogue which is supposed 
to positively transform ‘national and local policies’ in a 
responsible way (Francis 2015:129). The means to achieve this 
goal include ‘transparency in decision-making’ as well as 
placing ‘politics and economy in dialogue for human 
fulfilment’ (Francis 2015:137). In this respect, the pope’s 
appeal is not only ecumenical (in the sense that it invites all 
Christians to join this global effort) but also syncretic in 
gathering all ‘religions in dialogue with science’ (Francis 
2015:145). Nevertheless, theology, religion and politics cannot 
work without education because this responsible philosophy 
of life cannot be nourished without proper ‘ecological 
education and spirituality’, which includes ‘a new lifestyle’ 
based on key human sentiments such as ‘joy and peace’ as 
well as ‘civic and political love’ (Francis 2015:149–168).

The message of Pope Francis ends in a very Roman Catholic 
way which underlines the vital role of sacraments as a 
means to mediate ‘supernatural life’ within the human 
being’s natural reality. Thus, the Eucharist, the Trinity and 
Mariology (the image of Mary as ‘queen of all creation’) 
become instruments that convey this ecodomic public 
theology anchored in proper education, efficient economy 
and good politics. As Roman Catholic as it is, however, the 
pope’s appeal is not mandatorily and exclusively Roman 
Catholic but rather comprehensively perspectival and 
encompassing, in the sense that it invites all human beings, 
not only Catholics, to consider what lies ‘beyond the sun’ 
(and even beyond the natural universe itself) into the very 
realm and the actual existence of God himself (Francis 
2015:176). An ecodomic public theology of nature is 
possible, as Sagovsky (2017:267) explains, only if ‘key 
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themes’ such as ‘human dignity, the common good, 
subsidiarity (support at local level through political 
decision-making) and dialogue’ are aimed at as many 
human beings as possible. There is one condition for the 
actual success of this ecodomic public theology of nature: to 
move beyond the present (with its generation) into the 
near and the distant future (with all subsequent generations) 
or, in the words of Pearson (2019:98), to accept that such 
a  public theology has a ‘demanding intergenerational 
vocation’.

Theology and nature in mainline 
Protestantism
If Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism have the same 
global hierarchy and belief system, mainline Protestantism is 
much more diverse in this respect, which makes the process 
of selecting one document as representative for the whole 
Protestant confessional spectrum a rather difficult task. 
Nevertheless, for the purposes of this endeavour, Conradie’s 
(2006) Christianity and Ecological Theology appears to be a 
suitable choice, not only because of Conradie’s vast 
publication record in the field of ecology, but also because he 
explains ecological concerns through the lens of Protestant 
theology with a very consistent segment dedicated to 
practical applications. Conradie’s theology is not idle talk 
about ecological issues and the general relationship between 
theology and nature but critical engagement and a plethora 
of solutions as to how Christian theology – confessionally 
Protestant in doctrine and practice – can appropriate 
ecological realities as practically as possible (Conradie 2006). 
According to Conradie, Christian theology must develop not 
only a set of doctrines that are inclusive of ecological issues 
but also a practical ministry and spirituality along the same 
lines. Christopher Southgate notices that, in Conradie, 
ecology begins with ‘the importance of doctrinal … keys’ 
based on ‘biblical interpretation’ as ‘hermeneutical task’; in 
other words, Conradie has a ‘programme for ecological 
biblical interpretation’ (Southgate 2010:245). As part of it, the 
first practical aspect of Christian ministry and spirituality 
which must be correlated with ecology is the liturgy. In this 
particular respect, Conradie (2006) suggests that ecological 
issues can be revealed within a large spectrum of liturgical 
aspects, such as: 

[D]oxology, worship, preaching, hymns, prayer, the reading 
of the law, the sacraments (especially the Eucharist and 
baptism), penitence, a confession of Christian faith and a 
confession of guilt, testimonies, Christian architecture, and art 
(e.g. icons). (p. 85)

It is clear that Conradie’s (2006) list can be applied beyond 
the confessional boundaries of Protestantism, especially 
because he refers not only to the two Protestant sacraments 
of the Eucharist and baptism, but also the Christian art as 
manifested in the painting of icons. Quite obviously, the list 
is not exhaustive, but it provides a list of possible liturgical 
aspects which can shed light on ecological matters in a 
practical, specifically ecclesiological, way. Liturgy, however, 

is not enough to raise awareness without what Conradie 
calls ‘Christian formation and education’. Thus, ecological 
issues should be ‘included in children’s education, 
catechism, and the curricula of Christian ethics in schools 
and universities’ (Conradie 2006:186). In order for theology 
and nature to be correlated in a sustainable pattern, 
education is vital in creating a ‘philosophy, goals, basic 
values’ which are aware of ecological concerns (Conradie 
2006:186). In this respect, Sewpaul & Larsen (2014:231) 
confirm that, in Conradie, ‘contextual features … influence 
meanings attached to participation and its substantive 
operationalization’ or, put simply, without a common and 
cohesive plan, action is never going to happen. This is why 
Conradie (2006:186) emphasises that ideally these theoretical 
aspects should be supplemented by the actual transformation 
of ‘the physical structure of the institutions where 
Christianity is being taught’ with the specific purpose of 
creating a sustainable ‘ecological vision’ capable of 
producing concrete practical results. The church’s work, 
however, does not end here because its daily pastoral care 
should and could also be permeated by ecological concerns. 
Concretely, ‘parenting, teaching, counselling, and holistic 
healing’ should be adapted to include ‘ecological notions’ 
aimed at ‘caring for the Earth’ (Conradie 2006:186). Conradie 
(2006:187) even suggests that caring for the Earth can lead 
to the actual healing of the human beings engaged in it, so 
this ‘ecotherapy’ should become a form of ‘Earth ministry’.

Although he does not say it specifically, if ecotherapy really 
works in its capacity as Earth ministry, it is because Earth is 
God’s creation and caring for God’s creation is traditionally 
supposed to include a deep personal and communitarian 
faith in God as the creator. If this is the reasoning behind 
Conradie’s proposal, then it is obvious why this effort should 
prolong itself into an ecologically informed ‘Christian witness 
and mission’ (Conradie 2006:187). As far as he is concerned, 
‘an adequate theology of mission therefore has to include an 
ecological dimension’ predominantly because ‘mission may 
be regarded as a way of proclaiming and establishing God’s 
justice towards the whole cosmos’ (Conradie 2006:187). If so, 
it is not only Earth that should be our specific concern, but 
also the whole universe as God’s creation, although – one 
must admit – caring even for the former has always been 
a  huge challenge for the human race, let alone the latter. 
This  is why Marais (2018:132) underlines that, according to 
Conradie, nothing will eventually be done without 
‘environmental justice’ or ‘ecojustice’ as foundational for an 
ecological ethics of action. Nevertheless, what really matters 
in Conradie’s argument is the need for ‘an ecological 
spirituality’, which, he suggests, should be approached as 
‘mystic experience’ (Conradie 2006:187). In other words, we 
must see God in nature because God is not only its creator 
but also its sustainer. This is why Conradie (2006) 
emphatically states that: 

[T]he Christian church has to acknowledge God’s presence in the 
grandeur of nature, in the order of creation, in the cultural 
achievements of human beings, in human reason, in the moral 
consciousness present in other religious traditions and in history 
in general. (p. 188)
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Whether this takes the form of a certain ‘natural theology’ 
which sees nature as a ‘vehicle to experience God’s presence’ 
is not important for as long as caring for nature becomes a 
‘mystical experience’, which leads to concrete change in 
the  practical reality of the world. Conradie is a Protestant 
but  he underlines that his proposal is not limited to 
Protestantism. As such, he clearly explains that such practical 
changes are based on ‘spiritualities’ which although ‘often 
follow the confessional distinctions between the Orthodox, 
Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed, Anabaptist, and Pentecostal 
traditions within Christianity’ can become ‘trans-
confessional theological movements’ because they ‘provide 
access to God’s presence in nature’ (Conradie 2006:189). 
Conradie’s awareness of the reality of nature allows him to 
include references to ecofeminist and ecowomanist 
spiritualities which are supposed to facilitate human 
connections with nature because of ‘women’s more 
immediate and organic access to cycles of fertility’ (Conradie 
2006:189). At this point, it is important to understand that, as 
explained by Edwards (2009:86), Conradie builds his 
ecotheology ‘on the transcendence and otherness of God’, 
which ‘enables God to be present creatively to each creature’ 
and is the traditional approach to God in confessional 
theologies. However, even if he speaks about specifically 
Christian spiritualities, Conradie realises that without inter-
religious dialogue and the involvement of people belonging 
to all religious traditions, ecological concerns will forever 
remain theoretical and devoid of practical implementation. 
Consequently, he speaks about ‘the ecological need for 
religious wisdom’ without which ecology is literally doomed 
(Conradie 2006:190). In order to avoid this real possibility, 
theology, education and religion must be in conversation 
with politics. For Conradie, politics is vital because it has 
capacity to find a common course of action by moving 
beyond ‘the tensions between the North and the South, 
between the First and the Third World, between 
industrialized and developing countries, between economic 
centres and peripheries’ (Conradie 2006:20–21).

Conradie’s position is profoundly ecodomic because it puts 
together theology, religion, education and politics in an effort 
to counter the destructive consequences of industrialisation 
on nature. As Herron (2010:109) notices, it may be the case 
that our societies need ‘an infusion of nature’s purity’ for the 
sake of restoring our ‘spiritual compass’ and this is exactly 
what Conradie is doing in raising awareness of ecological 
concerns and then trying to address them as practically as 
possible. Conradie’s work is also an excellent sample of 
public theology because his proposal is not limited only to 
the churches but is meant to be appropriated by any other 
institution or person, irrespective of one’s theological, 
religious or political convictions. This realisation is crucial 
because, according to Conradie, the world is seen not only as 
God’s creation but also what Scott (2003:30) calls ‘the common 
realm of God, nature, and humanity’. Regardless of whether 
one sees human beings as created by God or not, the fact is 
that all human beings live in the same world and share the 
same resources, which is a clear indication that if global 

problems are to be solved, then working solutions must be 
found across  theologies, religions, economies, and 
educational and political systems. In other words, and this is 
what Conradie’s vision is all about, we should better solve 
our problems because nobody is going to fix them for us.

Moving from confessional 
theologies towards secular 
philosophies (and back?)
Regardless of whether they are Eastern Orthodox, Roman 
Catholic or mainline Protestant, confessional theologies 
about the state of nature and the environment have three 
main aspects in common: education, economy and politics. 
When these three are put together in a theological discourse, 
the result is a public theology of nature which is essentially 
ecodomic in nature. At this stage, however, it is important to 
see whether such an ecodomic public theology defined by 
education, economy and politics has these three specific 
elements in common with a generally secular philosophy 
devoid of theological agendas. In order to see if this 
comparison works in reality, two documents were selected 
for this purpose: firstly, the so-called ‘Accra Confession’, 
drafted and published in 2004 by the World Alliance 
of  Reformed Churches, a theological document which 
represents confessional theologies (WCC 2004), and, 
secondly, the ‘Earth Charter’, published in 2004 by the Earth 
Charter (2000) Commission in conjunction with Queen 
Beatrix of the Netherlands, an ethical document which 
represents secular philosophies. By comparing these two key 
documents dealing with ecological issues, it is important to 
establish not only if they contain the same emphasis on 
education, economy and politics but also if there such 
emphases allow for some common ground between 
confessional theologies and secular philosophies about 
ecology and nature in spite of their opposing frameworks 
(confessional theologies believe in an ontologically real God 
whilst secular philosophies do not). In other words, it is 
crucial to establish if Christians can move beyond their own 
confessional theologies about nature in accepting the role of 
secular philosophies about nature and, at the same time, if 
non-Christians and non-religious people can follow the same 
pattern in conceding that Christian confessional theologies 
about nature can be constructive and useful with regard to 
our common understanding of nature.

The ‘Accra Confession’ is openly theological because it 
affirms the ontologically real presence of God as the ‘creator 
and sustainer of all life’ as well as ‘sovereign over creation’, 
in which capacities he ‘made a covenant with all creation’ 
(WCC 2004:3). This state of affairs, however, is no longer in 
place today because the current situation of nature and the 
environment is presented in gloomy terms as defined by 
‘climate change, depletion of fish stocks, deforestation, soil 
erosion, and threats to fresh water’ – all labelled as 
‘devastating consequences’ of bad economic policies 
implemented by ‘industrialized countries’ and the ‘drive 

http://www.hts.org.za�


Page 7 of 9 Original Research

http://www.hts.org.za Open Access

for profit of transnational corporations’ (WCC 2004:1). 
Thus, in light of the contemporary ‘oppression of the global 
economic system’ and the ‘global economic injustice’ 
leading to ‘ecological destruction’ by plundering the Earth 
(WCC 2004:1), the ‘Accra Confession’ establishes the need 
for better and safer economic policies throughout the 
world. Good economies are vital for the state of nature 
because ‘economic systems are a matter of life and death’ 
(WCC 2004:1). Economies should not defend the strong and 
powerful, but seek to improve the life of everybody, 
including the weak and the disenfranchised. In other 
words, economies must ‘sustain life’ and in doing so be 
‘accountable to God’ in a ‘just relationship with all creation’ 
(WCC 2004:3). Such a global awareness cannot be achieved 
without education, which must be deepened and 
implemented by action (WCC 2004:4). Also, education 
cannot be performed without good politics – not the sort 
which supports the rich and powerful, but the good kind 
which protects life in all its forms and does justice to 
everybody (WCC 2004:2). In emphasising the mandatory 
character of justice, the ‘Accra Confession’ builds on the 
legacy and vision of the World Council of Churches, which 
insists on the need that all aspects of life, including 
economy, ethics and ecology should be permeated by 
justice (WCC n.d.). As Pillay (2018:5) explains in one of his 
recent articles, the reality of justice is of critical importance 
for the ‘Accra Confession’, because without justice the ‘very 
integrity of the Gospel’ is endangered. The ‘Accra 
Confession’ therefore promotes the necessity of good 
economies, education and politics for the defence of nature 
and the environment, in which case its theology is not only 
public in scope but also ecodomic in nature as it addresses 
everybody in a constructive manner.

Written from a totally different and opposing perspective, 
the ‘Earth Charter’ is a secular document which recognises 
the state of nature in terms that present an accurate image 
of planet Earth’s contemporary state of affairs: Earth is 
defined as ‘our home’, its current ‘global situation’ is 
defined by ‘injustice, poverty, ignorance, and violent 
conflict’, which emphasises the need for ‘fundamental 
changes’ in ‘our values, institutions, and ways of life’, a 
task that cannot be accomplished without ‘universal 
responsibility’ (The Earth Charter 2000:1). The charter 
attempts to raise awareness regarding the urgent need to 
promote social and economic justice because, as it stands 
nowadays, the world is devoid of such realities. Concretely, 
the charter indicates that economic activities must be 
performed in such a way that poverty is eradicated and 
‘human development’ is promoted ‘in an equitable and 
sustainable manner’. Ambitious as they are, these purposes 
are meant to create economies based on creating 
opportunities ‘without discrimination’, which are 
‘supportive of human dignity, bodily health, and spiritual 
well-being’ (The Earth Charter 2000:3). Such economies 
must also actively promote education, without which the 
sustainability of these economies is not only difficult to 

envisage but also impossible to maintain. Education itself 
must be defined by ‘access to education’, in which case it 
must be made available to as many people as possible at a 
global scale (The Earth Charter 2000:3). Serious action must 
be taken in this respect regardless of whether ‘formal 
education’ or ‘life-long learning’ is concerned; what 
matters, however, is that – in all its forms – education must 
‘integrate … knowledge, values, and skills needed for a 
sustainable way of life’ (The Earth Charter 2000:4). In this 
sense, education must be both ‘moral and spiritual’ (The 
Earth Charter 2000:4). This specific kind of education 
cannot be conceived and implemented without realising 
that today’s challenges are not only ‘environmental, 
economic, social, and spiritual’ but also ‘political’ (The 
Earth Charter 2000:1). Neither the economy nor the 
education envisaged in the charter can be achieved without 
‘active participation’ in ‘political life’ of as many people as 
possible in their capacities as ‘equal partners, decision 
makers, leaders, and beneficiaries’ (The Earth Charter 
2000:2). It is safer to assume, therefore, that the ‘Earth 
Charter’ promotes a secular philosophy which insists on 
the need to promote better economies, better education and 
better politics if the current state of nature and the 
environment, which is seriously afflicted by human 
activities, stands a chance to be rectified in the future. 

Provided that despite their opposing nature, both the ‘Accra 
Confession’ and the ‘Earth Charter’ are deeply concerned 
with a theoretical framework aiming at the implementation 
of proper economies, education and politics for the sake of 
nature and the environment, it is quite safer to assume that 
moving from confessional theologies to secular philosophies 
is not only possible but also necessary in contemporary 
societies. People across the world, Christians and non-
Christians, religious and non-religious, theistic and atheistic, 
have at least some form of spirituality which is informed 
morally and performed culturally in societies that exist on 
the same planet, in the same world, within the same 
environment. Thus, moving from confessional theologies as 
expressed in the ‘Accra Confession’ towards secular 
philosophies as captured by the ‘Earth Charter’ should not be 
exclusively a one-way journey. On the contrary, the other 
movement – from secular philosophies to confessional 
theologies – must remain open at least for those who are 
interested in taking this route. Why? Because both 
confessional theologies and secular philosophies about 
nature can be perceived as public cultural (ethical) enterprises 
with clearly defined ecodomic (or constructive) goals despite 
their mutual opposition. For the purposes of living together, 
however, in the same world, on the same Earth seen as ‘our 
home’, with a quality of life which is better and better by the 
day, the cultural, economic, educational and political 
symbiosis of confessional theologies and secular philosophies 
about nature and the environment is mandatory without 
equivocation. Still, joining two opposing belief systems can 
produce friction and conflict even if common ground is to be 
found in both. This is why a new proposal may be perhaps an 
even better solution.
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Concluding Remarks: Towards an 
ecodomic public attitude about 
nature
It is clear that confessional theologies and secular 
philosophies have in common only the same concern for the 
world as cradle of all life; in any other respects, they are 
opposed to each other, especially in accepting God’s existence 
as ontologically real (which is foundational for confessional 
theologies and indifferent, if not repulsive to secular 
philosophies). But because they share the same preoccupation 
about the world, the state of the world as nature is an issue 
which cannot be detached from either confessional theologies 
or secular philosophies. Irrespective of the fact that 
confessional theologies accept the idea of an ontologically 
real God who created nature whilst secular philosophies 
reject it, it is indisputable that nature itself is the common 
denominator of both endeavours. Thus, they are both 
preoccupied with economy, education, and politics and in 
doing so they both address the public square in all its cultural 
complexity. Because the intention behind both is the 
improvement of the current state of nature, finding a 
distinctively common interest in both is not difficult despite 
their being fundamentally opposed in their specific 
methodologies. So it seems that, in putting them together 
based on their common interest in nature (although from 
different and opposing perspectives), it is necessary to move 
beyond both towards a new approach, which can be neutrally 
called ‘attitude’ (something which is neither a theology, nor 
a philosophy but includes their common focus). Both 
Christians and non-Christians, religious and non-religious 
people, as well as virtually any other group of people 
inspired by a certain cultural agenda can find it within 
themselves to work together for the improvement of nature 
and the environment. If for Christians nature is divine in its 
capacity as God’s creation, for secular people nature is the 
context of life; either way, neither group denies its 
importance, and both admit that doing something about it is 
what truly matters. Nevertheless, doing something means 
more than just talking about it; finding solutions and  then 
actively implementing them is mandatory for the situation to 
change for the better. After all, all human beings share the 
same planet, the same resources, and the same reality; we all 
breathe the same air, as it were, and it is exclusively up to us 
if what gets into our lungs is clean or not. 

From the perspective of confessional theologies, being 
interested in nature in order to change the situation of 
economic, educational, and political systems for the 
improvement of nature in general is proposing an ecodomic 
public attitude about nature which goes beyond both 
confessional theologies and secular philosophies. Such an 
attitude can easily be accepted by secular people but just in 
case some are not happy about this ecodomic public theology 
of nature, another solution is at hand: and this resides in 
combining the idea of ‘confessional theology’ with that of 
‘secular philosophy’. The result would be a ‘secular theology’ 

and a ‘confessional philosophy’ whose common ground 
should be easier to circumscribe. As Clayton Crockett (2001:1) 
suggests, secular theology should be preoccupied not only 
with the sacred but also with the secular, or with what 
happens in the world, which is exactly what confessional 
theologies do. On the other hand, confessional philosophy 
should invest itself into what Roger Ward calls human 
transformation, notably the transformation of character 
(Ward 2018:chapter 4), an aspect which secular philosophies 
do attempt to achieve by changing societal perspectives on 
human values. Regardless of whether one may or may not be 
willing to accept constructs such as ‘confessional theology’ 
and ‘secular philosophy’ or ‘secular theology’ and 
‘confessional philosophy’, any enterprise which is aimed at 
improving the current state of nature and the environment 
must be ecodomic and public – and it can be so if one succeeds 
in moving beyond any traditional and opposing patterns of 
thought into this common public attitude about nature, 
which is actively and permanently constructive. In other 
words, the solution can be such an ecodomic public attitude 
about nature, designed to assist contemporary people in not 
only talking about but also acting upon feasible solutions for 
the betterment of nature.
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