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ABSTRACT

THE EARTH IS THE LORD’S: THE WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES’
CONSTRUCTION OF AN INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENTAL ETHIC,
1966-1998

This dissertation explores the World Council of Churches’ (WCC) formulation of an
institutional environmental ethic between 1966 and 1998. The WCC'’s attempts during these years
to construct a cogent approach to environmental issues profoundly influenced environmental
ethics in both ecclesial circles and in intemational civil society. I conclude in this dissertation that
the WCC has much to offer North American environmental ethicists thinking because historically
the WCC has attended to environmental issues as part of a larger social matrix of justice and
peace concerns. Moreover, I contend that the devastating effects of modern environmental
problems have affected the ways in which the WCC itself attends to social issues, thereby
resulting in profound institutional changes within the WCC.

[ contend that the WCC approaches environmcntal issues utilizing three distinct ethical
postures: first, as an expert non-governmental organization laboring in the arena of “ethics” in an
“international civil society”; second, as a Christian prophetic witness issuing messages of hope
and warning to the world; and third, as an institutional advocate working in solidarity with
people’s movements throughout the world to advance justice, peace, and ecological issues.

Chapter one attends to methodology and establishes a map by which one may read and
question the WCC’s institutional work on environmental ethics. Here I utilize the work of James
Gustafson'in constructing an ethical map by which one may read the complex legacy of the
WCC. Chapters two and three attend directly to the work of the WCC between 1966-1998
pertaining to environmental matters. Chapter four utilizes Gustafson’s work on modes of ethical

discourse. I argue here for a multifaceted understanding of the WCC'’s environmental ethics
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within the realm of civil society and ecclesial circles. Finally, chapter five engages ina
reconstructive process of environmental ethics by engaging the WCC’s ethical style and content. [
contend that the WCC’s commitment to humility, solidarity, and institutional risk exemplifies

three significant qualities worthy of attention from Christian ethicists in North America.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This doctoral dissertation represents for me the culmination of many years of work in theology and ethics.
Moreover, this dissertation reflects the support of many friends, family members, and professional
educators I wish to acknowledge and thank.

First, I wish to thank my dissertation director, Professor Michael Fahey, S.J. His understanding and practice
of ecumenical theology combined with meticulous scholarship greatly formed my own theology,
scholarship, and writing. Professor Fahey provided essential support—professionally and personally—
throughout my graduate work at Marquette University. Moreover, Professor Fahey’s massive bibliography
on the ecumenical movement and subsequent conversations regarding the World Council of Churches
generated the original idea for this dissertation. I deeply appreciate his investment in my work.

[ would also like to thank Professor D. Lyle Dabney and Professor Christine Firer Hinze for their extensive
engagement with my work at Marquette University. Professor Dabney offered an independent reading
course for me and served as a mentor along the way. Professor Firer Hinze met with me many times to
discuss my dissertation, Christian social ethics, and issues of pedagogy. Professor Shawn Copeland and
Professor Thomas Hughson, S.J. served as read=rs on my dissertation commiittee and also as important
teachers in my graduate work at Marquette University.

I have many other educational mentors I want to thank. My parents Dr. Evan McFee and Shirley McFee
have always exhibited a high level of intellectual curiosity. Their love of learning and outstanding teaching
at Bowling Green State University instilled in me the importance of university education. Professor Richard
Hebein and Professor Fred Miller—both at Bowling Green State University— spent countless hours with
me individually as an undergraduate student. Their passion for classical Greek and philosophy inspired me
to read widely in these fields. At Duke University, Professor Stanley Hauerwas sparked my interest in
Christian ethics—his relentless energy conceming the importance of “ideas” impressed upon me the
relevance of theological and philosophical discourse. Professor Hauerwas also provided significant
encouragement for me to pursue the Ph.D. in theological ethics at Marquette University. Professor Alan
Suggate of Durham University served as my reader on liberation theology in Guatemala and greatly
stretched my understanding of politics and theology.

I wish to thank the World Council of Churches staff members and librarians for their assistance during my
trip to Geneva, Switzerland in October-November 1999. A few deserve special mention for their time and
energy: Pierre Beffa, Douglas Chial, Emilio Castro, Aruna Gnanadason, Eugenio Poma Anaguaya, Martin
Robra, Konrad Raiser, and Bob Scott.

Also [ wish to acknowledge the following organizations for financial support of this dissertation: the
Marquette University Department of Theology, the Marquette University Graduate School, the Dempster
Fellowship of the United Methodist Church, and the John Wesley Fellowship of A Foundation for
Theological Education. [ also thank the organizers of academic meetings at the American Academy of
Religion Upper Midwest Regional Division and for the University of Chicago Conference on Ethics for
Graduate Students at which [ read portions of the dissertation.

[ express gratitude to family and friends for their support along the way. A few deserve special mention
here. Rodney Aist read large parts of the dissertation and aided in reflection and revision. Jim Beilby
engaged in early discussions of this dissertation and pushed me to write more clearly.

Finally, I express deep gratitude to my son Giles Aist McFee and my wife Rebecca Aist McFee for their
love and support. Giles helped me forget the dissertation when necessary. Rebecca provided love and
support throughout the journey—from Raleigh, to Sunderland, and then Milwaukee—and finally
encouraged me to finish the work!

Milwaukee, Wisconsin
April 21, 2002

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS i
TABLE OF CONTENTS ......ococeeeeetrreeerneesesseeesreeecssessnsessssessessssssessssssssesesssnsassssnsesssssssns 1
INTRODUCGTION ......oooeeeeecteeeeeceeeeerrseseeeesensesesssssssssstesssnssssssesssssnssssesssssssesssssssesssssssssssres 3
I. Audience and Method..............oooioneeeeeeeeeeceeee e eeee s e e s e e s e reseenes 4
II. State of Current Research on the WCC as an Institutional Actor in Environmental
ERRUCS......neeieeetieeeeeeceeeeereeeeeeeseceee e ssrensesessssaeeessrssssessersssssssrersssaneasnsonsesesssenssssssnnnsrrnnnns 11
III. Overview of DiSSErtatiOn...........ccococmmeeeeeericeeeceeerrnnerrreteeereeesessnsersesssenssessssssnnssenes 20
CHAPTER ONE ........ooeeeeecemeeeeeecevereesesesssseressssessssresesssvessserssssssnsssrsssssassssssensesssrnnes 24
Theology, Ethics, and Environmental ISSUES:..........ccoceeoirererneirnrieecerieeneeecnnernnenerrenenne 24
Reading the World Council of Churches through the Work of .........ccccccveienreennnnenne. 24
JAMES GUSEALSOMN......cceeeeeeeeeeeecreeeeecceceeere e teecesereeeesaseseesssssnssssesssnsssssssnnesessssssreeenen 24
I.  Introduction: Why Use the Work of James Gustafson?..........cccccceevrrierrnrrceeennnnne 24
II. Gustafson’s Early Ethical Methodology: An Overview of His Work .................. 29
iN the 19608 and 1970S........oeeveeeeeerreremrreecrreereiereeeeseeeerrseeeressesssssesssssssssnsassssssessssrssssene 29

III. Gustafson’s Work on Ecology and Theocentric Ethics in the 1980s and 1990s .. 42
IV. Ethical Conversations and Engagements: Gustafson’s Work as a Resource for

Assessing Ecological Issues in the World Council of Churches.............ccaveenneeennnnn. 52
IV, CONCIUSION ...ttt necserent st sssse e sens s e ssssssssennasassranenns 55
CHAPTER TWO....eeteeeeeeeeevesssteestesssssssssesssessessnasasesssssssassssessresessessesssesansessens 56
Justice, Peace and Creation: The Historical Context of Environmental Issues in the World
Council Of ChUICRES, .........oooeeeeceieecceeeee ettt ceceee e eesere s sases s saa e snsesesasssssasen 56
L1966 10 TO] ...ttt e esr et se et saasesas e s ssesassssssssnessse s sanaannsessesses 56
I. From the “Responsible Society” to the World Conference on Church and Society,
GENEVA 1966 .......canuoeeeeeereeeceeeeee e seeeesess st eees st sesesesrosesenesssnenessresansneessssasarsesseean 60
II. Encountering New Neighbors: The WCC from the Uppsala 1968 General
Assembly to the Nairobi 1975 General Assembly..........ccocveiiicriiinrriernrverencennrenne 65
III. Solidarity and Sustainability: The WCC’s Environmental Work From the Nairobi
1975 General Assembly to Vancouver 1983 General Assembly............ccccocuueunennene.. 74
IV. Facing Threats to Life: The WCC’s Environmental Work from the Vancouver
1983 General Assembly to the Canberra 1991 General Assembly............................... 82
V. Assessments: The WCC'’s Institutional Environmental Ethics from................... 99
1966 10 LI ...ttt st e e s s e s nesssaa e s e ssssensnsaesnsessanse 99
CHAPTER THREE ............eeeeereeeeeeeeeieseete e reessreestesessaessssessresessesssaesnssneesans 110
The Earth as a Global Commons: The World Council of Churches and Its Environmental
Efforts from 1991 t0 1998.........o et eeeeces st st e sre s e s se s s e nas 110
I. Introduction................... reeteteesoiant e tas s b ee e s et to e e e e sa e aa b aa e e e ren s snrannne 110
II. The WCC’s “Theology of Life” ...t ccee e eeeeceneesnneneaseens 112
II. The WCC, Civil Society, and People’s Movements...............ccccveemeererveeerrneeennes 117
IV. The WCC as NGO: Monitoring the United Nations on Environmental Actions 122

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



V. Ecology and International ECONOMICS .............coucvveemimmuiieceevennirnecenncsenneeaencas 129
VI. Climate Control and the WCC ... ieereceeeeeecceneneeeennsesesneenensens 134
VII. The WCC and Transnational Corporations: Monitoring Environmental Incidents.
......................................................................................................................... 138
VIIIL. The General Assembly in Harare, Zimbabwe, 1998.....................ccc......... 141
DX, ASSESSIMENLS ......cc.eeeeeeeeceeeeeenerieesseesrereesreesecssotssssassssasestesassssrsssssnmsssssssassssnsnensnes 144
CHAPTER 4 ...........eeeeeereeeeeeneseeecesstossssssetsesstessssesesassssennnntmassssasesessnnssaseessnne 160
Prophet, Expert, and AdVocate: ..........c.cooomriecriinieiriceecneeneeercesecee s eess e enens 160
The WCC and its Formation of an Institutional.........cc.ccccceecererennnreircrcnrernrerreceeensnnes 160
Environmental EthiC .........oooeueeeeeerenienineceeeeecnietieecseeneotecseseseessnesesssenssssnsassssesnsasenses 160
I.  The WCC as a Prophetic Voice and Ecclesial Space ............ccceeemnecrveeueannn.... 163
II. The WCC and Public Policy: Environmental Action within International Civil
SOCIELY...coveereeereeerererererreeareeerennseaessasssesssensassesnessssssassssnossrasseasssessressnsassssensssansssesns 169
IV. The WCC as Advocate of Solidarity: Working with “People’s Movements”.... 183
V. CONCIUSIONS.........ooiinreeeeeeieeecereeeeeeneererressresessasassssessssnasnassesssssssssesssrsesansresser 186
CHAPTER FIVE ...ttt essssesteeessssee st e e s s aasssassssnssanssessnsnsssnasns 188
Humility, Solidarity, and RisSK: ......c..cceevieieminrinecrreene e ecesceee e se s 188
The WCC'’s Institutional Contribution to North American ..........ccccccceeeveveereveeenennnnene. 188
Christian Environmental EthiCS ......co.eoccvveiuieecieieeeneeecreeseeeieecerenoceereseesesvessssssesnnnenns 188
I.  Theological Ethics as Bricolage ...............ccoueeeumeeeeecereeeeeeeeereeeeeeeseeseenesanens 192
II. The WCC’s Institutional Commitments to Ecological Ethics— ........................... 197
Humility, Solidarity, and RisK .........cccoovemiiicnmiiiccieceectceee e 197
BIBLIOGRAPHY ...ttt ereneeeesesseuessesasaesssessssesssasssasesessassnsasssnssnsns 202

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



INTRODUCTION

Since the mid-1960s, the World Council of Churches (hereafter WCC) has faced
exploding social and ethical problems in the world. This dissertation aims to fill a lacuna
in recent scholarship by exploring how the WCC has formulated an institutional
environmental ethic between 1966 and 1998. The WCC'’s attempts during these years to
formulate a cogent approach to environmental issues have profoundly influenced the
conversation on these matters in both ecclesial circles and in international civil society.
Thus, in my opinion, a systematic and serious investigation of the WCC'’s approach and
action on these matters warrants the extended analysis offered in this dissertation.

[ wish to demonstrate that the WCC'’s stance on environmental issues is both
distinctive and vibrant in character. I argue, moreover, that the WCC has unique
theclogical and institutional resources for advancing specific arguments pertaining to
environmental issues that both churches and intermational civil society have and should
take seriously. I also attempt to sketch areas where the WCC might revise current
positions so as to strengthen its work related to environmental issues. In summary, [
contend that the WCC addresses environmental issues utilizing three distinct postures:
first, as an expert non-governmental organization (NGO) laboring in the arena of “ethics”
in an “international civil society;” second, as a Christian prophetic witness issuing
messages of hope and waming to the world; and third, as an institutional advocate
working in solidarity with people’s movements throughout the world to advance justice,
peace, and creation issues. These three different voices, although clearly overlapping in

some ways, demonstrate the muitifaceted approach taken by the WCC and necessitated

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



by the complexity involved in ecological analysis and the polyphonic character of
ecumenical institutions.

I advance these arguments out of respect for the WCC and its work. [ am
convinced that this Christian institution takes seriously the grave ecological realities that
we as human beings face today and also the profound changes in political and ecological
management in recent years. Perhaps no other generation in the history of the world has
faced the kinds of decisions—both individually and collectively—that could so change
the ecological realities of the earth for generations to come. As Marquette University
theologian Daniel Maguire has argued, “We denizens of this tender planet face an
unprecedented mix of peril and promise. The end of the world lies in wait in our nuclear
artifacts. The fearsome portents of dying forests, swillish waters, and poisoned air
surrounds us, sources of life made agents of death...Apocalyptic is now the vemacular of
increasing numbers of scientists and other hard-nosed e.mpiricists."l Indeed, this
dissertation takes for granted that we as a human species live in a unique age whereby our
choices, actions, and cultural habits will alter the face of the earth for generations to

come, an assumption that echoes frequently in both scholarly and popular writings on

ecology and ethics.

L. Audience and Method
I write this dissertation primarily for a North American scholarly audience in

theological and religious studies and most definitely from a North American perspective.

1
Daniel Maguire, The Moral Core of Judaism and Christianity: Reclaiming the Revolution (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1993): 4.

2
See here Larry Rasmussen, Earth Community: Earth Ethics (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1996).
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I am drawn to the work of the WCC because it attempts to engage the work of both
scholars and people of living faiths on ecological issues while self-consciously
acknowledging its roots as a worldwide Christian ecumenical fellowship. Indeed, the
cacophony of Christian voices addressing ecological issues within the WCC interact in
fascinating ways with people and communities across the globe, witnessing to the
ecumenical character of the WCC and also to the reality of the earth as a single
“oikoumene,” or household.’

Many methodological and hermeneutical issues deserve attention here. I have
wrestled with issues of methodology and hermeneutics in reading the WCC’s documents
so that the proper historical, institutional, sociological, political, and theological
characteristics of the WCC are portrayed.4 Not surprisingly, I have concluded that no one
person could adequately sketch the WCC'’s position on any ethical subject given the size
and dynamism of this institution. This dissertation, therefore, engages the WCC’s work
on environmental ethics from a North American, Protestant perspective at the beginning
of the twenty-first century.s

Several outstanding overviews of the WCC’s work on social ethics exist as a

working model of how one might approach the task of analyzing the WCC’s work from a

3
The work of the WCC as an ecumenical group that stands in the whole “oikos” or household of the earth
is a dynamic reading of this word that wrestles with the realities of church and world distinctions.

) The question of how to read WCC documents is especially vexing, given the complex historical,
theological, and ethical context of each text. For interesting insights into thc conflict of inteipictations on
the WCC as both an ecclesial entity and a participant in “civil society,” see Konrad Raiser’s work: "The
United Nations and the WCC: Rights and Justice,” The Ecumenical Review 47 (1995): 278-283; and
"Report of the General Secretary," The Ecumenical Review 48 (1996): 105-115.

5
Several WCC staff members reminded me at critical points of my unique and sometimes limited North

American perspective on ecological matters. I am grateful for their criticisms and prodding on these issues.
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North American perspective. In 1956 Edward Duff, a Roman Catholic Jesuit priest,
analyzed the WCC'’s social ethics according to its distinctive history, its nature and
authority, its social philosophy, and its social policy.6 Duff limited his study to the
WCC'’s General Assembly reports and the public statements of the WCC’s Central
Committee so that the “official” character of the WCC’s statement on social statements
could be analyzed. Duff’s work, however, also exposed perhaps the most important
hermeneutical question regarding the WCC’s work in social ethics: specifically, what is
the nature and authority of the WCC to speak on any matter and how do the member
churches of the WCC stand in relation to these social pronouncements?

This question revealed a tangled skein regarding the “official position” of the
WCC or what exactly constitutes the WCC’s social ethics as an institution. Duff’s early
analysis, written within ten years of the formation of the WCC, can be excused for
ignoring the institutional dimensions of the WCC precisely because no institutional
legacy had been impressed upon readers of WCC documents. By the late 1960s, however,
the WCC’s social ethics and political positions constituted a profound institutional legacy
to be explored.

Indeed, following the WCC’s momentous World Conference on Church and
Society in 1966 at Geneva, Paul Ramsey, a United Methodist theological ethicist,
dedicated an entire book to the WCC’s institutional social ethics and leveled substantial
criticisms at the WCC'’s work and approach.

The purpose of the address of the church to the world, or of church sponsored

congresses addressing the public, ought to be the broadening and deepening of
public debate on urgent questions; it ought not to be to stop or narrow down this

6
Edward Duff, The Social Thought of the World Council of Churches (New York: Longmans, Green and
Co., 1956).
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debate or polarize the debate that is going on by a finding in favor of a specific
policy behind which we are seeking merely to mobilize opinion. At the same
time, statements made with a view to opening a larger consideration of issues and
possible particular actions ought not even to be formulated so as to leave the
impression that Christians as such have insights that would supplant the office of
political judgment and decision on the part of magistrate and citizens, bind or
fault their consciences, or in the slightest degree ease their special responsibility
for decidin in regard to matters beyond anything their faith or the churches can
tell them.

In effect, Ramsey urged the WCC as an institution to move away from specific public
policy pronouncements or ethical positions and to return to more circumspect theological
positions.

Ramsey’s criticisms of the WCC’s institutional social ethics were appropriate in
many respects. Ramsey rightly pointed out inconsistencies both methodologically and
historically in the WCC’s approach to social ethics. Yet, in a book review of Ramsey’s
work, Edward Duff noted that Ramsey’s criticisms lacked the necessary institutional or
political history for understanding the WCC’s work. Duff suggested that the WCC as an
institution operated not as the Roman Catholic Church or individual Protestant churches
act: rather, Duff ruminated that the WCC often moved in response to and in collaboration
with specific policy procedures offered by individual govemments and non-governmental
actors. Such institutional actions by the WCC in the arena of social ethics placed the

WCC in very different relationships with both governmental and non-governmental

! Paul Ramsey, Who Speaks for the Church? A Critique of the 1966 Geneva Conference on Church and
Society (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press, 1967): 119. Ramsey’s suggestions were theologically
and cthically more in line with the WCC'’s earlier understanding of *“middle axioms” as an appropriate
ethical apparatus. “Middle axioms” emerged within the early work of the WCC as a semi-technical term to
reflect upon social issues in a way that neither became overly bifurcated from the world (e.g. “love is
good™) nor too specific in particular policy pronouncements (e.g. on how specific reparations might be
made to Jews in Europe following World War II).
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actors in formulating cogent social and ethical policies. In effect, Duff’s critique of
Ramsey’s work demonstrated the necessity of an institutional assessment of the WCC'’s
social policies and a more differentiated understanding of the WCC’s work and
“authority.”a

Reformed Protestant ethicist James Gustafson offered two separate assessments of
the WCC'’s institutional social ethics and, with Ramsey, upbraided the WCC for its
sloppy use of technical ethical terms and also its sweeping policy gene:ralizations.9 Yet
Gustafson, concurring with Duff, recognized the uniqueness of the WCC'’s social ethics
and its limited resources in formulating ethical positions. Gustafson concluded his first
study in 1968 by stating that: "Suffice it to say, sadly, [ doubt if the WCC has the
structure and the resources to develop ecumenical social ethics under its institutional
auspices at the present time."" Twenty years later Gustafson echoed these observations in
a separate review: "Most Western moral philosophers and most Christian ethicists who
concentrate on philosophical issues would find the [WCC’s ethical work in the] Church
and Society material to be grossly deficient in the technical aspects of ethics as a
philosophical discipline."“ In this later overview, however, Gustafson mitigated his
criticisms of the WCC in order to account more carefully for its institutional legacy and

tradition. Moreover, Gustafson noted the varieties of ethical discourse disseminated by

8
Edward Duff, "Moral Eamestness, Political Prudence and the Church,” Worldview 11 (1968): 16-19. Duff
also criticized Ramsey for forgetting William Temple’s insight that the authority of the WCC'’s

pronouncements was rooted in its own “inherent wisdom” as it attended to social issues of its day. (19)

9
James Gustafson, "Book Review of Who Speaks for the Church?" The Ecumenical Review 20 (1968): 98-
100.

10
Ibid., 100.

1
Gustafson, "An Analysis of Church and Society Social Ethical Writings," The Ecumenical Review 40
(1988): 273.
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the WCC in its work. ~ Gustafson implored the WCC, however, to delineate more clearly
between various forms of ethical discourse and to add more rigorous examinations both
of ethical terms and public policy so that the WCC’s own philosophical and theological
assumptions could be more readily examined.

Gustafson’s work is highly esteemed in North American theological ethics: thus,
his observations serve as a good starting place for this dissertation in examining the
WCC’s position on ecological matters from a North American perspective. I follow
Gustafson by analyzing the WCC’s moral discourse on environmental issues at different
levels. That is, one should not interpret prophetic statements of the WCC on the same
level as public-policy statements or as statements issued for immediate solidarity with
marginalized peoples. Rather, in keeping with Gustafson’s examples, [ interpret the
WCC'’s work holistically as part of the "institutional ecumenism” offered by the WCC.
By "institutional ecumenism" I refer to the dynamic ccumcnical methodology employed
by the WCC to generate official statements, engage in consultations on various issues,
work with ecclesial and non-ecclesial groups, and come to a working consensus on
ethical matters. As the WCC's Central Committee Report once noted:

WCC programmes are carried out by Units and Sub-units guided by commissions

and working groups made up of committed persons. The programmes take place

in various parts of the world through networks, study and action groups, etc. The
intensity and specificity of the involvement in these varied programmes tend to

create an atmosphere of isolation from each other and from the official church
bodies. As a result the work of the Council is not always seen and experienced as

12
James Gustafson, "An Analysis of Church and Society Social Ethical Writings." The Ecumenical Review
40 (1988): 272.

13
Ibid., 277.
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10

a comprehensive whole, which in turn sometimes strains the relationship between
. 14
the churches and the Council.

As such, the comprehensive and institutional nature of the WCC'’s work make it virtually
impossible for one person to interpret adequately the contours of the WCC’s position on
any social or ethical issue.

The highest authority within the WCC in our time is the General Assembly that
meets every seven or eight years. The Central Committee, which meets annually,
represents the next level of authority. Each of these bodies issues authoritative
statements and constitutional guidelines for the operation of the WCC (as voted on by the
members of each respective body). After these two main bodies, several voices
determine the direction of the WCC’s policies and institutional direction: the executive
council; the general secretary; the concurrent presidents; special WCC issue committees;
WCC-sponsored convocations and study groups; and individual scholars within the
confines of the WCC. Thus, official General Assembly pronouncements, Central
Committee statements, and the work of general secretaries establish a hierarchy of
authority in reading WCC documents. Even this hierarchy, however, does not assist one
in untangling the complexity of the WCC’s work on given ethical issues. As one peruses
the many WCC documents on environmental issues, it is obvious that conflicting and
even contradictory elements exist even in “authoritative” WCC statements. In order to
offer coherent accounts and critiques of the WCC’s work [ utilize a broadly historical
approach to respect the multi-dimensional nature of the WCC’s arguments. The WCC is

not a static institutional entity; rather, the vitality of the WCC is evident in its many

14
World Council of Churches, Nairobi to Vancouver: 1975-1983. Report of the Central Committee to the
Sixth Assembly of the World Council of Churches (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1983): xviii.
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statements and its changing attitudes on various issues in the past. This approach
sometimes blurs the boundaries of the WCC'’s "official position" on any one issue.
Indeed, the WCC'’s “official position” may emerge only after years of debate and study.

Thus, a historically sensitive approach affords a critical appreciation of the processes by

which the WCC forms policies and ethical stances.”

In the end, the claims made in this dissertation are intentionally more circumspect
than contemporary debates that rage about the proper trajectory of the ecumenical
movement and the WCC as a whole. What I attempt to show is that the WCC's
institutional history provides many helpful clues for addressing contemporary issues
linked to present environmental problems. These parameters reflect the primary purpose
of this dissertation: to explore and cull from the WCC as an ecumenical institution
resources for a compelling and cogent North American Christian environmental ethic for

the twenty-first century.!6

IL. State of Current Research on the WCC as an Institutional Actor in
Environmental Ethics

This dissertation offers a distinctive analysis of environmental issues as addressed

by the WCC in that [ start with the WCC’s complex institutional legacy. In looking at this

* The majority of the work cited in the dissertation issues from WCC archival materials, the WCC'’s
published works, and interviews with WCC staff members. The archival materials of the WCC, while
abundant, are not always easily historically organized. A great deal of recent WCC archival material has
not yet been catalogued by the WCC. Moreover, some materials already archived are obviously misfiled.
[n this dissertation I reference archival materials according to the WCC archival box or number assigned,
assuming that the dates of a box are in accordance with its contents.

16 For a good overview of the larger subject of “ecumenism” see: Michael Fahey, Ecumenism: A

Bibliographical Overview (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1992).
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ecumenical organization I conclude that the WCC has much to offer North American
Christians in thinking about environmental ethics because the WCC has historically
attended to these issues as part of a larger matrix of social ills connected to issues of
justice and peace concerns. At the same time, though, I contend that the devastating
effects of modern environmental problems have affected the ways in which the WCC
attends to such ethical issues, thereby resulting in profound institutional changes within
the WCC. I know of no other work that addresses the WCC in this two-fold manner.

Ulrich Schmitthenner’s Der konziliare ProzefS. Gemeinsam fiir Gerechtigkeit,
Frieden und Bewahrung der Schipfung and Contributions of Churches and Civil Society
to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation are perhaps the best introductory works to
the WCC’s contribution to environmental ethics in recent ycars.n In both works
Schmitthenner focuses broadly on the WCC, European ecumenical organizations, and
various NGOs in the articulation of justice, peace, and creation concems. Thus, the
purview of his works remains much wider than the intentions of this dissertation.

Schmitthenner’s work surveys the WCC’s work on several fronts. He provides a
brief introduction to ecumenical social ethics, commencing with the Stockholm 1925 Life
and Work ecumenical conference and detailing the progression of ecumenical social

ethics through 1997. His work also broadly canvasses the WCC’s work at various world

v Ulrich Schmitthenner, Der Konziliare Prozess: Gemeinsam fiir Gerechtigkeit, Frieden und Bewahrung
der Schopfung: Ein Kompendium (Idstein: Meinhardt Text und Design, 1998); Contributions of Churches
and Civil Society to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation: A Compendium (With CD-ROM)
(Frankfurt: Verlag fiir Interkulturelle Kommunikation, 1999). Schmitthenner’s English work received
support from the WCC'’s funds for ecumenical initiatives. The German and English works overlap
extensively although there are important differences in these works on specific projects related to recent
WCC work on a “theology of life.”
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conferences pertaining to environmental issues—Rio de Janeiro 1992, Vienna 1993,
Copenhagen 1995, and Beijing 1995. Moreover, Schmitthenner provides a rough map of
the WCC’s collaboration on such issues with other world ecumenical groups and NGOs.
Schmitthenner’s work deserves careful study because it offers a sweeping overview of
recent WCC work as it pertains directly to environmental issues. Schmitthenner’s work
also evidences the broad intellectual exchange between the WCC and other “civil
society” organizations on environmental issues. His account, perhaps more than any
other, maps the rich interplay between the WCC, secular civil society organizations,
individual thinkers, and regional social justice movements.

In my estimation, however, Schmitthenner’s account conflates too readily the
work of the WCC and other “civil society’” organizations on environmental issues.
Perhaps this issues from his expansive notion of *civil society:” “Civil society includes
churches and church groups, human rights and environmental organisations, research
groups, foundations, trade unions, civil rights groups, cooperatives and youth
organisations. .. Most organisations in civil society have democratic structures.”"”
Although broad consensus on environmental issues does indeed exist between various
organizations in civil society, the specific methodologies and sources employed by the
WCC and other NGOs in civil society differ greatly, yielding distinctive accounts of
environmental problems and proposed solutions. As I will detail in chapter three, the
WCC has at times hesitated using the term “civil society” precisely because such

terminology glosses over fundamental differences in ethical methodologies and resulting

3

l Schmitthenner, Contributions of Churches and Civil Society to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of
Creation: A Compendium (With CD-ROM) (Frankfurt: Verlag fiir Interkulturelle Kommunikation, 1999):
18.
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actions. Thus, in my opinion, Schmitthenner’s work fails to capture the distinctive
contribution of the WCC to environmental ethics.

Another significant treatment of the WCC’s commitment to
environmental ethics is Geraldine Smyth’s 4 Way of Transformation: A Theological
Evaluation of the Conciliar Process of Mutual Commitment to Justice, Peace and the
Integrity of Creation, World Council of Churches, 1983-1991.1° Smyth’s work on the
WCC stands as an important balance to my own North American account: her intimate
knowledge of these issues from a European context and her direct involvement with the
WCC’s work supply valuable perspectives that [ would otherwise miss.

Smyth attends primarily to the WCC’s Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation
(JPIC) working process and its theological and epistemological ramifications.
Specifically, Smyth offers the ecumenical symbols of life, creation, koinonia, shalom,
and the preferential option for the poor as a way of cogently exploring the WCC’s work
on these issues. Smyth argues that the WCC’s excessive focus on the *“conciliar” or
ecclesiological aspects of the JPIC process overshadow ecological concerns pertinent to
all living creatures. Moreover, she concludes that the difficulties emerging from within
the JPIC process are indicative of “the need for an integrative ecumenical model which

can hermeneutically accommodate diversity in unity and enable such conflict to be

. . 420
creative and transformative.” Smyth offers such a mode! through a more robust

Trinitarian theology of creation.

19 Geraldine S. Smyth, A Way of Transformation: A Theological Evaluation of the Conciliar Process of
Mutual Commitment to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation, World Council of Churches, 1983-
1991 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1995).

20
Ibid., xxi.
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Smyth’s interests and work overlap my own—she maps the WCC’s work using its
institutional history and explores the theological and philosophical ramifications of the
WCC’s methodologies. In addition, she is concerned with the ethical dimensions of the
WCC’s work on ecological matters. Where we differ is on understanding the role that the
WCC plays as an ecclesial and political organization and the lessons to be learned from
its work. Smyth emphasizes the theological hermeneutics implicit in the WCC’s work.
According to her, the WCC’s “conciliar process for justice, peace and the integrity of
creation empowers the Christian story to break out in new symbol and narrative whereby
Church and world will be transformed into New Creation.”” My own interests are more
tempered by the WCC'’s institutional successes and failures in the realm of social ethics
and therefore my judgments may be somewhat more guarded than Smyth’s. Indeed, this
dissertation focuses more on the complexity of the WCC and its approach to social ethics
as an institution and its contributions to ecological ethics as an institutional actor. Thus,
my focus differs notably from Smyth’s creative approach from the standpoint of
theological hermeneutics.

Another seminal study on the WCC'’s approach to environmental ethics is Martin
Robra’s Okumenische Sozialethik. Robra’s book, much like Smyth’s, focuses primanly
on the changing paradigms in ecumenical social ethics from 1966 to the early 1990s.

Robra draws heavily from Konrad Raiser’s groundbreaking work Ecumenism in

21
Ibid., xxii.
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Transition: a Paradigm Shift in the Ecumenical Movement? in assessing the recent
changes in ecumenical social ethics of the wce.”?

Robra’s work represents a scholarly advance on several fronts. His detailed
history of social ethics in the WCC from 1966 through the early 1990s offers an
invaluable interpretation of its struggles and conflicts on several different levels.
Specifically, Robra details ethical disagreements in the WCC between Christian critical
realists, Christian liberationist thinkers, and European Christian ethicists pertaining to
methodology and approaches toward social ethics. Robra skillfully presents the complex
history of ecumenical social ethics with clarity while also struggling to offer a genuinely
constructive criticism of the WCC’s social ethics in order to advance these areas of study.
Robra draws on the work of Jiirgen Habermas’s “discourse ethics” in engaging the
WCC’s work in order to provide a coherent social ethic in the midst of the complex
demands of peace, justice, and creation issues. Habermas's philosophical tools empower
Robra to pursue dialectical tensions present in contemporary ecumenical social ethics and
to elevate this conversation to a new level of undel'standing.23

My dissertation differs from Robra’s in that [ am not attempting to offer a
systematic overview or criticism of the WCC’s work in the arena of “‘ecumenical social

ethics.” Robra’s work assumes more coherence in “ecumenical social ethics” than my

* Martin Robra, Okumenische Sozialethik (Giitersloh: Giitersloher Verlagshaus, 1994). Robra is in
conversation throughout much of his work with Konrad Raiser, the present general secretary of the WCC.
See Raiser’s work Ecumenism in Transition: A Paradigm Shift in the Ecumenical Movement? (Geneva:
WCC Publications, 1991).

23

1bid., 14. “Auf der Tagesordung steht cine Ethik fiir Mensch und Mitwelt, die soziale Gerechtigkeit und
Bewahrung der Schopfung nicht gegeneinander ausspielt.” [“On the agenda is an ethic for humanity and
society, whereby social justice and the protection of creation are not mutually played off .” My translation]
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own understanding of the WCC’s institutional work affords. Thus, my dissertation is
more limited and focused in that I am not attempting to capture the pulse of “ecumenical
social ethics.” Rather, I aim to portray here the unique challenges environmental
problems pose to the WCC and how the WCC as an ecumenical institution has reacted to
specific situations and problems.

Joseph Bush’s dissertation “Social Justice and the Natural Environment in the
Study Program of the World Council of Churches: 1966-1990” offers important insights
pertaining the WCC’s work on environmental issues.”’ Specifically, Bush “examines the
relationship between justice and environmental concerns as this relationship is variously
expressed in the discussion of the World Council of Churches. Statements addressing the
two areas of justice and the environment will be examined concerning their respective
empirical, theological, and moral assumptions. These assumptions will be compared to
find points of commonality and conflict.”” Bush employs a “textual” approach to
ecumenical social thought in the WCC by analyzing the written documents of the WCC
primarily at the level of “study conferences” on the themes of justice and the
environment.

Bush engages the WCC'’s work with a stratified ethical hermeneutic, offering a
complex understanding of the WCC'’s empirical, theological, and moral assumptions. His
forays into these areas are insightful and useful at many levels. Particularly enlightening
is Bush’s examination of the WCC'’s use of various modes of moral discourse and

analysis in its study program. Bush’s work, though, does not adequately present the

24
Joseph Bush, Jr., "Social Justice and the Natural Environment in the Study Program of the World
Council of Churches, 1966-1990" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Drew University, 1993).

25
Ibid.,8.
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institutional nature of the WCC'’s response to environmental matters. Much of Bush’s
work centers on the “study documents” of the WCC as if such documents could be
understood apart from the nuances of the continuing institutional realities within the
WCC. Bush’s approach has the advantage of isolating select “study documents” in order
to examine specific ecological assumptions and approaches: such an approach certainly
has value in that specific theological and ethical arguments receive lengthy consideration.

My dissertation differs from Bush’s approach in as much as it focuses on the
wider scope of the WCC as an institution and admits more readily the hermeneutical
difficulties in reading documents within the WCC. Indeed I argue that by studying the
WCC as an institution one understands more fully its work and emphasis in the arena of
environmental ethics. [solating particular documents within the WCC offers only limited
insights into the WCC'’s larger vision and work pertaining to social ethics.

The work of Ronald Preston presents perhaps the weightiest critique of the
WCC'’s work on environmental ethics at an institutional level. Preston argues that the
WCC’s social ethics often follows the lead of cultural trends, leaving long-standing
projects abandoned or defunct. He cites specifically the case within the WCC whereby its
institutional initiative on a “Just, Participatory, and Sustainable Society” (operating

roughly from 1975-1983) for social ethics was replaced by a much more ambiguous

e . ' . . 5 , .
initiative on “Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation.”” Preston’s analysis of these

26
For a good overview of Preston’s work and relationship to the WCC see the following works: Ronald

Preston, editor, Technology and Social Justice: An International Symposium on the Social and Economic
Teaching of the World Council of Churches From Geneva [966 to Uppsala 1968 (London: SCM Press
Ltd., 1971); "Critics From Without and From Within." The Ecumenical Review 37 (1985): 121-126;
"Convergence and Divergence in Social Theology." The Ecumenical Review 40 (1988): 194-203;
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ethical issues demands more attention. For Preston, the concem for “Just, Participatory,
and Sustainable Societies” in the 1970s issued from the WCC'’s social ethics as rooted in
theological realism, its populist or participatory concern for theological ethics, and the
WCC’s burgeoning liberationist understanding of a preferential option for the poor.
Preston affirms that all of these ethical trajectories within the WCC were well grounded
both theologically and institutionally.

In contrast, Preston contends that the WCC’s embrace of the “integrity of
creation” in its Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation initiative in the 1980s and
1990s reflected poorly articulated theological and institutional understandings of the
WCC'’s ethical agenda. Preston notes that the Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation
initiative within the WCC often portrays “nature” as that separate realm where humans
are not involved. Moreover, some WCC materials urged member churches to enter into
“fellowship with nature,” a suggestion that Preston decries as naive. Preston also charges
that the WCC’s preoccupation with theological word-games—its arguments over whether
to talk about a “sustainable society’” or the “integrity of creation”— focused its attention
away from credible UN reports on actual issues pertaining to sustainable development
and growing ecological challenges. Here, Preston argues, the WCC as an institution

allowed theological rhetoric to interfere with the business of offering a realistic Christian
. . . . . 27
social ethics pertaining to the environment.
Preston’s examination of the WCC’s environmental work concludes with specific

suggestions for future WCC work on “nature.”” Most importantly Preston calls for the

"Humanity, Nature and the Integrity of Creation," The Ecumenical Review 41 (1989): 552-563; and
Confusions in Social Ethics: Problems for Geneva and Rome (London: SCM Press, 1994).

27
Preston, “Humanity, Nature and the Integrity of Creation,” 555.
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WCC to inspect carefully its understanding of “nature” in order to draw clear lines of
continuity and discontinuity with human persons: his concem here is to maintain a
fundamental distinctiveness for the place of the human person. Moreover, Preston urges
the WCC to embrace a more evolutionary oriented understanding of “nature” reflecting
the sometimes harsh and brutal realities of ecological systems. Finally, Preston suggests
that the WCC abandon its understanding of the “unity” in nature implied in its
terminology the “integrity of creation.” Again, Preston argues for a more evolutionary-
oriented understanding of nature as competing forces always in flux. For Preston, this
chaotic and non-unified flux of “nature” should be held in tension with the distinctive
existential category of the “human person."zs [ take Preston’s work seriously in this
dissertation because he challenges the WCC’s methodological and theological
assumptions on “nature” at many points. His voice is an important corrective in

understanding the WCC’s work.

III. Overview of Dissertation
The thesis of this dissertation is two-fold. First, I argue that the WCC’s complex
institutional history has much to offer North American Christians in thinking through
issues related to environmental concerns (as well as many other social concems). At the
same time, I contend that the crises of recent environmental issues have affected the very
ways in which the WCC attends to such ethical issues, resulting in profound institutional

changes within the WCC.

28
Ibid., 555-560.
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Chapter one attends to methodology and how to interpret the work of the WCC
pertaining to social ethics. One cannot understand fully the work of the WCC unless the
institutional complexities and levels of ethical discourse are adequately charied. Thus, I
focus chapter one on the work of James Gustafson and his work pertaining to Christian
ethical methodology and environmental matters. There are many reasons for utilizing
Gustafson’s work as a hermeneutical lens through which one might read the WCC’s
work: first, he has offered salient and timely criticisms of the WCC’s work on social
ethics. Next, Gustafson has shaped the work of Christian ethics in North America in a
profound manner. His care and precision in detailing Christian ethics have served as a
model for both pupils and readers. Moreover, Gustafson has offered profound reflections
on environmental issues in recent years and therefore deserves an extended hearing on
these matters. Finally, I believe that much in Gustafson’s work could be challenged by
the insights of the WCC’s institutional legacy: therefore, [ begin the conversation with his
work.

Drawing on Gustafson’s work I establish a matrix or map by which one may read
and question the WCC’s work on environmental ethics. This map includes questions
from theology, philosophy, the social sciences, and the natural sciences. I utilize this map
in each chapter in order to direct my investigations and to evaluate the WCC’s work on
environmental issues.

Chapters two and three attend directly to the work of the WCC pertaining to
environmental matters. In chapter two I sketch the WCC’s most important statements and
work on environmental issues between the years 1966 and 1991 and also draw out

theological motifs that serve as important ethical resources for later chapters on
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environmental ethics. I argue here that the WCC articulated environmental questions in
ways that often belied its own theological presumptions concerning the nature of social
ethics. In this chapter I also provide an assessment of the WCC'’s environmental ethics by
filtering the WCC’s work through Gustafson’s matrix as established in chapter one.

In chapter three I continue a historical assessment and overview by looking at the
WCC'’s work on environmental issues between the years 1991 and 1998. This chapter
serves two purposes. First, a general survey and historical understanding of the WCC'’s
environmental work during this period is provided. Next, I introduce the reader to how
the WCC has changed (both consciously and instinctively) its approach to social ethics in
the face of overwhelming environmental concemns. I conclude this chapter once again by
posing questions from Gustafson’s matrix.

Chapter four attempts to break new ground in these conversations by utilizing
Gustafson’s work on the levels and varieties of ethical discourse as reviewed in chapter
one. Specifically, I contend that one can map the WCC’s institutional work on ecology at
different ethical levels in accordance with its intended audience and purpose. Thus, I
argue that the WCC’s work as a prophet, expert, and religious advocate in the arena of
environmental ethics constitute a more complete understanding of the WCC’s
institutional work and identity on these issues. I then reflect upon the advantages and
disadvantages of this multi-leveled ethical approach. I show that the WCC’s engagement
in various forms of ethical discourse affords both complexity and confusion as it has
aligned its work simultaneously with “Christian social ethics,” “international civil

society,” and more recently indigenous “people’s movements.”
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Finally, chapter five engages in a constructive process in the building up of
environmental ethics as taken from the institutional work of the WCC. Here I repeat my
argument that the WCC'’s approach to environmental problems is necessarily an issue-by-
issue affair, reflecting an *“ad hoc” sensibility toward ecological issues. As such, the
WCC'’s work is a good example of ethical bricolage as defined by the religious ethicist
Jeffrey Stout. I conclude my dissertation with the following question: what specific
building blocks does the WCC as an institution provide for North American religious
ethicists working on environmental ethics? I contend that the WCC’s commitment to
humility, solidarity, and institutional risk constitute three qualities worthy of attention

from religious ethicists in North America.
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CHAPTER ONE
Theology, Ethics, and Environmental Issues:
Reading the World Council of Churches through the Work of

James Gustafson

While a social analysis of the Church is not an exercise in Christian doctrine, it would be
inadequate without some knowledge of doctrine and of the other disciplines involved. It
is not his [the Christian ethicist’s] goal to include every pertinent insight from all the
disciplines; such completeness is impossible, and such eclecticism lacks unity of
perspective and focus of interpretation. The point of view cannot be simply validated by
the particular canons of sociology or systematic theology, history, or philosophy. It must
stand finally on its own feet, and find its validity in whatever light it sheds upon the
Christian community...A social analysis of the Church does not displace investigation
from other points of view, or interpretation through other concepts. It seeks merely to
make a contribution to our understanding of the community of Christians, with its

continuity through history, and its identity across culture barriers and space:.l

L Introduction: Why Use the Work of James Gustafson?

As noted in the introduction, ethical methodology and hermeneutics are key
concerns in reading the WCC’s documents on environmental issues. That is, how does
one assess the complex legacy of an international Christian organization such as the
WCC on a specific subject as intricate as “environmental issues™? This chapter utilizes
the work of James Gustafson in constructing an ethical lens through which I as a North

American, Christian ethicist might read and interact with the WCC’s work.

1
Gustafson, Treasure in Earthen Vessels: The Church As a Human Community (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1961): 4-5.

24
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I engage Gustafson in this chapter for several reasons. First, Gustafson has stood
as a doyen of Protestant Christian ethics for an entire generation, formulating careful
insights, penetrating criticisms, and instructive suggestions for Christian theologians and
ethicists on both the methodology and practice of Christian ethics.” His expertise in the
area of North American Christian ethics is highly respected for its thorough and
interdisciplinary approach.J

Moreover, Gustafson imbibes deeply from the resources of the social sciences, offering
salient insights into institutional ecclesial structures and probing these structures at an ethical and
moral level. Thus, his insights are pertinent in addressing the ethical posture of an ecclesial

institution such as the WCC. Indeed, Gustafson directly addresses the WCC'’s social ethics on at

least two separate occasions.' His careful assessments of the WCC on both ethical methodology
and on social issues—although limited in scope on each occasion—serve as examples of how

one might approach the WCC'’s institutional work on environmental issues.

2

In his seminal work Ethics After Babel, Jeffrey Stout devotes an entire chapter to Gustafson and lauds his
unflinching honesty and rigor in approaching theological ethics. Ethics After Babel: The Language of
Morals and Their Discontents (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988): 163-188.

? See here the work of Harlan Beckley, Passion for Justice: Retrieving the Legacies of Walter
Rauschenbusch, John A. Ryan, and Reinhold Niebuhr (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox
Press, 1992): 22-23. That Beckley does not defend his appropriation of Gustafson’s ethical methodology is
some indication of the stature and importance of Gustafson’s work. Likewise, Audrey Chapman’s work
Unprecedented Choices: Religious Ethics at the Frontiers of Genetic Science (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1999) draws on Gustafson extensively and unapologetically in establishing a framework for engaging the
broad field of the genetic sciences.(21-23)

4

James Gustafson, "Book Review of Who Speaks for the Church?" The Ecumenical Review 20 (1968): 98-
100; "An Analysis of [the WCC’s] Church and Society Social Ethical Writings," The Ecumenical Review
40 (1988): 267-278.

25
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Other factors point to Gustafson as a good partner in this conversation concerning
environmental issues. Gustafson has attempted to formulate a weighty and broad theocentric
ethic that moves beyond “anthropocentrism” in Christian ethics. His careful accounts of these
issues are helpful in assessing the fullness of the WCC'’s institutional efforts in this area.
Gustafson’s theocentric ethics places a high value on the whole of the cosmos and therefore is
helpful in disceming the value of that which is non-human (or “other’”). That which is “other”
from humanity is deemed by Gustafson to have intrinsic value apart from its use for the human
species—these “intrinsic values” and Gustafson’s explication of such values are beneficial in
sketching an environmental ethic.

Gustafson’s work also proves valuable because he engages deontological and teleological
approaches to ecological ethics before offering a modified pragmatism rooted in the Protestant
Christian Reformed tradition. His question “what is God enabling and requiring us to do?” offers
a distinctive framework for thinking about the complexities of environmental issues. Thus,
Gustafson’s ethical approach employs a “common-sense ontology” whereby he advances ethical
interpretations grounded in theological and philosophical history in concert with the data of the
natural and social sciences. This methodological approach is especially important in moving
toward an understanding of environmental ethics—an area of study highly dependent upon
interdisciplinary interpretations of scientific “facts” and reading this data within a theological or
philosophical framework.

My purpose here is to distill from Gustafson’s work a cogent framework for engaging
and then evaluating the WCC’s work on environmental ethics; thus, [ focus upon important
methodological considerations offered by Gustafson for investigating the ethical legacies of a

person or institution. In order to offer a broad and measured account of Gustafson’s work I first

26
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survey several of his important writings on ethical methodology from the 1960s and 1970s. I cull
from Gustafson’s work during this period the importance of including social scientific accounts
of ecclesial institutions alongside traditional theological assessments. Moreover, his writings on
the nature and complexity of moral conversation are helpful in offering a careful reading of an
institution such as the WCC. I next explore Gustafson’s contributions to theological ethics as
found in Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective and more recent works from the 1980s and
1990s. Here I draw from Gustafson questions stemming from the natural sciences, philosophy,
and anthropology in constructing a “theocentric” environmental ethic.

I conclude by offering my own matrix of prominent questions emerging from Gustafson’s
work by which one may engage and evaluate the work of the WCC on environmental issues.
This framework offers four interrelated reference points pertaining to environmental issues.

First, I glean from Gustafson’s corpus theological questions pertaining to the WCC’s
understanding of God, God’s relations to the world, and the place of humans in the larger
cosmos. Gustafson’s theological work also probes the nature of ethical methodology and moral
argumentation by individuals and institutions. I find his work in these areas important for
assessing the varying theological strategies of the WCC on ecological matters. Second, I argue
that Gustafson’s emphasis on social scientific methodology provides an essential reference point
in limning the WCC’s historical and institutional characteristics. Gustafson’s work in the social
sciences raises questions about the moral community, power dynamics, and social location of the
WCC as an institution working out of Geneva, Switzerland. The third reference point of this
methodological framework centers on Gustafson’s peregrinations in the natural sciences: here
Gustafson’s work offers pertinent queries about the WCC’s understanding of “environmental

ethics”. Although Gustafson’s work does not offer comprehensive investigations of ecology or

27
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environmental ethics as disciplines, his work engages serious scientific challenges in the
advancement of responsible environmental ethics. Fourth, Gustafson’s engagement with
philosophical arguments on the place of humans in the world and of “intrinsic value” in
assessing the worth of non-human species and life forms are helpful in evaluating the WCC'’s
arguments along similar lines.

This constructed methodological framework, therefore, has four reference points that
serve as loci for investigating the WCC’s institutional stance on environmental ethics. These
reference points in theology, the social sciences, the natural sciences, and philosophy do not
represent a comprehensive, historical, or systematic overview of this prominent ethicist. Indeed,
Gustafson’s published work spans nearly fifty years; therefore, creative tensions, growth, and
even contradictions emerge in his scholarly corpus. Rather, I chart in this chapter the contours of

Gustafson’s work on ethical methodology and how these boundaries have changed as Gustafson
. . . . 5 .
has engaged environmental issues in recent years at more substantive level. The result is a

methodological matrix for an examination of environmental issues within the wcc.’

’ For fuller assessments of Gustafson’s work as a Christian ethicist after Ethics from Theocentric
Perspective, see: Richard McComick, "Gustafson's God: Who? What? Where? (ETC.)," Journal of
Religious Ethics 13 (1985): 53-70; Paul Ramsey, "A Letter to James Gustafson,” Journal of Religious
Ethics 13 (1985): 71-100; Steven Toulmin, "Nature and Nature's God," Journal of Religious Ethics 13
(1985): 37-52. See also the articles in Harlan Beckley and Charles Swezey, eds. James M. Gustafson's
Theocentric Ethics: Interpretations and Assessments (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1988).
This edited volume includes excellent articles investigating Gustafson’s ethical work and method: Robert
Audi, “Theology, Science, and Ethics in Gustafson’s Theocentric Vision,” 159-186; Robert Bellah,
“Gustafson as Critic of Culture,” 143-158; Edward Farley, “Theocentric Ethics as a Genetic Argument,”
39-62; Robert Johann, “An Ethics of Emergent Order,” 95-118; Gordon Kaufman, “How is God to be
Understood in a Theocentric Ethics?” 13-38; Mary Midgley, “The Paradox of Humanism,” 187-202; John
Reeder, Jr., “The Dependence of Ethics,” 119-142; John Howard Yoder, “Theological Revision and the
Burden of Particular Identity,” 63-94; and Gustafson’s own “Response” and “Afterword,” 203-224 and
241-254. Other important works on Gustafson’s ethical framework include: Jens Glebe-Msller, "A Modern
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IL Gustafson’s Early Ethical Methodology: An Overview of His Work
in the 1960s and 1970s
Gustafson’s earliest writings reflect a theological approach heavily steeped in the social
sciences, especially sociology, in order to interpret ecclesial institutions as historical, earthly
realities. His work Treasure in Earthen Vessels: The Church as a Human Community supplies
valuable insights for approaching the institutional aspects of ecclesial bodies.’ In this study,
Gustafson leans heavily upon a “social analysis” of ecclesial structures while also

acknowledging his theological background and training. The stated purpose of his study—to

American Theology: James M. Gustafson's Ethics From a Theocentric Perspective,” Studia Theologica 42
(1988): 89-112; William French, "Ecological Concern and the Anti-Foundationalist Debates: James
Gustafson on Biosphere Constraints,” The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics, 1989, ed. D. M.
Yeager (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1989): 113-130; Julian Hartt, "Conceming God
and Man and His Well-Being: A Commentary, Inspired by Spinosa, on Gustafson's Ethics From a
Theocentric Perspective,” Soundings 73 (1990): 667-687; Harlan Beckley; "A Raft That Floats:
Experience, Tradition, and Sciences in Gustafson's Theocentric Ethics," Zygon 30 (1995): 201-209; and
William Rottschaefer, "Gustafson's Theocentrism and Scientific Naturalistic Philosophy: A Marriage Made
in Heaven,” Zygon 30 (1995): 211-220.

° A good example in theology of using such a “matrix” or a “map” is Robert Schreiter’s chapter “Mapping
a Local Theology” in Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1985): 22-38.
This chapter is also the beginning of an “argument” with the WCC on environmental matters. David
Tracy’s definition of “argument” within the genre of conversation is pertinent: “...argument is a vital
moment within conversation that occasionally is needed if the conversation itself is to move forward.”
David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope (San Francisco: Harper and Row,
1987): 23.

! Gustafson operates with a very specific working definition of “Church:” “...the Church is defined as an
historically continuous body of persons known as Christians, whose common life is in part institutionalized
in churches. The Church is a social entity, with temporal and spatial boundaries.” (Treasure in Earthen
Vessels: The Church as a Human Community ,6). An interesting comparison study is the WCC’s
Commission on Faith and Order, 4 Treasure in Earthen Vessels: An Instrument for an Ecumenical
Reflection on Hermeneutics (Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 1998). Gustafson’s
understanding of “the church” holds up surprisingly well given the passage of time and the number of

historical and sociological studies informing the WCC’s more recent work on ecclesiology.
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“understand as much of life in the Church as possible, and particularly its ‘unity and ‘continuity’
(more precisely, its social and historical consistency) within a nondoctrinal framework™—offers
the reader snapshots of carefully constructed claims concerning ecclesial institutions built on
theological, philosophical, and sociological grounds.s

Several relevant insights for understanding and practicing theological ethics emerge from
Treasure in Earthen Vessels. First, the intersection of theology with the social sciences offers a
broad picture of ecclesial institutions in that Gustafson identifies the pluriform values, priorities,
and ends of ecclesial structures as they are rooted in the politics, histories, and sociological
realities of a particular context. Moreover, Gustafson notes that ecclesial structures fulfill a
variety of human needs and desires in society.9 Churches integrate, define, identify, mend, and
break both human societies and particular humans in these settings.w Moreover, ecclesial
institutions express a need for institutional self-preservation whereby its “shared cognitive
orientation” extends beyond its immediate life.

Gustafson also traces the political dynamics of ecclesial institutions such as the WCC. He
notes that political processes take place via formal and informal patterns of interaction and that

the “political” characteristics of a church tend to change given particular historical

8
Treasure in Earthen Vessels, ix. Gustafson, therefore, explores the notion of “Church” from several

methodological angles.

? Gustafson here draws on the work of Bronislaw Malinowski and Emile Durkheim in stressing ecclesial
interpretations of common human needs. /bid., 16-17, footnote 1. Other formative intellectual figures for
Gustafson’s sociological and naturalistic approach in this work include George Herbert Mead, H. Richard
Niebuhr, Josiah Royce, Emst Troeltsch, and Max Weber.

° Gustafson acknowledges the importance of the work of Emst Troeltsch’s work at this point. (/bid., 21-
28) Gustafson’s use of Troeltsch is quite clear given Troeltsch’s understanding of Christian churches as a
“social” construction. See here Troeltsch’s The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches (Louisville,
Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992): 23-37.
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circumstances. Thus, there is an “ad hoc” quality to the patterns of life within churches.
“Churches are like other political communities in their need to develop many ad hoc patterns of
life through which they can exercise their functions. The actual patterns of church political life

take new forms in the light of new purposes, the social situation in which the church exists, and

other interacting factors.” Gustafson explicitly attends to the WCC as a “political” institution,
noting the tensions between the ecumenical strains of the Faith and Order movement and Life
and Work movements co-existing within the WCC. Moreover, Gustafson points to the WCC’s
intentional engagement of geographically diverse churches as a distinctive political feature of its
ecclesiological composition.l2 This political aspect of the WCC’s institutional life also extends to
its functional use of language in delineating the boundaries of the WCC. That is, the WCC is an
institutional community of language and interpretation whereby ecclesial bodies utilize specific
language in shaping its political and social character: “The creed-forming process continues to
have a social function...A recent example is the World Council of Churches’ confession of
‘Jesus Christ as God and Savior.’ An alteration of this formula would change the social character

of the Council. The present language excludes the membership of such groups as American

1

Treasure in Earthen Vessels., 41. Or, as Gustafson says later: *‘The Church is a chameleon. It finds colors
that fit it into various environments. It continues, yet changes; this is the value of its social nature. Yet it
stands always under the order and judgment of God to whom it professes loyalty and in whom it believes.”
(112)

* Ibid., 37. Gustafson only touches on the larger sociological and political issues at stake here in
investigating the work of the WCC as an institution. The literature in this area is vast and varied. For a
more thorough introduction to institutions as political agents of change see the “Introduction” in Roland
Czada, Adrienne Héritier, and Hans Keman, eds., Institutions and Political Choice: On the Limits of
Rationality (Amsterdam:= VU University Press, 1996): 11-24. See also the efforts of political scientist
Robert Keohane on understanding the complex workings of institutions in international settings: *Power
and Interdependence Revisited,” International Organization 41 (1987): 723-753; International Institutions
and State Power (Boulder, Colorado: Westview, 1989).
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Unitarians and Universalists. A language acceptable to them [Unitarians and Universalists]
would probably exclude the Eastern Orthodox and other churches.””

Most striking about Gustafson’s efforts in defining an institutional ecclesial community,
though, is his recognition of the complexity of such a task. Gustafson recognizes that his
approach to and interpretation of ecclesial institutions does not fit easily into strictly theological,
historical, and social scientific concemns. Indeed, it is likely that practitioners in each of these
specific disciplines would look askance at Gustafson’s approach. Thus, Gustafson exercises
humility in his study, asserting that: “The audacity of the social interpreter of the Church is
obvious. He must be informed by concepts from several disciplines, yet it is possible that he does
not qualify as a practitioner of any of them. But the risk is necessary.”“

Gustafson describes theological components of ecclesial institutions cautiously. He
claims that the only distinctive feature of an *“‘ecclesial” community is its determinative object of
faith—namely, the Christian God. In all other respects it stands as a fully *“natural” institution—
that is as a social, historical, and political community. Indeed, even the theologically oriented
aspects of ecclesial institutions cannot function as final and decisive descriptions of such bodies.
“The Church has political operations; how are we to understand these? The Church has historical
continuity and inner social unity. How are these to be understood? If one answers only in terms

meaningful to the properly initiated theologian, not much has been explained, and not much

understood.”” Thus, for Gustafson, working conceptions of church institutions as theological

13
Treasure in Earthen Vessels., 53.

14
Ibid., 4-5.

15
Ibid., 7. Gustafson notes that his method runs directly counter to exclusively theological interpretations
of ecclesial institutions. It is not always clear, however, which methodological vantage point is most

determinative for Gustafson’s reading. At times the theological ramifications of ecclesial institutions appear
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realities and “natural” communities are both important in probing the work and results of an
institution such as the WCC.

In another of his major works Christ and the Moral Life Gustafson moves more explicitly
toward ethical analysis and identifies three assumptions logically prior to the ethical query "what
ought I to do?" These assumptions include: coherent criterion for the selection of ethical
principles or values; the historically contingent and developmental nature of human decisions
and human subjectivity; and the difficulties in identifying a hierarchy of value, values, goods, or
the good for a particular system. Gustafson argues throughout this work that these assumptions
determine the content and form of particular approaches to ethics. He therefore rejects in Christ
and the Moral Life the notion that there is one universal form or method for Christian ethics:
rather, in facing specific problems Christian ethicists employ unique and divergent techniques to
engage ethical assumptions given the historical context and specific problems.lts

Gustafson also engages the ethical question "Does Jesus Christ make any difference to
the Christian's life?" in Christ and the Moral [.x'fe.l7 He notes that investigations into such
questions are usually ambiguous—indeed, in a striking passage Gustafson claims, “Christians are

in no position to claim moral superiority over other men, or to make a case for the Christian faith

most important. Gustafson, however, clearly emphasizes the historical, concrete social realities of churches
and makes empirical observations about these institutions. Thus, much of Gustafson’s work grounds itself
in empirical descriptions about ecclesial institutions. For an interesting theological challenge to Gustafson’s
methodology see John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Basil Blackweil, 1990). Milbank challenges the autonomy of the social sciences as a
discipline independent from a theological (or cosmological) narrative and would therefore question
Gustafson’s practice of engaging social scientific disciplines alongside Christian theological accounts to

interpret ecclesial realities.
16

James Gustafson, Christ and the Moral Life (New York: Harper and Row, 1968): 1-3.
" id., 238.
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on the grounds of verifiable evidence of its contribution to the moral well-being of the human
community."“ Gustafson again argues here that the distinctiveness of the Christian community is

its object of belief—the Christian God." Thus, the ethical uniqueness of Christian institutions
may be found in its communal understandings and practice of love, charity, and forgiveness in
light of its beliefs in Jesus Christ. Still, however, Gustafson adds that such institutions remain
historical, political entities whose tangible outward actions are reducible to a sociological
understanding alongside other similar institutions. Again, such reflections are important in
evaluating the WCC’s explicitly “environmental ethics™ alongside specifically non-Christian
accounts of similar matters.

Gustafson’s next book The Church as Moral Decision-Maker adds important
qualifications to his earlier work in that he expands his understanding of communities of “moral
discourse” and how these communities might be studied, analyzed, and critiqued. A vital
addition to his earlier work is an extended discussion of power within institutional settings and
the ramifications of such dynamics.

The subtlety of Christian ethics of cultural responsibility lies in its acceptance of
the relativities of a social order and technology precisely as relative. Power
exists—physical energy, economic, military and political power, the capacity to
order the course of events within limitations in various realms of life including the
personal. Accept the conditions, yes. But all power exists by the power of God; all

power is responsible to God; all power is potentially an expression of the divine
purpose. Social and personal power, in whatever its rationalized forms, is not in

18
Ibid., 239.

? There is some reductionism in Gustafson’s concept of “belief” here—certainly, an empirical study would
show a variety of manifestations of “belief” and therefore some difference between beliefs held by different
persons and different communities. I take Gustafson’s point to be that empirical evidence regarding the
distinctive or superior ethical nature of such beliefs cannot be secured. For a probing discussion of
difficulties in talking about theology and religious belief see Nicholas Lash, Easter in Ordinary:
Reflections on Human Experience and the Knowledge of God (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1988): 9-17.
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itself good or uitimate. It is something to which Christians must be relatively
related while they are absolutely related to God..”

Gustafson here stresses the relativity of both individual and institutional power configurations
and by extension urges the reader to grasp the historically contingent character of ethical actions
manifested by Christians and ecclesial institutions.

In The Church as Moral Decision-Maker Gustafson also turns more specifically toward
theological considerations of eschatology and observes that Christian communities rely on a
sense of “hope” for moral decision-making. "Christian action is action in hope. It partakes of a
'cosmic optimism,’ not in the sense that the expectations of a historical society of righteousness
are to be realized, but in the knowledge that finally the destiny, context, and end of Christian
action is in the hands of God. Frustration and bafflement by the complexities of a social or
process of social change are not overwhelming,"n Interestingly, Gustafson here hints that
ecclesial institutions may better be able to offer particular guidance to individual persons and
institutions regarding ethical choices because of their grounding in an eschatological hope.
Moreover, Gustafson contends that church institutions embody two distinctive realities in
pluralistic societies—the presence of the living God through Christ and also a vibrant social

witness over and against society at-large. These realities establish within ecclesial institutions the

20
The Church as Moral Decision-Maker (Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1970): 31-32. This work in some

ways to be a passing phase in Gustafson’s thought: the church here seems to be a realm of distinctive
speech, action, and belief whereby a uniquely different ethic is performed. The “natural” elements of
church action are downplayed throughout this work.

2
Ibid., 40.
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virtues of freedom, humility, love, and attest that such institutions as a truly “responsible” order
within modern pluralistic societal structures.”

Gustafson also offers in this work a comprehensive view of what a community of moral
discourse does and should look like. He offers several criteria. "By a community of moral
discourse I mean a gathering of people with the explicit intention to survey and critically discuss
their personal and social responsibilities in the light of moral convictions about which there is
some consensus and to which there is some loyalty.”23 Ecclesial institutions function as
communities of moral discourse by inheriting and expounding upon a specific moral tradition or
traditions; examining fundamental convictions about qualitative distinctions between various
ethical positions; and utilizing specific moral language within the ecclesial community itself in
making such distinctions.” Gustafson also refines the notion of “discourse” within ecclesial
institutions to describe the voluntary, participatory, and interactive nature of such moral
conversations over long periods of time. Indeed, if an ecclesial institution is to have a healthy
basis for moral practices it must embody these traits.” Clearly these ideas are helpful in
discerning the nature of moral conversation and action in a complex ecumenical institution such
as the WCC.

Gustafson expands these clarifications in his next book, Christian Ethics and the

Community. Here Gustafson forwards careful distinctions between “theological ethics” and

2
Ibid., 60-61.

Ibid., 84. Gustafson buttresses his largely sociological interpretation of church institutions by the
following claims: "...any ideas or beliefs, whether they be religious, political, economic, or whatever,
become culturally and socially effective through the social organizations and the social forms that they
seize upon or grow into."(/bid., 139)

24

Ibid., 86-89.
25

Ibid., 90-94.
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“Christian morality.”z‘i Ethics, he claims, is a careful assessment of situations, causes, and
consequences considered in a reflective mode and informed by questions concerning human

nature and the context of obligation. Morality, by contrast, refers more directly to the practical

tasks of human conduct, addressing questions such as “what ought I do in this place and time?™”
In addition, Gustafson notes that “there have been, and legitimately can be, four different base
points for Christian moral discourse, and that no matter which point a writer selects to start from,
he moves into considerations that are dominant in the other three if he seeks to develop a very
complete Christian ethics.”” These four base points, according to Gustafson, include the
expressive-evocative level, the moral level, the ethical level, and the post-ethical level. Although
Gustafson does not define these terms extensively here, these four “base points” continue to
inform his thinking on ethical methodology in the future.

Finally, in his chapter “Christian Humanism and the Human Mind” Gustafson offers a
glimpse of future trajectories he will follow in stressing the evolutionary character of the human
species and the plurality of values accompanying such changes. Gustafson argues that ethical
valuation and differentiation has become more difficult despite the overwhelming amount of
scientific data available. Indeed, the complexity of such information presents individuals and

communities with interdependent and competing values when attempting to act ethically in

26
Christian Ethics and the Community (Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1971).

7 Ibid., 85. Both in this work and in later writings Gustafson does not hold carefully, in my judgment, this
distinction between theological ethics and Christian morality. Still, the point made here is important: ethics
involves an assessment of situations, causes, and consequences in a more contemplative or academic
setting while morality demands more immediate action, pressing a person or institution to face real

situations and consequences.

28
Ibid., 102.
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particular circumstances.” This idea of the multidimensionality of values or competing values
within an ethical framework is seminal to Gustafson’s understanding of the complexity of ethical
choices for individuals or institutions in modem life.

During this time, Gustafson also addresses ethical methodology in relationship to the
empirical sciences. Especially interesting is Gustafson’s explication of “The Relationship of
Empirical Science to Moral Thought” in his book Theology and Christian Ethics.” Gustafson
maintains here that ethical thought benefits from a vigorous engagement with the social sciences
in at least four significant ways. Social sciences provide ethical communities with a more
complete historical understanding of the “essence” or “nature” of persons and institutions; a
fuller understanding of sociological and political circumstances; an opportunity to predict
circumstances or outcomes; and avenues for the development of moral norms issuing out of
empirical sciences. Gustafson disabuses those who would use the social sciences in a positivistic

manner, and yet he offers a carefully articulated appeal to the use of empirical “facts” in order to

.- .. . . . .o 31
present a more realistic picture of human life in communities.

® Ibid., 187-204. Interestingly, in this same book Gustafson weds these claims to the experiential, palpable
character of theological hope in his chapter “The Conditions for Hope: Reflections on Human Experience,”
205-216. "Only when the object of hope [e.g., democracy, labor rights, etc.] is delineated with enough
specificity to make possible the inference of certain achievable moral intentions can it give relatively clear
direction to moral action. A general attitude of hope, with its big theological basis and big theological
object, is of limited significance; in fact, it is vacuous when particular moral decisions and actions are

required."(205)

30
Theology and Christian Ethics (Philadelphia: United Church Press, 1974).

" See also here James M. Gustafson, "The Relationship of Empirical Science to Moral Thought,”
Proceedings of the Catholic Theological Society of America 26 (1971): 122-137. For further explication of
this theme of using empirical studies in theological ethics see Lisa Sowle Cahill, Between the Sexes
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985).
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Gustafson's work Can Ethics Be Christian? focuses attention on the descriptive elements
inherent in delineating moral activity and on how this relates to persons within communities.
Perhaps the most significant claim made by Gustafson in this work attends to the question posed
in his title:

"Can ethics be Christian....] have attempted to make a more modest claim, namely, that

insofar as Christian symbols and concepts have a special claim on the religious

community, they are used to disclose significance. That significance is preeminently
religious and theological, but it is also in many instances moral. The religious

significance impregnates the moral and may make a difference to the discernment of the
moral. In this limited sense, then, the enterprise of ethical reflection may be distinctly

Christian."”
Gustafson, therefore, again distances himself again from any talk concerning the
“distinctiveness” of Christian ethics and instead reiterates his earlier stance that ethics depends
primarily upon broader categories encompassing all humanity. "An intelligible account of
experience that issues in 'almost universal' and 'almost absolute’ principles and values can be
given, but the conditions of knowledge do not exist on which universality and absoluteness can
be claimed without qualit'lcation."33

Gustafson’s Pere Marquette Theology Lecture delivered in 1975 attends to the
relationship between a natural law concept of ethics and more particularistic, revelation-centered
ethics. Here Gustafson asserts that theological ethics are often clothed in a more general

language of “moral philosophy” for the sake of reaching a wider and broader audience.

32
Can Ethics Be Christian? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975): 144.

» Ibid., 158. "Is it conceivable that members of the Christian community would act under any
circumstances in a way that could not be justified by principles on which presumably all rational persons
could agree? Is it conceivable that a ‘'moral’ act by a Christian can be justified by only a 'religious' reason...I
believe that such occasions would be extremely rare, and for reasons that are theological in character. Since
God's purposes are believed to be for the well-being of man and creation, on most occasions the reasons
that justify any moral act would justify the moral acts of Christians."(166)
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Gustafson does not disapprove of such an approach: “To do so is not necessarily an act of
deception, either of oneself or of others. Frequently the failure to develop the theological grounds
for one’s work in medical cthics stems from lack of interest in those grounds on the part of the
participants in the discussions of clinical moral issues.”” Gustafson here affirms an approach
whereby theologians utilize the more generalized language of “moral philosophy” so as to
communicate more freely with non-theologians on pertinent ethical issues. It is clear that such
latitude in arguing ethical issues is appropriate given Gustafson’s conception of theology and the
role of the theological ethicist: “Theology is reflection on human experience with reference to a
particular dimension of the human experience denoted ‘religious.’...I reserve the word
‘religious’ for that dimension of experience (in which not all persons consciously share) that
senses a relationship to an ultimate power that sustains and stands over against humans and the
world.””

Gustafson clearly sees a dynamic interplay, then, between natural law constructions of
ethics and revelation-centered ethics. Indeed, he argues that both natural law ethics and
revelation-based ethics both attempt to determine the qualities and characteristics of “God” or an
‘“‘ultimate power” and what interactions such an “ultimate power”” might have with the world.
Indeed, although ethical sources of knowledge are important for Gustafson, so too is an

examination of the performance of a moral agent in both fulfilling moral acts and outlining the

. . B . . . 36
values and principles governing specific moral behaviors in a normative manner.” Here

34
The Contributions of Theology to Medical Ethics. The 1975 Peré Marquette Theology Lecture
(Milwaukee: Marquette University, 1975): 1-2.

35
Ibid., 4-5.

36
Ibid., 13. Again, Gustafson argues that theological ethicists differ from moral philosophers neither in the
form of thought or argumentation nor in the substance of arguments. Rather, the theological ethicists’
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Gustafson asserts that Christian theological ethics can contribute quite specifically to non-
theological fields (such as medical ethics) in outlining and specifying claims made and defended
about God (or an ultimate power), how humans interact with such an ordering power, and what
moral inferences might emerge from these theological and anthropological claims.” Moreover,
Gustafson notes that specific theological claims contribute specific reference points from which
one may make moral claims and ethical decisions: “Theology contributes to medical ethics by
providing a moral point of view. It provides a theological answer to the question, ‘Why be
moral?””"

Gustafson’s work Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Prospects for Rapprochement
offers a commanding overview and summary of various approaches to Christian ethics. Indeed,
this work serves as a good summary of Gustafson’s work on ethical methodology during the
1960s and 1970s. Gustafson proffers here two broad theses that move toward defining a
comprehensive theological ethic. First, he contends that coherence within the organizing
perspective, analogy, or principle of a theological ethic must unfold such that four "base points"
of ethical inquiry relate coherently to one another. These base points include: an understanding
and interpretation of God and God's relations to the world and especially human beings; an
interpretation of human experience, its meaning, and the historical life of communities in the

world; an understanding of persons as moral agents and their acts in freedom and the limits of

thought is “qualified by his experience of and belief in the reality of God. Thus, his analysis of the
necessary conditions for moral activity to occur will move to the theological margins of moral experience,
and to the theological grounds of all experience. His indication of normative moral principles and values
will be, in some manner, justified by his theology.” (14-15)

7 Ibid., 15. Gustafson cites three conceptual contributions of theology to medical ethics: God’s intention
for the well-being of creation; God’s preserving and sustaining of creation; and the finitude and sinfulness

of human creatures over and against this ordering power of God.

38
Ibid., 25.
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such freedom,; and finally, an explication of how persons ought to make moral choices and
develop human character. Next, Gustafson states that a ngorous theological ethic offers careful
Jjudgments concerning the weight of sources informing Christian ethics. Specifically, how does
an ethicist weigh the input of the Christian Scriptures, the Christian tradition, philosophical
insights and principles, scientific information and data, and human experience broadly
construed? These two theses are crucial in understanding and appropriating Gustafson's ethical

methodology for this dissertation.”

III. Gustafson’s Work on Ecology and Theocentric Ethics in the 1980s and 1990s

L. . . .40
Gustafson’s magnum opus is his two-volume Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective. In

these volumes Gustafson devotes substantial attention to matters relating to ecological ethics

including: the proper place of humans in the cosmos;“ the character of God in relationship to the

» Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Prospectives for Rapproachment, 139-141. Although Gustafson
argues for a comprehensive theological ethic he has no desire to establish a “fundamental theology.” Such
an intellectual attempt, according to Gustafson, would give a false sense of historical and conceptual
security. Instead, Gustafson fully accepts “finitude” as an essential mark of human beings and theological
activity. As such, the character of theological convictions changes and evolves. Moreover, it is important to
note that Gustafson’s conception of the audience of theological ethics is not the broad *“public” as with
other scholars in the same field. Indeed, Gustafson argues that theological ethics may persuade some,

dialogue with others, and yet will fail to converse with many people.

0 James M Gustafson, Ethics From a Theocentric Perspective (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981
and 1984). I cannot do justice to the rich, detailed, and subtle nature of this complex work. For an incisive
overview and critique of his own work see James Gustafson, "Response,” and “Afterword" in James M.
Gustafson's Theocentric Ethics: Interpretations and Assessments, editors Harlan Beckley and Charles
Swezey (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1988): 203-224; 241-254.

a1
See especially Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective 1:88-98; 1:115-128; 1:222-224; 1:281-306; and
2:279-302.
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present wcn'ld;‘2 a careful definition of “nature” and the “natural order;”‘] notions of “intrinsic”
value and the value of life;“ conceptions of human stewardship for the world;45 participation of
humans with other species and the Othe:l';‘6 and prospects for hope in surveying ecological

matters and the future of the earth.”’ Gustafson filters these discussions through a particular
understanding of the “theocentric” character of ethics as grounded both in Christian Reformed
understandings of the sovereignty of God and in Stoic philosophical interpretations of ethics.”
Gustafson stresses again in Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective that the first question
for theological ethics is not “what should I do” but rather the descriptive question “what is going
on” in particular historical circumstances.” This familiar starting point for Gustafson, though, is
merged with an emphasis on the changing and evolutionary character of the world and human
beings. Indeed, Gustafson’s ethical thought here takes an interesting turn: while he attaches great
weight and emphasis to the complete sovereignty of God (as found in much of the Christian
Reformation tradition), he undercuts any special divine concem for humanity and human ethical
agency by claiming that God is not solely concerned with human well-being and survival.

Throughout Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective Gustafson distances his own position from an

* Ibid., 1:129-136; 1:235-251; and 2:319-322.

* Ibid., 1:105-106; 1:209-211; 2:7, 2:54-58; and 2:70-71.
* Ibid., 1:76; 2:40-41; 2:58; and 2:76-77.

** Ibid., 1:101; 2:41; and 2:286-290.

** Ibid., 1:129-136; 1:281-325; and 2:279-316.

¥ Ibid., 1:41-42; 1:55; 2:44; and 2:108-109.

48
Gustafson's stress on Stoic understandings of “responsibility” is complex and varied. For a fuller account

of Stoicism and the wide historical understanding associated with Stoic ethics see Marcia Colish’s two-

volume work on The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1985).

49
Gustafson couples his siress on the historical nature of character-based ethics with a basic “conviction”

that Christian theology is a direct reflection on human experience.
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understanding of a specific divine “purpose” or telos in the universe toward which humans might

orient their actions and purposes. Rather, Gustafson affirms a more evolutionary understanding

of the world whereby change is inevitable, but this change has no specific direction or end.”
Gustafson’s concern throughout this two-volume work is to offer a broadly-oriented

“theocentric” ethic. He offers a good working model of theocentric ethics in a chapter directly

related to environmental concemns entitled “Population and Nutrition.””' Here Gustafson tackles
these extraordinarily intricate issues and the impacts of each problem as related to environmental
matters as a whole. He commences with a theological or religious question: what is God’s
relationship to the world and particularly to human beings and how might such relations impact
thinking about population and nutrition issues? Gustafson minces no words here: ... for large
numbers of persons to be subjected to intense suffering and untimely death as a result of powers
that bear down upon them, powers insufficient to sustain even their basic biological needs,
powers beyond their control and sometimes beyond any human control, is something too easily
glossed over both in Christian theology and piety."sz

Gustafson’s exploration of population concems serves as a microcosm of his attitudes
toward both theodicy and toward environmental ethics; he concludes that population concerns

should neither be dismissed nor explained away by theological rhetoric which might abstract or

* Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, 1:264, 268-273. Gordon Kaufman charges that Gustafson here
embraces ecological naturalism while attempting to retain the traditional language of Reformed Christianity
in “God.” “What can the introduction of the notion of God—conceived in this complete dehumanized and
depersonalized way—do for Gustafson that the notion of nature cannot do as well? Is God here any other or
more than the structure of natural powers, processes, and events that has brought us into being and within
which we live, that is, anything more than what is generally called ‘nature’?” (Kaufman, “How is God to be
Understood in a Theocentric Ethics?™ 27).

st
Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, 2:219-250.

52
Ibid., 2:221.
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minimize human suffering. “To presume too facilely in the face of such events that God is for
man and cares for each individual, or that while God’s will is inscrutable we know that God’s
chief end is the salvation of man, is religiously seductive and morally numbing. To focus on
human disordering is a proper step, but to question whether the divine order cares for, not to
mention guarantees, the well-being of man is also legitimate.”53 Gustafson ultimately concludes
that there will be places and times where tragic occurrences will upset the delicate balance of
population and nutrition equilibriums. In such cases the victims are classically “tragic:” that is,
deaths, illness, and destruction will occur for some no matter what is done to aid and abet these
victims.

Gustafson argues forcefully throughout Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective that the
idea of ““ecological ethics” is an oversimplification of larger and almost hopelessly complex
physical realities and social structures. As such, a full-scale investigation of a single
“environmental issue” is virtually impossible as no one person or institution could possibly
explore the physical, social, economic, philosophical, and theological ramifications and its
interconnection to other issues. Not surprisingly, therefore, Gustafson balks at offering an

ecological ethic from a “theocentric perspective” and instead offers snapshots of ecological

issues as framed by particular historical and theological considerations.”

53
Ibid., 2:221.

s4
A good example of Gustafson's reticence to assign moral blame or to oversimplify moral arguments is

evident in a passing observation about corporate business interests and population concerns. “For many
persons, and for very vocal segments of the Christian churches in the world, the patterns of international
economic relations are deemed to be the most crucial of all in causing poverty, malnutrition, and starvation
in parts of the world. The choice of economic institutions is understandable; they have great power to
pursue their self-interest; they are subject to collective decisions made by responsible persons and thus can
be held morally culpable; they are highly visible in the world and thus make good targets for moral blame.
But the tendency toward simplified causal analysis and therefore toward simplified moral responsibility
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Gustafson’s most recent ethical work has focused more directly on theological and
philosophical considerations of environmental ethics. In his work A Sense of the Divine: The
Natural Environment from a Theocentric Perspective Gustafson again argues that while humans
are intentional and vibrant participants in the order of creation, humanity is not the apex of
creation. > For Gustafson it is God who is the center and focus of the cosmos: all creaturely life,
therefore, should participate in the order of “good” creation and sense the divine ordering of the
universe such that the proper feelings of humility, responsibility, and affection are elicited
toward this supreme being.s‘5

Three distinct ideas for ecological ethics emerge here: the participatory dimension of
human activity in and as nature; the multidimensionality of value in human action; and the
unavoidable ambiguities that moral actors face in attending to ecological issues. For Gustafson,
each of these premises leads one to conclude the following: while God is the ultimate power of
the universe, there is no clear overarching telos from which humans might discern a “natural”
ordering so as to make unambiguous moral choices.”

The first premise hinges on the claim of humans and nature as participatory actors and
subjects within the order of nature. Gustafson comes to this conclusion after surveying the

various “ideal types” categorizing human action as it relates to nature including dominion,

distorts interpretation in many cases. The outcomes of international economic relations are a mixture of
costs and benefits and thus their status is more ambiguous than some Christians assume. For persons and
groups who need a personification of evil in the world overly simple causal analysis serves a purpose.”
(Ibid., 2: 222-223)

ss
James M. Gustafson, 4 Sense of the Divine: the Natural Environment from a Theocentric Perspective

(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 1994).

56
Again, one could question Gustafson’s usage of traditional theological language at this point.

57
Ibid., 72.

46

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



47

stewardship, subordination, and participation. The despotic “dominion” position regards humans
as the controller and manipulator of nature for purely utilitarian (or whimsical) ends. As one
moves through the typology toward the “participator” type, humans become increasingly
sensitive to their interdependence within nature and the ways in which they shape nature. For
Gustafson the participator type most clearly evinces the proper sense of gratitude, humility,
accountability, and dependence when interacting with nature and God.”

Gustafson notes that if humans are active participants in nature, this will inevitably lead
to conflicts over axiological claims concerning “nature” itself.” Given the welter of current
ethical stances regarding humans confronting nature (however “nature” is defined) how should
one act? Gustafson here draws again from his mentor H. Richard Niebuhr to show the historical
complexity of every moral action and actor: moral actors will always utilize descriptive claims
reflecting their own particular value (or values). Thus, value is always “multi-dimensional.” This
multidimensionality of value inevitably promotes a deep ambiguity when moral actors attempt to
make cogent decisions in interacting with nature. “The multidimensionality of value, or
values...casts us into ambiguities of choices that are unavoidable. We may be able to define
limits beyond which our interventions [in nature] ought not to go, though agreement on these is
difficult because different persons or groups value different things in relation to themselves or to
the natural world.” Thus, even the description of an environmental “crisis” depends largely

upon one’s own comportment toward nature and one’s assessment of the current situation.

58
For a complete description of his typology, see /bid., 79-99.

59

Axiology (or “value theory™) attends to the nature of value and what objects have value and why such
objects are valuable. See the entry “Value Theory” in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Robert
Audi (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995): 830-831.

60
A Sense of the Divine, 68.
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Practically speaking, this presses Gustafson into a “common sense ontology”” when
speaking about the environment and ethics.” That is, Gustafson claims that humans are generally
concerned about nature and its creatures because all humans have a sense of the divine that
triggers an innate piety and reverence for creation. When addressing specific environmental
issues such as population growth, Gustafson will argue that the suffering of one human elicits
from others a “sense of obligation to persons and communities that are in such straits.”” From
this “common sense” piety one is able to begin making intentional choices in specific situations.

In most situations this “common sense” piety will not provide a single value or moral
principle whereby an intentional agent can formulate permanent decisions. Nevertheless, by
drawing on this innate sense of the divine, humans are able to commence asking arduous
questions regarding God and nature: “What is God enabling and requiring humans being to be
and to do in the circumstances in which there is imbalance between nutrition and human
population in various parts of the world? How are they to relate themselves and all things in a
manner appropriate to their relations to God?™”

Gustafson’s recent position on ecological issues, therefore, is murky precisely because

individual persons offer only tentative descriptions and ethical suggestions at best.” Indeed,

theocentric ethics might best be described as a classically “tragic” posture: Gustafson rejects a

o Edward Farley dubs this position “commonsense ontology” because of its appeal to non-technical
language and its assumed coherence and self-evidence. Edward Farley, “Theocentric Ethics as a Genetic
Argument.” in James M. Gustafson'’s Theocentric Ethics: Interpretations and Assessments, ed. by Harlan
R. Beckley and Charles M. Swezey (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 1988): 39-62

62
Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective: 2: 219.

63
Ibid., 2: 249.

4
Gustafson certainly seems to embrace a more constructive account of the place of Christian ethics in his

earlier works. See especially here Christ and the Moral Life.
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common notion of “equilibrium” in the cosmos as sentimentality and instead asserts that a
certain degree of inherent conflict characterizes life itself. Every intentional choice, no matter
how carefully informed, will always involve conflicting claims and values: thus, when humans
make specific choices, other forms of life will be reduced in their capacity to flounish. “I don’t
think life is a zero-sum game. There are some things that grow, but I am firmly convinced that

our choices are tragic choices in many instances. To optimally satisfy the interests of certain

. . . . 155
groups is costly to other groups. These decisions and choices are very hard.

Gustafson’s position on environmental issues might best be described by his watchwords

for humanity: humility, gratitude, accountability, and dependence on our sense of the divine.” If
we as human actors properly comport ourselves to this sense—however we are able to discern
this—we will approximate more fully the good intended by God.
We are to relate all things to each other in ways that concur with their relations to God,
again, insofar as this can be discerned. But God will be God. As intentional participants

we have responsibility, and the destiny of the natural environment and our parts in it is
heavily in our hands, but the ultimate destiny of all that exists is beyond our human

67
control.

Gustafson’s work on environmental ethics placed alongside recent academic articles on

the realities and complexity of moral and ethical dialogue provide helpful methodological

65
*“Ethical Issues in the Human Future,” in How Humans Adapt: A Biocultural Odyssey, ed. Donald J.
Ortner (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1983): 515.

* See also here James A. Nash, Loving Nature: Ecological Integrity and Christian Responsibility
(Nashville, Tennessee: Abindgon Press, 1992). [ find Nash’s approach similar in that he—like Gustafson—
makes very guarded claims about the place of theology and ethics in offering “distinctive” approaches to
environmental issues. See also here James A. Nash, "Human Rights and the Environment: New Challenge
for Ethics,"” Theology and Public Policy 4 (1992): 42-57; and "Biotic Rights and Human Ecological
Responsibilities," Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics (1953): 137-162.

67
A Sense of the Divine, 149.
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guideposts for examining the WCC as an “environmental actor.”” Gustafson identifies four
levels of moral discourse including ethical, prophetic, narrative, and policy oriented approaches.
Gustafson sketches here a broad hermeneutic for interpreting moral arguments and argues that an
exhaustive understanding of the levels of moral discourse facilitates such interpretation.

Gustafson identifies the first level of moral discourse as the “ethical” form rooted in a
critical assessment of reality. Here the ethicist engages in comparison, measurement, and
interpretation of data from relevant fields, selecting those materials which she understands most
helpful in laying out cogent arguments on a subject matter. This level of discourse orients itself
more to the “facts” of a situation, although Gustafson readily acknowledges that this is also an
interpretative phase as well.”

At the “prophetic” level of discourse Gustafson notes, “Factual matters become charged

with moral indignation through the similes and metaphors used.”” Prophetic discourse pursues
different questions: rather than addressing the suitability or morality of an argument, it becomes
more personalized in the sense of “what is the meaning and significance of these proposed
actions or situations?”” Thus, utopian forms of prophetic discourse arouse in readers the hopes
and vision of a profound alteration in societal practices at some level. Gustafson offers the
example of Joseph Fletcher’s work, The Ethics of Genetic Control: Ending Reproductive
Roulette. Implicit in this title is the possibility that somehow the imbroglio of genetic issues
related to reproductive matters might be “ended.” As Gustafson notes, this utopian hope offers a

tangible incentive to work toward the bettering of human societies in general. Gustafson assigns

68

Intersections: Science, Theology, and Ethics (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 1996): 35-55.
® Ibid., 37-41.
7

Ibid., 44.
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clear value to prophetic discourse in that moral indignation is related at an experiential level.
The scope of prophetic inquiry is larger than the more limited ethical level of discourse: indeed,
the ken of prophetic discourse extends beyond immediate ethical discourse to more profound
issues affecting the whole of humanity.71

Gustafson identifies “narrative discourse” as a third level of moral discourse. The move
to narrative discourse in ethics signifies the recommendation of authors to use specifically
religious ethical language in conversations regarding ethics. Gustafson here cites the work of
Stanley Hauerwas as a salient example of how narrative theological ethics might be approached.
The central themes of Hauerwas’ “narrative discourse” include the canon of a religious
community, the moral ethos and character of those shaped within this community, and the
distinctive language and performance (e.g. liturgy) in shaping persons formed in such
communities.” According to Gustafson, narrative discourse provides grounding in traditional
theological language and concepts and at the same time provides a specific kind of formation for
people within such discourse. Yet, narrative discourse often lacks a formal “argument” whereby
interlocutors from outside this language community might readily assess and interact with it on

. 3
an extended basis.

7
Ibid., 47.

”
Ibid., 49. See here Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics (Notre
Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983).

» Gustafson acknowledges the value of narrative discourse (or “post-liberal theology™) in Christian ethics
but also offers challenging criticisms regarding its scope and its historical assumptions. See here
Gustafson’s article "Just What [s 'Postliberal' Theology?" The Christian Century 116 (1999): 353-355.
""Postliberal’ Christian thought and religious life might be simply an avoidance of the questions, not
answers to them, that a Troeltschian 'liberal' Christianity asked.” (355)
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Finally, moral conversations often move toward a form of “policy discourse” usually
engaging a multidisciplinary approach, combining the resources of ethical discourse, sociology,
political science, economics, etc. Gustafson stresses that policy discourse most often arises from
within institutions asking questions concerning the possibilities, interests, institutional
economics, and arrangements necessary for the discourse to become reality. Moreover, policy

discourse is more generalized than ethical discourse, relying on the collaborative efforts of

persons in institutions or communities to provide vision for future trajectories on moral matters. "
Here policy discourse has the advantage of moving persons of differing religious or cultural
backgrounds toward similar outcomes and results on specific moral issues.

Gustafson’s work in the 1980s and 1990s on theological ethics and ethical methodology
was shaped largely by his engagement with both the natural sciences and environmental issues.
His conclusions regarding evolution, nature, and the changing order of the world vis-a-vis both
historical human communities and the ways in which these communities interact with the
*“natural world” are much more intricate than his work on ethical methodology from the 1960s

and 1970s.

IV. Ethical Conversations and Engagements: Gustafson’s Work as a Resource
for Assessing Ecological Issues in the World Council of Churches
Gustafson’s work covers such a wide range of disciplines and ethical territory that many
difficulties arise in distilling his corpus into a methodological matrix whereby one can measure
and evaluate an institution such as the WCC against his work. What I offer in this section,

therefore, is not a comprehensive overview of Gustafson’s methodological approach but rather a

74
Intersections: Science, Theology, and Ethics, 52-55.
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selective matrix drawing from Gustafson’s ethical insights to construct a map by which I might
assess the WCC’s work on environmental ethics.

I divide Gustafson’s work on ethical methodology into four distinct but interrelated

sections pertaining to environmental concemns.  These sections include investi gations into
concerns stemming from theology, philosophy, the social sciences, and the natural sciences in
constructing an ethical method relevant to environmental matters.

In the theological realm it is appropriate to address the WCC’s understanding of God and
God’s relations to the world. Specifically, how has the WCC attended to ecological problems
given its own commitment to a Christian, Trinitarian account of divine activity and interaction
with the world? In addition, does the WCC move beyond an anthropocentric caricature of divine
action and if so, what sources and symbols enable it to do this. In the arena of theological
anthropology it is appropriate to ask what place the human creature assumes in the practice of
environmental ethics. Does the human person practice “stewardship” for the earth or does the

WCC employ other metaphors in sketching such actions?

» I also draw extensively from the work of Holmes Rolston III in organizing Gustafson’s work. Rolston
teaches philosophy at Colorado State University and has emerged as a majer voice in theological and
philosophical conversation in environmental ethics. His work includes careful explication of most major
terms associated with environmental ethics (e.g., duty, intrinsic value, natural history, evolution, sentient
life, etc.). Rolston’s major works on environmental ethics include: Philosophy Gone Wild: Essays in
Environmental Ethics (Buffalo, New York: Prometheus Books, 1986); Environmental Ethics: Duties to and
Values in the Natural World (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988); Conserving Natural Value
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1994); Biology, Ethics, and the Origins of Life (Boston: Jones and
Bartlett, 1995); Genes, Genesis, and God: Values and Their Origins in Natural and Human History (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

76 I recognize Gustafson’s own self-organizing principles with regard to ethical methodology, especially his
“base points” for Christian ethics and his call for an organizing metaphor. The grid I offer is an attempt to
tailor Gustafson’s work toward the purposes of this dissertation. See here Ethics from a Theocentric
Perspective 2: 143-144.
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The primary philosophical questions Gustafson poses pertain to issues of “value” and
how persons or institutions construct a hierarchy of value or values within an ecological setting.
Gustafson’s philosophical interests spark the following queries: does the WCC admit that a
multidimensionality of values is present in every ecological habitat? Does the WCC embrace the
possibility that genuine moral dilemmas in such ecological habitats may exist? Does the WCC
admit that philosophical principles for value ordering are contingently ordered and therefore of
limited use in assisting humans in ranking ecological values? Moreover, what criteria does the
WCC employ in moving toward a non-anthropocentric understanding of the human person and
human action? How does the WCC rank the worth and “value” of that which is non-human?
Such questions are crucial aspects of this methodology in pressing the WCC to fuller accounts of
its positions.

Gustafson’s interactions with the social sciences also elicit questions here: does the WCC
accurately sketch the historical and institutional realities of environmental issues in its work?
Does the WCC offer a self-critique in terms of the power dynamics of institutional realities
attending to ecological matters? Moreover, does the WCC see itself as a community of moral
discourse situated historically, economically, and within present power structures? If so, how?
What kinds of social scientific frameworks does the WCC employ in order to interpret the WCC
and how does this influence their assessments?

Finally, Gustafson’s ethical methodology demands that questions from the natural
sciences be entertained. Perhaps the most pertinent question is how the natural sciences
inform Christian ethics and its understanding of the world as whole. Does the WCC as an
institution carefully engage the natural sciences such that its understanding of the world

and its processes grows and becomes more complex? Does the WCC have a careful and
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variegated understanding of evolution and the commitments that such a scientific
methodology entails? Does the WCC take seriously the interdependence of all life and
the ways in which these processes play out in an evolutionary manner? Can the WCC
present notions of ecological “cause and effect” such that its criticisms concerning
ecological damage are carefully and accurately presented? These questions posed by
Gustafson in interrelated fields provide a good starting point for examining the WCC on

ecological matters.

IV. Conclusion

This chapter has offered an overview and distillation of Gustafson’s work on
ethical methodology that will assist in reading the work of the WCC on environmental
issues in a coherent manner. While not providing a systematic overview of the
environmental issues as addressed by the WCC, I believe that such a matrix affords the
reader a manageable evaluation of the work of the WCC.

In chapters two and three [ will engage the WCC’s work in a historical manner.
Chapter two covers the WCC'’s environmental work between the years 1966 and 1991
while chapter three attends to the years 1991 to 1998. At the end of each chapter I employ
the ethical matrix constructed from the work of Gustafson in questioning the WCC as an

institutional actor involved in environmental issues.
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CHAPTERTWO
Justice, Peace and Creation: The Historical Context of Environmental Issues in the
World Council of Churches,

1966 to 1991

...the churches, in solidarity with all people of good will, are called to
make manifest God's justice for humanity and creation, and to struggle for
the transformation of the powers that hold both in bondage. We are
painfully aware that we are party to these destructive powers. Yet, we are
summoned to witness to the victory of Christ and the freedom from every
form of death that he has won for us and the whole creation. That victory
invites our active hope for a new day and a new order of things, when all
creation is integratedl, and every creature lives in joyful community with

every other creature.

On April 26, 1986, a massive radioactive dust cloud erupted from the nuclear
cooling plants in Chernobyl, Ukraine. Scientific teams estimated 100 to 150 million
curies of radiation were released into the atmosphere before emergency workers quelled
the reactor fires. The radioactive dust drifted hundreds of miles registering radioactivity
in Ukraine, Belorussia, Poland, Sweden, and eventually Russia. Many cities within the

Ukraine, Belorussia, and Russia were directly contaminated by the Chemobyl accident

forcing the evacuation and relocation of nearly 200,000 people in these 1'egions.z Clearly,

the Chermnobyl accident profoundly altered the eco-systems of both surrounding and

1

International Consultation on the Integrity of Creation, Granvollen, Norway, 1988, in Ulrich
Schmitthenner, ed. Contributions of Churches and Civil Society to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of
Creation: A Compendium (Frankfurt: Verlag fiir Interkulturelle Kommunikation, 1999), CD-ROM under

“Granvollen Statements.”

2
CD ROM under "Chemobyl’," Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia 2000.
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distant regions and affected the ways in which scientists would approach nuclear energy

and its operations in the future.

Profound religious implications emerged from the Chernobyl accident as well.
Indeed, the Chemnoby! accident manifested the threat of a global environmental disaster
so often foretold by prophetic voices within religious communities in the 1970s and early
1980s. The WCC was a dynamic player in these prophetic warnings, presaging the
apocalyptic horrors that such a nuclear accident would wreak. With the Chernobyl
incident, these prophetic utterances became a frightening reality: after Chernobyl, the
question for international ecumenical organizations such as the WCC was no longer how

to prophesy about such environmental possibilities but rather how to proceed in

. . .. .e 3
formulating a concrete environmental ethic in the wake of such realities.

The Chemobyl disaster provided a good example of how the WCC would struggle
between 1966 and 1991 with the profound difficulties associated with the theoretical and
concrete realities of environmental issues. This chapter supplies a map of the WCC’s
work between 1966 and 1991 in order to examine its emerging assumptions and
strategies with regard to environmental issues. Indeed, the WCC’s work on
environmental matters has a long and variegated institutional and theological history.
This historical map is necessary as it supplies the reader with an understanding of the
progressive development and multiple detours regarding environmental thinking in the

WCC. Moreover, such a history sketches the institutional commitments and inextricable

3
The Chernobyl disaster is obviously in the background of the WCC’s work at the “Inter-Orthodox
Consultation” in 1987. See here the World Council of Churches, "Inter-Orthodox Consultation. Sofia,

Bulgaria, October 24-November 2, 1987 [Sponsored by JPIC],” JPIC Box #1, World Council of Churches
Archives, Geneva, Switzerland.
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links that the WCC has intentionally forged between justice, peace, and ecological
issues.’

What follows, therefore, is a sketch of the WCC'’s institutional efforts regarding
environmental issues between 1966 and 1991, not a full historical overview. Many
scholars have charted the dramatic changes in the WCC'’s social ethics during this period,
highlighting the WCC’s expansion from a strict "vertical ecumenism" rooted in
ecumenical confessional statements to a "horizontal ecumenism" grounded in social
justice concemns.’ These forays into new ecumenical emphases resulted in profound shifts

in the WCC'’s institutional programs, eventually culminating in the formation of vibrant

! The WCC often employs the language of “creation issues™ to speak of environmental or ecological ethics
in a non-technical manner. Some scholars offer distinctions between the terms “ecology,” “environment,”
*“earth,” or “creation” in detailing specific ethical visions. Larry Rasmussen, for instance, insists on
speaking of the “crisis of the earth” as a more accurate description than “environmental crisis.” Earth
Community: Earth Ethics (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1996). For the purposes of this work, I
will utilize the terms *“creation issues,” “‘environmental issues” and “‘ecological issues” interchangeably.
Likewise, [ will use “environmental ethics” and “ecological ethics” synonymously although clearly there is
debate on the appropriate usage of such terms. For a good discussion of “environmental ethics” see Holmes
Rolston, IIl, Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1988): 160-191. See also Andrew Brennan'’s overview of “Environmental Ethics” in
Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 3 (New York: Routledge, 1998): 333-336.

’ For the best overviews, see Geraldine S. Smyth, A Way of Transformation: A Theological Evaluation of
the Conciliar Process of Mutual Commitment to Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation, World
Council of Churches, 1983-1991 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1995); Konrad Raiser, Ecumenism in
Transition: A Paradigm Shift in the Ecumenical Movement?, trans. by Tony Coates (Geneva: World
Council of Churches Publications, 1991); John C. Bennett, "Breakthrough in Ecumenical Social Ethics:
The Legacy of the Oxford Conference on Church, Community, and State (1937)," The Ecumenical Review
40 (1988): 132-146; and Ans Joachim van der Bent, Commitment to God's World: A Concise Critical
Survey of Ecumenical Social Thought (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1995).
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and sometimes controversial social pmgmms.6 This chapter provides an overview of
those meetings, consultations, and institutional developments within the WCC between
the years 1966 to 1991 that profoundly affected the WCC’s trajectories on issues
pertaining to ecology.

In this chapter [ chart the historical contours of the WCC’s environmental ethic
starting with the Geneva 1966 World Conference on Church and Society. Subsequently,
I explore the environmental efforts of the WCC during the years demarcated by the
WCC'’s General Assemblies: Uppsala 1968 to Nairobi 1975, Nairobi 1975 to Vancouver
1983, and Vancouver 1983 to Canberra 1991. In the final section I offer specific
assessments and published critiques of the WCC’s work during this period, utilizing the
matrix established in the previous chapter. Thus, pertinent questions from theology, the
social sciences, philosophy, and the natural sciences are introduced to test and probe the
WCC'’s institutional environmental work during this period.

In the conclusion I propose that the WCC'’s institutionalization of particular
theological themes from 1966 through 1991 demands closer attention when speaking of
the WCC’s “environmental ethic” (or even of its “social ethic”) during this period. I
argue here that during these years the WCC institutionalized particular theological
themes including the redefining of ecumenism to include the whole “oikos,” or household
of the earth; the reality of Christians facing neighbors as an “other” in both dialogue and
solidarity; and finally the attempt to practice theology and social ethics embracing a fuller

understanding of the work of the Spirit. These theological themes and emphases, [

6

See Konrad Raiser, Ecumenism in Transition. Raiser argues persuasively for the notion of a "paradigm
shift,” highlighting both the continuity within ecumenical method and the profound changes that have
occurred over the past fifty years in the WCC’s institutional direction and emphasis.
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contend, greatly shaped the WCC’s institutional work on environmental matters from

1966 to 1991.

I. From the “Responsible Society” to the World Conference on Church and Society,
Geneva 1966

The earliest institutional actions of the WCC manifested its commitments to both
confessional theology and to a theologically astute social ethic. Indeed the earliest work
of the WCC adopted the language of theological ethics moving toward a "responsible
society:” this phrase represented the WCC’s emphasis on both personal and collective
responsible action within the confines of modem society. The WCC’s Amsterdam 1948
General Assembly asserted that: "Man is created and called to be a free being,
responsible to God and his neighbour. Any tendencies in state and society depriving man

of the possibility of acting responsibly are a denial of God's intention for man and his

’ An interesting question here is the exact nature of “ecumenical theology” or “ecumenism.” In her recent
work Method in Ecumenical Theology: The Lessons So Far, Gillian Rosemary Evans notes that ecumenical
theology necessarily includes collaboration under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, the absolute respect for
the ecclesial being of other communities, and the non-adversarial or non-polemical attitudes of ecumenical
methodology. Method in Ecumenical Theology: The Lessons So Far (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1996): 23-24. Evans' work represents a vibrant explication of the "faith and order” methodology in
ecumenical circles but does not address the "life and work" aspects of 20th century ecumenical thought.
Evans’ criterion for “ecumenical theology” is that theological discussion emerges from churches together in
an intentional, deliberate manner in order to proclaim anew their faith in Jesus Christ. Although these
parameters certainly aid formal theological discussions and dialogue of ecumenism within an intra-
Christian environment, they hardly map the boundaries of the WCC’s dynamic institutional ecumenism in
the latter part of the 20th century. For the purposes of this dissertation, I will utilize the term "institutional
ecumenism” for the WCC’s actual institutional commitments in formulating insights and taking concrete

positions on issues of social ethics.
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work of salvation."’ Moreover, the Amsterdam Assembly contended that such a society
entailed: "the freedom of men who acknowledge responsibility to justice and public

order, and where those who hold political authority or economic power are responsible

for its exercise to God and for the people whose welfare is affected by it."”” Such a
conception of society highlighted both the proactive capabilities of individual persons
and the limited role accorded to the modem nation-state.

By the mid 1950s WCC theologians and working groups challenged this notion of
a "responsible society." Indeed, the WCC’s commitments to a "responsible society” were
now seen as inadequate in the face of enduring wars and regional violence, issues of
postcolonial economic development, and an emerging consciousness condemning racism
throughout the world."' The WCC’s institutional trajectory was altered greatly by its own
institutional study of "Rapid Social Change" from 1955 to 1960, which surveyed
postcolonialism, industrialization, urban developments, rural and village life, and the
impact of Western civilization on the world. These WCC surveys engaged international,

regional, and local consultants in attempts to amass a wide variety of voices in the

8
World Council of Churches, The Amsterdam Assembly Series: Man's Disorder and God's Design (New
York: Harper & Brothers, n.d.): 77.

9
Ibid.
10
Ans Joachim van der Bent, Commitment to God's World: A Concise Critical Survey of Ecumenical
Social Thought, 58-63. See also Darril Hudson, The Ecumenical Movement in World Affairs (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969). Hudson's insightful work provides an important overview of both the

early work of the pre-WCC ecumenical movement and subsequent WCC work (1938-1967) on social

issues.

" Ans Joachim van der Bent, Commitment to God's World: A Concise Critical Survey of Ecumenical
Social Thought, 23-26. Other important surveys of the WCC'’s early social ethics include: Edward Duff,
The Social Thought of the World Council of Churches New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1956); and
Charles C. West, "The Obsolescence of History," The Ecumenical Review 17 (1965): 1-17.

61

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



62

process of understanding contemporary realities in social ethics.” Perhaps the most
striking aspect of these studies was its reliance on an inductive methodology—that is,
research conducted at local levels providing detailed descriptions of problems
confronting specific geographical areas.

Equipped with these detailed institutional studies, the WCC’s Geneva 1966 World

Conference on Church and Society addressed for the first time the specific interplay

. . . . . . 13
between the multifaceted social issues of justice, peace, and environmental concerns.
The preparatory papers and conference proceedings for this convocation entertained a

remarkable array of arguments from persons of diverse faiths, technical specialties, and

geographical regions.“ Indeed, many consider the Geneva 1966 World Conference a

2

l For details of the “Study on Rapid Social Change” see Paul Abrecht, The Churches and Rapid Social
Change (New York: Doubleday, 1961); and Egbert de Vries, Man in Rapid Social Change (London: SCM
Press, 1961).

" Ronald Preston argues that the Geneva 1966 conference constituted a major shift in ecumenical ethics
because efforts were made to continue earlier accounts of social ethics, especially those of the Oxford 1937
conference while also incorporating important new influences including: a truly global representation on
development issues; the high visibility and participation of the Orthodox Churches; the Roman Catholic
participation in and critical role in formatting the conference; and the strong presence of laity at the
conference. Ronald H. Preston, ed., Technology and Social Justice: An International Symposium on the
Social and Economic Teaching of the World Council of Churches From Geneva 1966 to Uppsala 1968
(London: SCM Press Ltd., 1971): 15-17. For other reactions to the Geneva 1966 World Conference see
Paul Abrecht, "Report: Responses to the World Conference on Church and Society 1966,” The Ecumenical
Review 20 (1968): 445-463.

a The four preparatory volumes for the Geneva 1966 World Conference were: John C. Bennett, Christian
Social Ethics in a Changing World: An Ecumenical Theological Inquiry (London and New York: SCM
and Association Press, 1966); Z. K. Matthews, Responsible Government in a Revolutionary Age (London:
SCM Press, 1966); Denys Munby, Economic Growth in World Perspective (London: SCM Press, 1966);
and Egbert de Vries, Man in Community: Christian Concern for the Human in Changing Society (London:
SCM Press, 1966). The Geneva 1966 World Conference proceedings are found in: World Council of
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watershed moment in WCC history. First, the participation of persons from other living

religious faiths and ideologies opened the way toward a fuller understanding of pluralism

and religious anthropology.ls The desperate social and political situations in specific
regional contexts also sparked vigorous debates about the nature of revolutionary
movements and Christian participation in such movements. Moreover, the vague notions
of a "responsible society” that the WCC had previously forwarded were challenged at
Geneva by more specific recommendations delineating the historical and geographical
content of both "justice” and "peace.”

As Christians, we are committed to working for the transformation of
society. In the past, we have usually done this through quiet efforts at
social renewal, working in and through the established institutions
according to their rules. Today, a significant number of those who are
dedicated to the service of Christ and their neighbour assume a more
radical or revolutionary position.... At the present moment, it is important
for us to recognize that this radical position has a solid foundation in
Christian tradition and should have its right place in the life of the Church

and in the ongoing discussion of social responsibility.“5

Churches, Christians in the Technical and Social Revolution of Our Time. World Conference on Church
and Society. Geneva, July 12-26, 1966 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1967).

15

See here J. H. Pranger, Dialogue in Discussion: The World Council of Churches and the Challenge of
Religious Plurality Between 1967 and 1979 (Utrech-Leiden: Interuniversitair Instituut voor Missiologie en
Oeccumenica, 1994).

o World Council of Churches, Christians in the Technical and Social Revolution of Our Time. World
Conference on Church and Society. Geneva, July 12-26, 1966, 49. For a critical assessment of the Geneva
1966 World Conference see Paul Ramsey, Who Speaks for the Church? A Critique of the 1966 Geneva
Conference on Church and Society (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press, 1967). Ramsey contended
that ecumenical social ethics at Geneva 1966 amounted to little more than facile attempts at incomplete
public policy pronouncements. Moreover, he maintained that the conference represented "only itself; it
could not speak for the church or for the churches."(30) More sympathetic (and detailed) interpretations of
the Geneva 1966 World Conference are found in Ronald H. Preston, ed., Technology and Social Justice:
An International Symposium on the Social and Economic Teaching of the World Council of Churches From
Geneva 1966 to Uppsala 1968. See here Preston’s own contribution to this volume, "A Breakthrough in
Ecumenical Social Ethics" which responded to Ramsey's concerns and sketched the working process of the
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These advances at Geneva in the area of social ethics continued in subsequent
years. In 1968 the WCC’s consultation on "Theological Issues of Church and Society” at
Zagorsk, USSR, worked specifically to outline the meaning of "inductive” and
"deductive"” ethics, terms that had emerged in the WCC'’s quest for a cogent methodology
for social ethics. Briefly, the Zagorsk consultation concluded that deductive methods
offered broad and generalized approaches to historical problems based on insights or
concepts gleaned from biblical sources and natural law. Inductive methods, in
comparison, attempted to explicate God's action for a specific historical context. The
Zagorsk consultation noted that these differing approaches afforded ecumenical social
ethics a dialectical process by which it might address social problems of the day.

Cannot our theological understanding be both confronted with, and
transmitted through, the analysis of the human sciences as well as our

contemporary experience of human reality? Such a method of dialectical
interaction would aim at both obedience to the Word of God and relevance

to the concrete problems actually faced by men today.l7
This ethical methodology revealed the internal institutional struggles of WCC working

groups in their attempts to embrace more historically concrete and inductive

methodologies.m

1966 Geneva ecumenical conference. (15-40) For other important responses to Ramsey see, D. L. Munby,
"Book Review of Who Speaks for the Church,"” The Ecumenical Review 20 (1968): 97-98 and James M.
Gustafson, "Book Review of Who Speaks for the Church?" The Ecumenical Review 20 (1968): 98-100.
Other critical evaluations of the Geneva 1966 conference are found in Trutz Rendtorff and Heinz E. Tadt,

Theologie der Revolution: Analysen und Materialen (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1968).
17
As quoted in Ans Joachim van der Bent, Commitment to God'’s World: A Concise Critical Survey of

Ecumenical Social Thought, 33.

18
A thorough study of this period is found in Karl-Heinz Dejung, Die 6kumenische Bewegung im

Enmtwicklungskonflikt, 1910-1968 (Stuttgart and Munich: Emst Klett Verlag and Kosel-Verlag, 1973).
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IL. Encountering New Neighbors: The WCC from the Uppsala 1968 General
Assembly to the Nairobi 1975 General Assembly

The official report of the WCC’s Uppsala 1968 General Assembly largely

embraced the burgeoning ethical trajectories of the Geneva 1966 World Convocation.” In

subsequent years, the WCC struggled to delineate what social issues were most urgent as

it embraced “inductive methodology” or "horizontal ecumenism."”" Three prominent
issues surfaced between the WCC's General Assemblies of Uppsala 1968 and Nairobi
1975 that significantly altered the trajectory of the WCC’s thinking in the realm of social
and environmental ethics: the realities of racism, the necessity of dialogue with persons
of non-Christian faiths and ideologies, and the gravity of economic and developmental

issues throughout the world.

* Careful assessments of the WCC’s General Assembly at Uppsala 1968 include: Robert McAfee Brown,
"Uppsala: An Informal Report,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 5 (1968): 633-660; Harold Fey, Life New
Style. How the Hope for a New Style of Life for Humanity Was Advanced by the Fourth Assembly of the
World Council of Churches, Meeting in Uppsala, Sweden, July 4-20, 1968 (Cincinnati: Forward Movement
Publications, 1968); Norman Goodall, ed., The Uppsala Report [968: Official Report of the Fourth
Assembly of the World Council of Churches. Uppsala July 4-20, 1968 (Geneva: World Council of
Churches, 1968); Thomas Hopko, "Uppsala 1968," St. Vladimir's Seminary Quarterly 12 (1968): 125-141;
and M. M. Thomas, "Uppsala 1968 and the Contemporary Theological Situation,” Scottish Journal of
Theology 23 (1970): 41-50.

-

’ Again, “horizontal ecumenism” marked a shift of ecumenical social ethics whereby less emphasis was
placed upon confessional unity among churches and more weight was placed upon concrete acts of
solidarity with Christians and non-Christians. See here Hendrikus Berkhof, "Re-Opening the Dialogue
With the Horizontalists,™ The Ecumenical Review 21 (1969): 289-298. For the tensions that the “horizontal
ecumenism” caused in the WCC as an institution see Vasil T. Istavridis, "The Ecumenicity of Orthodoxy,"”
The Ecumenical Review 29 (1977): 182-195; Paul A. Stauffer, "The Meaning of Humanization: An
Emerging Understanding of Man in World Council of Churches Discussions, 1965-1970" (Ph.D.
Dissertation, Boston University, 1972).
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In 1969 the WCC'’s Central Committee met at Canterbury, England, and

established the WCC’s Ecumenical Programme to Combat Racism.” The Ecumenical
Programme to Combat Racism soon became the most visible and controversial working

program within the WCC as token monetary grants were offered to various Christian and

non-Christian humanitarian groups throughout the world.” The creation of this working
program marked an important theoretical shift for the WCC'’s social ethics. Broadly
speaking, previous ecumenical social action had stressed "responsible” participation in a
range of social and civic entities. Thus, the WCC often released press statements
regarding the “sinfulness” of specific social structures or practices. Concrete action,
however, to reform such societal structures was often done quietly or not at all. The

Ecumenical Programme to Combat Racism focused both on the societal dimensions of

# World Council of Churches, "An Ecumenical Programme to Combat Racism,"” The Ecumenical Review
21 (1969): 348-352.

2 The institutional presence of the PCR within the WCC sparked many controversies concerning violence
and its uses in the Christian tradition. Many of the PCR grants were distributed to "revolutionary groups”
in politically turbulent countries. These grants were initiated by the Executive Committee of the WCC at its
meeting held in Amoldshain, Germany in September 1970. The WCC's Central Committee meeting in
Addis Ababa in January 1971 upheld the PCR grants by the Executive Committee (although the Executive
Commiittee did receive an informal rebuke for its impetuous actions). See Anon., "Survey of Press
Comments: Reactions to the Fourth Assembly [Uppsala, 1968)," The Ecumenical Review 21 (1969): 32-
54; Central Committee of the World Council of Churches, "Committed to Fellowship: A Letter to the
Churches [Utrecht, Netherlands, August 1972]," The Ecumenical Review 24 (1972): 474-478; World
Council of Churches, Programme to Combat Racism, "Programme to Combat Racism: 1970-1973. A
Background Paper Presented to the Central Committee, August 1973 [Geneva}," The Ecumenical Review
25 (1973): 513-519; Elisabeth Adler, 4 Small Beginning: An Assessment of the First Five Years of the
Programme to Combat Racism (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1974); World Council of Churches,
"Special Fund Grant to the Patriotic Front,” The Ecumenical Review 30 (1978): 380-382; Ans Joachim van
der Bent, "Logs in Our Eyes: The Struggle of the Ecumenical Movement Against Racism,” The
Ecumenical Review 32 (1980): 166-178.
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structural sin and on the possibilities of concrete social liberation for persons caught in
those structures.

The WCC'’s "liberationist” social ethic represented a theological advance on many
fronts. The shift away from the language of "responsibility” enabled the WCC to attend
critically to specific institutions and societal structures by delineating actions and
statements appropriate to concrete historical and political situations. This focus on an
inductive approach—on specific, local action and expertise—moved the WCC away from
intentionally vague “middle axioms” or “responsible societies” which intended to offer
general guidance, but not specific historical ethical instructions. Moreover, the WCC’s
liberationist paradigm concentrated the WCC'’s attention on the complexity of "non-
theological factors” in ecumenical institutions especially the political and economic
realities of a given situation. These moves shaped the WCC'’s vision in critical ways and
served as a precursor to the environmental ethics proposed by the WCC’s later ethical
work during the 1980s and 1990s.”

The WCC'’s ethical vision also expanded during this period as a result of its
official "Dialogue with People of Other Living Faiths and Ideologies.” The notion of

"dialogue" signified an active commitment by the WCC to recognize the work of God

2 "The Programme to Combat Racism has sparked off vivid controversies. Yet over three years now we
can see that, provided people study the evidence open-mindedly and are prepared to listen to one another,
such controversy may serve rather than hinder the common commitment. Further, we are increasingly
realizing just how bound many of us are to particular traditions and particular cultures which stand in the
way of genuine openness to our neighbour.” (World Council of Churches, Programme to Combat Racism,
"Programme to Combat Racism: 1970-1973. A Background Paper Presented to the Central Committee,
August 1973 [Geneval]," 475). The Ecumenical Programme to Combat Racism, although controversial,
solidified important ethical assumptions in the WCC’s work: the intelligibility of human “rights,” the
notion of “solidarity’ with one’s neighbors, and the active resistance of institutionalized racist structures.
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outside of the Christian churches and Christian communities.” Indeed, the dialogues
facilitated by the WCC during this time moved toward affirming the work of God
through the Holy Spirit in non-Christian settings.

The rationale for such dialogue had roots in two ethical assumptions. Again, the
WCC had concluded since the mid-1960s that Christian ecumenism entailed not only the
fellowship of churches, but also the solidarity of humans standing beside other humans.”
Solidarity demanded participation and interaction with all people—not just with

Christians—and therefore required the WCC to establish closer working relationships

with non-Christian peoples throughout the world.” Moreover, the concept of dialogue

2‘As the official WCC report states: “The concern deals with people, not with religions or ideologies as
systems. Itis not discussion about, but dialogue with the partners. It recognizes that there are responses
other than Christian to the mystery of human existence. It is more open to others but not less committed to
Christ. It is less aggressive and more humble. These new approaches reflect theological virtues, not
opportunistic attitudes.” David Johnson, Uppsala to Nairobi (New York and Geneva: Friendship Press and
World Council of Churches, 1975): 98-99.

stor an overview of the WCC'’s early consultations of the Dialogue with People of Other Living Faiths
and Ideologies, see: Carl Hallencreutz, New Approaches to Men of Other Faiths—1938-1968—A
Theological Discussion (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1970); Stanley Samartha, "The World
Council of Churches and Men of Other Faiths and Ideologies," The Ecumenical Review 22 (1970): 190-
198; Stanley Samartha, Dialogue Between Men of Living Faiths. Papers Presented at a Consultation Held
at Ajaltoun, Lebanon, March 1970 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1971); Stanley Samartha,
"Dialogue: Significant Issues in the Continuing Debate," The Ecumenical Review 24 (1972): 325-340;
World Council of Churches, Dialogue in Community: Statement and Reports of a Theological
Consultation, Chiang Mai, Thailand, 18-27 April 1977 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1977); World
Council of Churches, Guidelines on Dialogue With People of Living Faiths and Ideologies (Geneva: World
Council of Churches, 1979); and J. H. Pranger, Dialogue in Discussion: The World Council of Churches
and the Challenge of Religious Plurality Between 1967 and 1979.

3

6

For a good definition of “solidarity” in the WCC’s thinking, see World Council of Churches, "Report of
the General Secretary to the Central Committee: Enugu, Nigeria, January 1965," The Ecumenical Review
17 (1965): 165-171. It is interesting that the notion of solidarity developed at such an early stage in the
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had deep roots in the theological understanding of the work the Holy Spirit throughout all
of creation. Ecumenical theologians thus concluded that dialogue was a necessary
component in understanding the work of the Holy Spirit outside the confines of the
Christian churches.”’

All of these issues significantly shaped the WCC’s institutional reordering in
1972 toward a vision more closely aligned with “horizontal ecumenism.” The WCC'’s

General Secretary Eugene Carson Blake (1966 through 1972) noted that the divisions

WCC'’s history—that is, before the popularization of liberation theologies and notions of “praxis.” This
notion of “solidarity” certainly received some shape and form from the WCC's interactions with the Roman
Catholic Church and “The Pastoral Constitution of the Church in the Modern World” (Gaudium et Spes) of
Vatican II. “The joys and hopes, the grief and anguish of the people of our time, especially of those who
are poor or afflicted, are the joys and hopes, the grief and anguish of the followers of Christ as well.
Nothing that is genuinely human fails to find an echo in their hearts..... That is why they cherish a feeling of
deep solidarity with the human race and its history.” Vatican Council II: The Basic Sixteen Documents, ed.
by Austin Flannery (Northport, New York/Dublin, Ireland: Costello Publishing Company/Dominican
Publications: 1996): 163.

7 See here Georges Khodr, "Christianity in a Pluralistic World—The Economy of the Holy Spirit," The
Ecumenical Review 23 (1971): 118-128. S