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Introduction

This paper, dealing with interreligious dialogue and climate change, is only a beginning. At the risk of cliché, what I hope to do in the following discussion is raise questions rather than provide answers. I begin by outlining climate change as a valid topic for religious reflection. Next I will briefly deal with the topics of interreligious dialogue and religious pluralism. In the third section I will endeavour to bring the topics of interreligious dialogue and climate change together. And finally this paper will attempt to examine, in a critical manner, some of the different religious approaches to climate change, but more generally to the contemporary ecological crisis.

The most challenging premise to be advanced in this paper will be the claim that only a religiously plural and dialogically based response can possibly supply long term and thoroughgoing religious solutions to the problems of climate change and ecological degradation. Any single-religion based solution to the problem of climate change will, at best, be limited, but, more worryingly, may actually serve to fracture the hope of creating a more comprehensive religious approach to the problem.


Although climate change is a problem which demands urgent action, if we, as people of faith, are going to create more healthy earth-human relationships and worldviews, I believe, we have to do so through a critical conversation between religions. In the short term, the energy and questioning involved in such a project may seem to deflect from the urgency of climate change, but in the long term I am convinced that humanity has no alternative. Climate change is a communitarian problem, which can ultimately be solved only through communitarian religious reflection and action.  

SECTION ONE

Viewing a troubled world through religious eyes

We live in an extremely complex world. Therefore, it follows that many of the problems found in this world are equally difficult to comprehend and supply answers to. One such problem is that of climate change. However, just as it is impossible to understand a disease without first studying its aetiology, so too is the case with climate change. In fact, to approach the issue of climate change without an adequate understanding of its fundamental causes is a major stumbling block to the creation of appropriate responses. For example, the oft quoted remedies for climate change: recycling, turning down thermostats, using energy efficient light bulbs and the like are all effective in countering its effects. However, these actions do not in themselves tackle the root causes of the problem, namely our expectations from life, our greed and our understanding of nature.


The chief causes of climate change are primarily human actions such as deforestation and the burning of fossil fuels. These actions, in turn, produce ever-increasing amounts of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, which cause multiple regional and global variations in the earth's climate.  The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change defines climate change as “a change of climate which is attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the global atmosphere and which is in addition to natural climate variability observed over comparable time periods".
 
However, things are much more complex, as Mark Maslin states: ‘The problem of global warming is not just a scientific concern, but encompasses economics, sociology, geopolitics, local politics, and individuals’ choice of lifestyle.’
 To develop this avenue of thought further, the causes of climate change and ecological destruction can be traced back to such factors as consumerism, population growth and individualism. It is basic causes such as these that make ecological concerns in general and climate change in particular objects of moral and religious reflection.


This point is illustrated by John Berthrong who relates a story about the late Carl Sagan and his changing position vis-à-vis religious involvement in the sphere of ecological activism. Sagan, a scientist and agnostic, grew to recognise the positive role religion might play in a world where an ecological crisis was looming as the result of human lifestyle choices. Berthrong states it thus, ‘Sagan argued that religions, among their other functions, are the repositories of ultimate human moral values, both personal and collective. While he did not want to reduce religion to morality, Sagan deemed it impossible to think of ultimate moral issues without becoming religious.’
 In a similar vein, Thomas Berry claims that the ecological degradation and killing of the natural world is of direct concern to religion because: ‘...life and death are religious issues, especially when it is a question of life and death for the Earth itself in many of its major life systems.’


A worldview strongly influences not only our way of acting in daily life, but it also shapes our relationship with nonhuman nature, our basic values, our outlook on the world around us, and what is of ultimate importance for us in our life. Therefore, the reality of climate change is an indictment of the dominant worldviews found in our modern world. Alternatively, the situation can be summed up in the words of Michael Hogue: ‘The problem of global warming reflects a problem in the soul of our culture.’


Our world is haemorrhaging and dying as a result of negative human activity motivated by lifestyle choices and sustained by particular worldviews. Thus, it becomes essential that worldviews are scrutinised in order to identify how, and in what ways, they contribute to the present ecological crisis. The urgent task is to set about revising and changing our worldviews in so far as they result in lifestyles that contribute to ecological degradation. Here again, as Berthrong points out, we come up against the religious sphere: ‘I believe that the transformation of our ecological worldview is also linked to the reformation of our religious worldviews.’
 In other words, people of faith are faced with a twofold challenge, they are not only called upon to examine their faith in light of the present ecological crisis, but they are also asked to view the natural world through the eyes of their religious convictions and faith.
 And if either religions or people of faith fail to respond to these challenges, they forfeit their moral authority and position of leadership within not only their various local communities but also the world community.
 In other words, religious involvement in the issue of climate change is not an option it is, in fact, a prerequisite for genuine religious expression. Or as Michael Hogue explains: ‘…we who are religious need to illumine global warming as the problem that it truly is, a problem of culture and soul, a fundamentally religious problem and not more narrowly a problem for some religionists who happen already to be environmentalists.’

One Earth but many religions

We live in a world where there are an enormous number of religions. In certain societies and during particular periods of history it was largely possible to live in isolation from forms of religion other than one’s own; however, that is no longer the case. Although religious pluralism has existed since religions themselves appeared, in our modern world the challenge is more global and clear-cut than in any other period of history. John Berthrong describes: ‘Modern self-conscious pluralism is a new theological challenge facing the church.’
 

Even a cursory search of the World Wide Web will alert most people to the presence of different religious communities in their midst.
 For many, the increased availability of international travel, migration, better communications and more study opportunities have made it impossible to escape the influence of other religious traditions. Knitter, speaking from a Christian perspective, highlights this changing reality: ‘...Christians are sharing not only their classrooms and work sites but also their dinner tables and even their marriage beds with persons of other religions, they find that once-foreign faiths take on different dimensions and power in their own lives.’
 This new reality presents us with both challenges and opportunities: how do we relate with these other faith traditions? How much can we learn and implement from other religions without betraying our own tradition? Is peaceful cooperation with other religions enough or are we being asked more fundamental questions concerning our religious worldview?


In line with many theologians and people of faith, I view this emerging reality with a great deal of hope. Edward Schillebeeckx, in his work The Church, paints a similarly positive picture of the challenges facing us:

The multiplicity of religions is not an evil which needs to be removed, but rather a wealth which is to be welcomed and enjoyed by all.... There is more religious truth in all religions together than in one particular religion.... This also applies to Christianity.

Some leading thinkers in the field of interreligious dialogue and following in the tradition of religious pluralism
 have gone so far as to call the challenge of other religions one of the most far-reaching facing people of faith today. Leonard Swidler speaks of the ‘Age of Global Dialogue’,
 Ewert Cousins, building on Karl Jasper’s concept of the ‘Axial Period’,
 comes up with the idea of the dialogically based ‘Second Axial Period’;
 Raimundo Panikkar proposes ‘intrareligious dialogue’;
 Wayne Teasdale has developed the concept of ‘interspirituality’: ‘the assimilation of insights, values, and spiritual practices from the various religions and their application to one’s own inner life and development.’


However, the thorny area of religious pluralism is one where there are many ongoing debates. On the one hand, it would take a very stubborn person or a religious fundamentalist to claim that interreligious dialogue is not a fine and laudable pursuit in today’s world. On the other hand, the issue of religious pluralism is one that raises many more complex issues, issues which have far-reaching implications for all religions and forms of religious interaction. Whether or not one agrees with the pluralist paradigm or with the more guarded paradigm of interreligious dialogue there still exist the inescapable challenges of interactions and communications with other religions.
 Unfortunately, in this paper it is impossible to delve into these complex issues in any depth. Therefore, for our purposes, I will, in the following discussion assume tacit approval of interreligious dialogue and of religious pluralism to a more limited degree.

Ecological crisis meets Interreligious dialogue

Paul Knitter provides us with a good starting point for our discussion: ‘The reality of oppression must have a priority in the contents of our interfaith dialogue, and the voices of the oppressed peoples and oppressed earth must have a “hermeneutical privilege” in our dialogical deliberations.’
 Knitter by granting both the oppressed peoples and the oppressed earth a privileged place in interreligious dialogue is addressing a problem common to much of the ‘Environmental Movement’ and the ‘Interreligious Dialogue Movement’. Namely, the dominant perception is that not only are both of these undertakings predominantly the concerns of the middle and upper classes but also that the leading practitioners in these fields are often thought to be white, male, rich, European or North American.


Often in media reports and advertisements the ‘Green Agenda’ is presented in such a way as to make it appear an attribute of the capitalist project: car manufacturers promoting their products as being environmentally friendly.
  The solving of ecological problems is often looked upon as just another way to guarantee the continuation of economic growth. Also, many of the same accusations can be levelled against interreligious activities. Here, however, the additional question of ‘religious colonialism’ raises its head: ‘Through dialogue will the non-European cultures, first materially pillaged by the colonial powers, now also be spiritually plundered?’
 This is particularly a problem for Christianity, since the Christian churches are still financially rich in comparison to many other religious traditions they can easily dominate and usurp other aspects of the other religious traditions.
Having noted these difficulties, in the project of interreligious ecological activities it is well to keep in mind Knitter’s ‘hermeneutical privilege’ for the oppressed peoples and the oppressed earth. By utilising this hermeneutic to critique our own methodological approach it is possible, I think, to guard against many of the class and colonial/post-colonial pitfalls which have been outlined above. In a similar manner, Mark Heim, in describing the position of Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, outlines the centrality of justice and liberation to the interreligious dialogue project: ‘There is a reciprocity in the orthopraxis of liberation and dialogue.... The insistence on authentic dialogue as the context for any apprehension of religious truth risks irrelevance unless justice is an integral aim of the dialogue.’


Our present reality calls upon us, as people of faith, to address the issues of both ecological crisis and religious pluralism. And importantly, these issues are of such urgency that they have to be addressed simultaneously. Just as no single nation-state, no matter what policies it may implement, can supply the necessary solutions to the global problem of climate change nor can any single religion supply solutions to that same problem. The ecological crisis facing us demands a complete revision of our religious views; it further demands that we address this global-problem not from any single religious viewpoint but from a world-religious perspective. For example, just as Christianity cannot supply a definitive answer to the problem of climate change, neither can Hinduism, Buddhism, nor Islam. In the same manner as nation-states are being forced to join together in order to form effective environmental policies, religions too must work collectively to develop a response to ecological challenges. What is needed is a communal response in order to establish a ‘new earth-human relationship’ from a religious standpoint.
 Or as Hans Jonas, a Jewish philosopher, so clearly states the case: ‘In the grip of this challenge [of global degradation], mankind for the first time truly becomes one, whether knowing it yet or not: one in despoiling their earthly home; one in going to share the fate of its ruin; one in being the only possible saviours of both, Earth and themselves.’


Another reason why a communal religious response is demanded by the present ecological crisis, as opposed to separate Christian, Buddhist, Islamic or Taoist responses, is because of the developing shape of the modern industrial, economic and geopolitical world. Here I am thinking chiefly of China and India, but also of other industrialized and industrializing nations in Asia, such as South Korea, Japan, and Indonesia. There can be no solution to the problem of climate change if the governments and the religious people of these nations do not reassess their living patterns and their future plans for development.
 However, unlike Europe and North America these nations are not majority Christian nor do they have a major Christian cultural heritage. Therefore, if we are to engage with people of different cultural backgrounds and religious traditions, we must do so in an interreligious and dialogical manner. 

This need for an interreligious and dialogical response can be illustrated through a brief comparison of Buddhist and Christian doctrinal positions on creation. Significantly, in the case of Buddhism, unlike Christianity, the concept of a creation myth is next to nonexistent.
 Jan Nattier explains the situation: 

The entire cosmos, moreover, is seen as passing through an ongoing series of cycles, just as do events on our earth. Periods of manifestation and non-manifestation occur in continuing sequence, with each phase lasting for an unimaginable period of time. Since these cycles recur ad infinitum, the universe cannot properly be described as having a ‘beginning’ or an ‘end’.

On a practical level, what this difference in the areas of creation and cosmological understanding points towards is a very real gulf between the worldviews of Buddhism and Christianity, and, indeed, the entire Judeo-Christian tradition. Thus, it is totally foreign to the Buddhist philosophical tradition when someone from the Christian tradition puts forward reflections or proposes a course of ecological action based on the doctrine of creation and the involvement of a Creator. Indeed, not only does such an approach ignore real religious and philosophical differences but it could also be construed as being dismissive of an entire religious tradition.


In the above I have highlighted a difference between Buddhist and Christian approaches to cosmology and creation, but this is only a small part of the overall picture. When dealing with nations in Asia this reality becomes even more pronounced. South Korea, for example, is the tenth largest producer of CO2 in the world
 and it is also a country with great religious diversity. South Korea is home not only to a large number of Christians, but is also home to many Buddhists, Confucianists, practitioners of folk religions, Shamanists and members of new religions such as Won Buddhist and Cheondogyo (天道敎), to name but a few.
 In such a diverse religious environment, the development of a response to local and international ecological degradation demands a more all-embracing and complex approach to the challenge than simply putting forward a solution based exclusively on the philosophical and theological underpinnings of one particular religious tradition. This need, of course, is not simply a case of Christianity versus other religions. Even with Christianity out of the equation, it would be equally problematic if a Confucian response to our ecological crisis was to be presented to Shamanists or Buddhists as normative. In other words, if we hope to join ranks with other religious traditions in an attempt to both halt the present process of ecological degradation and produce a new and creative way to relate with the earth, we must do so through dialogical interaction and action. Such an approach begins with, and is based on, a relationship between religious equals.


Here a note of caution is required. The principle of equality is a prerequisite for any religious approach to the ecological reality facing us. What equality means in practice is that all religions must be accepted into dialogue on the basis of their commitment to searching for solutions to ecological challenges and not for any other political or economic reasons. Often when we speak of interreligious dialogue and interreligious cooperation we tend to limit, whether consciously or unconsciously, our discussions to the so-called major religions: Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, Buddhism and Judaism. This restrictive approach has got no place in interreligious dialogue whether or not the practice is based on numerical strength, financial resources, historical lineage or the existence of a written canon of scriptures.

Religious insight is not and never has been confined to the ‘major religions’. In fact, when dealing with the issue of ecological crisis, a convincing case can be made supporting the claim that many of the ‘major religions’ have actually failed the earth and its inhabitants in matters of ecology and in promoting healthy relationships with nature. This as it maybe, I think, that the ecological challenges now facing us are of such importance that the time for recriminations and finger pointing is long past. Instead, what is required is openness to all forms of religious insight, which can then be engaged with at a critical level. The hand of friendship and the challenge of creating new paths must be extended to all, including popular religions, new religions and folk religions.

In order to make the situation more problematic, let us introduce one more important religious characteristic: the existence of different religious tendencies within any single tradition. If we want to show respect to another religious tradition, we must pay due cognisance to the intra-religious differences and philosophical nuances that exist within a tradition. For example, within the Buddhist family there exist major differences in buddhalogical and philosophical approaches: South Asian Buddhism – Theravada – is very different from the Mahayana tradition, which is itself subdivided into numerous other traditions such as Tantric, Pure Land, Chan (Zen), Yogacara, etc. This fact is equally true of a religion such as Hinduism, where even the constructed name ‘Hinduism’ is problematic and raises many questions regarding orientalism and colonialism. This fact is illustrated by Sharada Sugirtharajah:

While the label “Hindu” does not give any clear indication of a person’s religious affiliation, terms such as Vaişņava (worshipper of Vişņu) or Śaiva (worshipper of Śiva) do. A Vaişņava is a Hindu, but a Hindu need not be a Vaişņava or Śaiva. For those within the tradition, the word “Hindu” in “Hindu Vaişņava” is redundant....The label “Hindu” has been contested, even from within the tradition.

In other words, when dealing with other religious traditions it is remiss of us simply to categorise them as monolithic religious entities lacking in philosophical, theological, cosmological and practical subtleties and differences. Here, I would suggest that, in order to safeguard against the above danger, people involved in the field of interreligious dialogue, including interreligiously based ecological work and research, should make use of the resources offered by the discipline of Religious Studies. Michael Pye elucidates on the possible positive features of such a relationship:
[B]ut at their best, the academic study of religions and interfaith activities may be viewed as non-contradictory and complementary. I can therefore conclude by asserting the importance of (i) the multi-focal and multi-cultural derivation of the comparative study of religion, and (ii) clarity in the relations between study or research on the one hand and encounter or dialogue on the other hand. If these are kept in mind, our common attention to religions in their plurality can be both critically aware and constructive in effect.

This important point is one to which we will return later in our study.


To conclude this section of our discussion, I would like to reiterate the fact that just as no one nation-state can supply the necessary solutions to the problems of climate change and ecological degradation neither can any single religious tradition supply solutions. In fact, I wonder if the creation of a single-religion based understanding and solution to the problem of climate change is not actually counterproductive in the long term. Would it not be more productive and meaningful if, from the outset, we as people of faith, and not as people of ‘a religion’, set about understanding and responding to the ecological challenges facing us together as a community of religions? An interreligious response to the problem, I believe, would be a much more difficult and demanding route to travel, but ultimately it seems to be the only religious route that promises truly creative and long term answers on a world scale to the ecological challenges facing us as both world citizens and people of faith. 

However, it should be noted that a commitment to the creation of a religiously plural response to the ecological problems of our time in no way precludes individual religious traditions from educating, reflecting on and calling to action members of their own particular tradition by translating new concepts and philosophies into the language of their particular tradition.
 That said, in the context of ecological concerns, there is not a direct choice between one proper way and another. Priority, I think, must be given to the creation of a religiously plural and communitarian response to ecological issues and climate change in particular.

SECTION TWO
Tea, scones, dialogue and the environment

When reflecting on some forms of interreligious dialogue and religiously based environmental activities it is all too easy to conjure up the image of the stereotypical Church of England vicar serving tea on the lawn to some of the stalwarts of the parish as they talk of recycling, ecological tourism, Thich Nhat Hanh and the Dalai Lama. While the context of such conversations will differ from culture to culture, two aspects often remain constant: first, a disregard for the political, economic and social background to the ecological crisis. And, second, there often exists a very naïve and uncritical approach to the worldviews of different religions traditions. In the following discussion we will flesh these two points out.

Gavin Flood points us in the right direction when he speaks of encountering a religious stranger: ‘When I meet the religious stranger that meeting demands my taking her as a social agent, capable of language and interaction. It demands interaction, and assumes that the realm of our meeting is language...’
 In other words, if I am to do justice by the stranger and by myself, interreligious conversation must be a ‘critical conversation’.
 Such a conversation will unearth areas of similarity and difference, agreement and disagreement, which, in turn, must be creatively engaged with at all levels. In order to emphasis this point I draw the reader’s attention to a study produced by Paul Griffith, with the telling title, An Apology for Apologetics.
 In this work Griffith puts forward a well-reasoned argument for the employment of a type of apologetics, or even polemics, in interreligious dialogue. He makes it clear that this is not a form of attacking your opponent in some sort of verbal contest, but is, in fact, a reasoned way to search for the truth. He further demonstrates the necessity of reasoned discussion, academic and spiritual insight, and an acknowledgment of the context of the dialogue: this approach to dialogue could be viewed as a form of interreligious negotiation. Or to put it in colloquial terms, interreligious dialogue must have a cutting edge.           

From a Western, Christian and ecological standpoint, when dealing with the religions and cultures of Asia there seem to be two discernable and dangerous traits within many of our efforts at interreligious dialogue, each of which fails to engage with a ‘critical conversation’ form of dialogue. These two traits play down the facility of rationality and fail to engage on a critical level with the dialogue project, and for our purposes the project of ecological interreligious dialogue. The first of these uncritical forms of dialogue is one which emphasis the priority of spirituality, meditation, and religious intuition. And the second, naively promotes Asian religions, such as Buddhism, Daoism, Hinduism, etc., as forms of religion that are in some magical way connected to the world of nature and in touch with the entire cosmos. While, for the purpose of our investigation, we will treat these tendencies separately, they are, in reality, closely linked. Let us now turn to the first of these, the primacy of mysticism and spirituality.

A conference staged in 2006 at the Sogang University Institute for Religion in Seoul was entitled, Mystical Experiences, Spirituality and Social Responsibility. At this conference several participants endeavoured to demonstrate how such practices as meditation could form the basis for social responsibility and world peace. William Johnston spoke thus, 

I began this paper by saying that the world religions can bring peace if only we get together. And now I want to say that we can get together and be closely united through global meditation. That is to say, through a meditation that leads to mystical silence beyond all words.

And at the same conference Bernard Senécal put forward a similar notion:

The practice of Christian Zen, as a source of mystical experience and social responsibility in a global village, should help to foster people constantly striving to go beyond a rigid and static understanding, not only of themselves, their country and their faith, but also of the complex world we live in. Unfortunately, the present international order remains largely dominated by a highly rationalized logic of black and white.


Both Johnston and Senécal imply that there is some type of spiritual or mystical power to be gained by moving away from the rational and conversational in favour of an experience that is beyond both language and rational investigation. These ideas seem to be based on a narrow and dangerous interpretation of Buddhist Chan/Zen (禪), which points to a tradition that supposedly goes beyond the written and spoken word, and the everyday world of experience in order to touch true enlightenment or Buddhahood. However, this interpretation of Chan/Zen has been heavily criticised and debunked by many leading scholars of Buddhism.
 Robert Buswell states the case succinctly when he claims that many people think that:

All that really matters in Buddhism – and especially in Zen – is enlightenment; and that enlightenment has little to do with monastic organizations, daily routines, and other cultural artefacts of the religion. I have often heard such arguments, especially it seems from Western Zen practitioners, but I reject them out of hand.

It is an injustice to both religious practice and the world in which we live to not only neglect the context of religious practice but also to actually banish practice to an ethereal realm beyond the confines of language and rationality. And, indeed, ‘By divorcing the experience of enlightenment from its soteriological context...would we not be guilty of marginalizing the significance of its religious goal?’
 

For the purpose of our discussion, two negatives from the above-outlined ‘mystical’ approach should be noted: first, the neglect of context; second, the primacy of ‘mystical silence’ over critical discourse. These two elements are married and applied by Pierre-Francis de Bethune in a paper on dialogue when he writes, ‘Dialogue must not be confused with negotiation, another form of exchange, one that deals with things (territories, powers, rights, heritages, etc.).’
 Such an opinion, I think, highlights the dangers of a mystical/spiritual approach to interreligious dialogue. 
This danger is particularly the case when we introduce an ecological dimension to the equation. If, as we mentioned earlier, climate change is the result of a complex web of causes and effects between, among other things, economics, politics, population, and industrialisation, then, as people of faith we must delve into and engage with these very issues. By moving to a mystical plane beyond the nitty-gritty of everyday life we are actually disengaging from that very process of dialogue. Only when we as people of faith engage and negotiate with the very issues that de Bethune rejects – territories, powers, rights, heritages, etc. – can we begin to create a religiously healthy relationship with our life context, namely the earth.

The second discernable trait often found in interreligious dialogue, particularly when directed towards Asian religions and ecology, is the practice of naively and uncritically employing religious concepts and philosophies from other traditions without first exposing them to some form of critical reflection. For some reason, many Westerners and people involved in the ecological movement seem content to grant an amnesty to Asian religions when questions of critique, rationality and consistency are raised. While Christianity is exposed to the critiques of many different disciplines and held to account for mistakes of the past, it seems that many Westerns look upon Asian religions such as Buddhism and Daoism as being beyond reproach, as though these religions exist in a strange context free spiritual realm. Steve Bruce describes this outlook well:

The west is good at rationality and efficiency; it is bad because technological consciousness has pervaded non-work areas of life. What we look for in the East is authenticity, spirituality and holism.

And he continues to tease out the implications of such a stance, ‘It is easier to be creative with remote (or reinvented) traditions such as those of the Tibetans, Chinese, Celts or Native Americans than with the others on our doorstep.’


This state of affairs is one which has attracted much attention over recent years, especially in the field of Buddhist Studies. These studies have highlighted not only the inherent colonial and Orientalist attitudes masked by such approaches, but they also point towards a form of ‘reverse Orientalism’, on the part of some Asian proponents of Buddhism.
 A classic example of ‘reverse Orientalism’ can be viewed in the figure of the famous Buddhist missionary and scholar Daisetz T. Suzuki. Suzuki, it is worth remembering, is credited with introducing Zen Buddhism to the Western world.
 

Such critique has been further developed by the Japanese Buddhist scholars Hakamaya Noriaki and Matsumoto Shirō and the School of Critical Buddhism (批判佛敎). Noriaki and Shirō believe that the neglect of language and rational thought in the Japanese Buddhist tradition has, in fact, led to the growth of nationalism, a neglect of justice and support for social discrimination.
 A glimpse of this criticism can be gleaned through a quotation from Shirō:

If “not thinking” were the ideal for humanity, as proposed in the idea of tathãgata-garbha propagated by a certain celebrated Chinese Ch’an master called Mo-ho-yen at the bSam yas debate in ninth-century Tibet, we should all suspend life and rush to become plants and stones and relics.’


A further example of this romanticised understanding of Asia and Asian religions can often be detected in attitudes towards Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism. Over the years, things Tibetan have managed to capture the imagination of many people world wide, including the film industry. In an insightful article, Donald Lopez investigates this fascination which he terms as ‘New Age Orientalism’. He demonstrates how Tibetan Buddhism is frequently represented as something that exists outside the confines of history and society. Because, in the eyes of many, Tibetan Buddhism has not been sullied by the West, it again becomes a new Shangri-la: ‘And once again the agency of the Tibetans is denied, as a new generation of Westerners take upon themselves the role of conservators of this living fossil.’
 
Though the failure of this ‘New Age Orientalism’ to critically engage, on a rational level, with Tibetan Buddhism is worrying, it is even more disturbing to realise that a consequence of this failure has been, and is still, to strip Tibet and its Buddhism of any historical and social reality. Lopez concludes, ‘To the extent that we continue to believe that Tibet prior to 1950 was a utopia, the Tibet of 1994 will be no place.’
 This raises the question, by denying Tibet’s and Tibetan Buddhism’s historical context are we not guilty of denying Tibet’s agency and in so doing undermining its position as an agent in the ‘real world’ – as a land suffering as the result of massive deforestation projects, melting glaciers and Chinese imperialism? The recent events, of March 2008, in Tibet not only serve to highlight the oppressive and violent nature of the China’s occupation of Tibet, but also demonstrate how any effort to separate the spiritual from the historical and social is, in fact, a betrayal of both religious and moral principles.

If, for a moment, we focus on Buddhism and its efforts to engage with the contemporary ecological crisis, we can discern, on the part of many Buddhists and non-Buddhist ecologists alike, a tendency to overemphasise Buddhism’s ecological credentials. There has grown up a large selection of Buddhist literature, which both attempts to demonstrate how Buddhism is a religion in touch with the natural world and also how it is based on the doctrine of interdependency. An example of this form of scholarship can be found in the work of Stephanie Kaza who claims:

Among Buddhist cultures, the Japanese and others have cultivated an emotional and aesthetic attitude toward the natural world that represents intimate and prereflective encounter with the environment. In the Japanese view, nature is seen as the realm of “spontaneous becoming” – a meeting ground for the dynamic unfolding of person, tree, rock, and bird.

In turn, this promotion of Buddhism as an answer, if not, indeed, the answer, to ecological problems is roundly criticised by Shirō when he points out that:

Let us not forget, either, that the ecological movements of today were not generated by Eastern naturalism. They were initiated by Westerners, and founded on the traditions of rationalism and respect for human rights. It is simply not logically possible to derive the environment movement and environment ethics from an Eastern naturalism expressed in such phrases as “mountains, rivers, plants, and trees are all enlightened.” It does not direct us to think or actively to seek remedies to our problems.

As we will discover in the following discussion, dealing with alternative approaches to the question of Buddhism and ecology, there has been, and still is, an ongoing and highly developed debate regarding Buddhism’s environmental credentials. Disappointingly, however, many involved in the field of ecology and religion have failed to become involved in or even acknowledge the existence of such a debate. Even such a highly regarded scholar as Jürgen Moltmann has fallen into the trap of crediting Asian religions with possessing an inherent connection and respect for the natural world: ‘They have [Judaeo-Christian religions], therefore, also been called “prophetic religions” and “book religions,” compared with the directly sensory spirituality of the Indian and Chinese religions, which have close ties to nature.’
 And in his work Creating a Just Future, Moltmann follows a similar pattern with reference to the so-called ‘Chinese religions’.
 Let us now briefly look at some of the more complex and coherent approaches to the relationship between ecology and Buddhism.


One approach of particular significance is that adopted by Lambert Schmithausen, who investigates the problem from a scriptural perspective.
 Although Schmithausen seems to conclude that Buddhism does possess certain attributes in line with ecological principles, it needs, he contends, to undergo a degree of change in order to make it more open to the natural world.
 An interesting recent study is that produced by Peter Harvey, ‘Avoiding Unintended Harm to the Environment and the Buddhist Ethic of Intention’. In this study he concludes that Buddhism can make a positive addition to the ecological debate through the application of principles such as not deliberately harming living beings, safeguarding and creating a ‘biosphere-home’.
 A creative approach to the Buddhist-Ecology debate has been elucidated in the study of David Cooper and Simon James, Buddhism, Virtue and Environment. The authors, in line with such thinkers as Philippa Foot and Alasdair McIntyre, draw on the concept of ‘Virtue Ethics’ in order to develop a Buddhist solution to ecological problems. Rather than promoting the idea of Buddhism as a religion with an inherently ecological worldview, Cooper and James suggest that ‘...Buddhism’s special contribution to environmental ethics is grounded in the form of virtue ethics that it embraces and teaches.’
 Among these virtues are those of equanimity, humility and compassion. Finally, I mention the critical studies of Ian Harris. Harris has produced several highly informative studies on the state and progress of Buddhist environmentalism or eco-Buddhism.
 His conclusion is hopeful yet realistic:

Clearly there are difficulties involved in translating Western environmentalist discourse into an authentically Buddhist setting or, indeed, in calling on Buddhism to provide a rationale for ecological activity. This does not mean that the task is hopeless. I, for one, remain optimistic about the outcome.

In the foregoing discussion I have demonstrated how there exist highly developed debates on the issues of ecology, rationality and Orientalism within the Buddhist tradition and within other Asian religious traditions. I have also shown that there exists a sort of ‘New-Ageism’ within much Western and religio-ecological discussion, which neglects and fails to engage with the Asian traditions at the level of critical discourse. It is my belief that if a religious answer to our present ecological crisis is to be found or created it must be done through the process of interreligious dialogue.
Conclusion
While this discussion has touched on many issues, throughout it has endeavoured to emphasis two things: one, the importance of interreligious dialogue in the project of ecological reflection and action and, two, the problems involved in the project of interreligious dialogue when focused on our contemporary ecological crisis. The central point of the argument has been to demonstrate how, from a religious perspective, interreligious dialogue provides us with the most complete way by which to come to terms with the challenges associated with ecological degradation, climate change, and their causes and effects. As I have shown, if we are seriously to confront the problems of our lifestyles and of the suffering earth-community, the creation of a new religious worldview is essential. However, a true ecologically focused interreligious dialogue is not to be found in some form of naïve mysticism nor in an uncritical form of ‘New Age Orientalism’. Rather, if the fruits of interreligious dialogue are to be fresh and healthy, people of faith must converse with each other and build relationships based on the principles of equality, rationality, and honesty. In short, religions must enter into a critical discourse that does not simply brush differences or areas of disagreement under the carpet. Also, this critical discourse must expose its working epistemological systems, cultural and religious thought processes, and goals to the same rigorous interrogation as the content of the dialogue. So, to reiterate our position; from a religious perspective, a truly new and creative relationship with the earth can be birthed only through an ongoing critical process of interreligious dialogue.


As way of pointing towards the future, I would like to finish with a short word concerning possible directions of an ecologically focused interreligious dialogue. As a first step on this journey, I believe that two issues in particular might provide fruitful grounds for dialogue: first, the process of urbanisation
 and, second, the oceans.
 These are only two, among many, important topics; however, I think, they may provide excellent starting points for an interreligious dialogue not only focused on ecological problems, but also, and perhaps more importantly, on a positive movement towards a more earth-centred and compassion filled worldview. In short, a truly new religiously based and sustainable human-earth relationship can be created only by religions working and reflecting together, at all levels, in order to move beyond the crisis facing us all. 
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