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The Spiritual Lives of Great Environmentalists 

William Ted Johnson 
Scottsdale Public Library, Arizona, USA 

..................................... 
Spirituality and the environment are ever in the news and are frequent 

topics of scholarly research, especially when it comes to how they influence 
one another. From ancient civilizations to contemporary culture, people have 

viewed the intersection of the environment with their personal lives in 
spiritual terms. Environmentally inclined individuals certainly do not have the 

spiritual market cornered, however. From musicians to machines, the 
spiritual side of each has been presented (Kavanaugh, 1992; Kurzweil, 

1999). Admittedly, both terms, “spiritual” and “environmentalist” are 

ambiguous. The context in which they are used is quite important.  

Purpose, like context, is a critical consideration in the use of these terms. 
Faith, like fact, has been used to find truth. Science and religion both claim 

distinct advantages in their respective searches for truth. They have been 
allied as well as pitted against each other with varying levels of intensity and 

passion on their truth quests. Friend as well as foe, each frequently calls 
upon the other to validate their own worth in the search. Since Lynn White’s 

1967 article in Science, which called upon religion to solve environmental 
problems, scholars have debated the positive and negative impacts of 

religious views on the environment. Evan Berry (2003) has made a 

significant contribution to this discussion. His holistic approach strikes a 
much-needed balance in the debate and he points out the futility of finding 

fault rather than fostering mutual understanding. 

It is hoped that the novel approach taken here to establish a relationship 
between spirituality and the environment, will make a significant 

contribution to the literature on the subject. History and opinion surveys, 
like those used by White (1967) and Berry (2003), respectively, have 

offered much food for thought on this complex issue. I propose a 
biographical approach, examining the spiritual underpinnings of those who 

have made significant contributions to conservation, preservation, or some 

sort of environmental issue (e.g. air or water quality improvement). The 
basis for this approach is that religious training, especially in one’s youth, 

plays a vital role in the development of an individual’s worldview, including 
one’s attitude toward nature. Books and articles abound on the relationship 

between science and religion, but very few focus on the specialized matter of 
environmental issues or environmentalists.  

Interestingly, White nominated a Christian historical figure, Saint Francis, as 

the patron saint of ecologists, in spite of the fact that he blamed historical 



Christianity for the environmental ills of the world up to that time. Since the 

concept of an “environmentalist” or “environmental activist” is rather recent, 
I will limit this biographical survey to people of the 20 th century. Char 

Miller’s book on Gifford Pinchot is consistent with this time frame. Every 
attempt will be made to include any and all faith systems. No claim will be 

made here as to the relative friendship with environmental causes by any 
religious belief system.  

Feel free to suggest the names of individuals to be presented in future 

essays. Three to five brief biographical sketches will be presented in each 
issue of the Electronic Green Journal beginning with the next issue. In this 

issue, I will highlight the spiritual life of Saint Francis to set the stage for the 

significant environmentalists of the 20 th century.  

Saint Francis  

Fully embracing Catholic dogma, the spiritual basis for Francis (Giovanni di 
Bernardone) is well expressed in his Canticle of the Sun (Canticle of the 
Creatures) and his hymn, All Creatures of Our God and King. Known for 

joyful singing, Francis spoke of praising Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. He was 

part of a mighty chorus, including all creation elements - plants, animals, 
water, fire, stars, earth, and death. None of these elements were worthy of 

praise as all pointed to the one and only Creator of heaven and earth, who 
made it possible to be known through His creation and through His word.  

Francis was not a gifted student as a child and he received no university or 

seminary degree. His conversion experience came in the form of dreams 
where God commissioned him to rebuild His church and care for the poor. He 

took these "marching orders" seriously, and committed himself to following 
Christ in reality and truth as revealed in the Scriptures. This involved 

preaching, sharing the Gospel of repentance, caring for the hurting, and 

identifying with the lowest layers of society. Consequently, he renounced all 
earthly ties and possessions, which freed him to fully identify with the 

sufferings of his Christ. Like Christ, Francis was not aloof from the world, but 
fully embraced what it meant to be a part of it. This contact with the real 

world played an instrumental role in his care for all creation, from the worm 
to the most majestic mountain.  

Like most heroes, it is difficult to separate fact from fiction when it comes to 

fully understanding the many legends permeating their history. It is not my 
purpose to investigate the veracity of the nature legends surrounding Saint 

Francis, but it is interesting to consider what influences fostered his love of 

nature and whether or not his views were an isolated instance or part of a 



long standing tradition. Like so many that had gone before him, Francis 

discovered that knowing God well led to obeying God fully, which, fostered a 
deep, abiding love for what God had made. This, in turn, fostered an ever 

deeper relationship with the Creator of the universe. Francis found that 
being rightly related to God meant he was rightly related to all that God had 

made. By loving God, Francis found it natural to love those things that God 
loved, His creation. Living a life unencumbered by material possessions 

facilitated a consistent and pure walk with God, relatively free from the 
distractions brought on by possessions.  

As made clear by Armstrong (1973), only the weakest scholarship would 

suggest that Francis was unusual in his care for creation. The exact opposite 

was the case, involving a well established and broad basis for creation care 
among those whose Christian faith and practice were closely aligned with the 

teachings of the Bible. Francis demonstrated that a pure expression of the 
Christian faith resulted in a high degree of creation care, suggesting that a 

lack of creation care may be associated with an impure form of Christianity, 
one influenced more by the cultural practices of the day than the core beliefs 

of the faith as presented in Scripture.  

Bibliography  

1. Albanese, Catherine L. (1990). Nature religion in America, from the 

Algonkian Indians to the New Age. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  

2. Armstrong, Edward A. (1973). Saint Francis: Nature Mystic: The 
derivation and significance of the nature stories in the Franciscan Legend. 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.  

3. Axelrod, Alan, & Phillips, Charles. (1993). The environmentalists: A 

biographical dictionary from the 17 th century to the present. New York: 
Facts on File.  

4. Backes, David. (1997). A wilderness within: The life of Sigurd F. Olson. 

Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.  

5. Becher, Anne. (2000). American environmental leaders: From colonial 

times to the present. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO.  

6. Berry, Evan Neil. (2003). Spirituality and environmentalism: Moving 
beyond the Lynn White thesis. Thesis: University of California, Santa 

Barbara. 

7. Breton, Mary Joy. (1998). Women pioneers for the environment. Boston, 



MA: Northeastern University Press. 

8. Byrnes, Patricia. (1998). Environmental pioneers. Minneapolis, MN: Oliver 

Press.  

9. Callicott, J. Baird. (1990). Genesis and John Muir. ReVision 12(3): 31-48.  

10. Carty, Winthrop P., & Lee, Elizabeth. (1992). The rhino man and other 

uncommon environmentalists. Washington, DC: Seven Locks Press.  

11. Chaitanya, Krishna. (2000). Man, nature, and cosmos in Vedic India. The 
Ecologist 30(1): 21-24.  

12. Clapp, Rodney. (1998). The consuming passion: Christianity and the 
consumer culture. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.  

13. Cunningham, Andrew. (2000). Science and religion in the 13 th century 

revisited: The making of St. Francis the proto-ecologist; Part 1: Creature not 
nature. Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science Part A 31(4): 613-

643.  

14. Danielson, Dennis Richard. (2000). The book of the cosmos: imagining 

the universe from Heraclitus to Hawking. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Pub.  

15. Dark, Alx. (2000). Native Americans and the environment. Online. 
Available: http://ncseonline.org/NAE/ 12 April 2000.  

16. Dembski, William A. (1998). Mere creation: Science, faith, and intelligent 
design. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.  

17. Dembski, William A. (1999). Intelligent design: The bridge between 

science and theology. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.  

18. Dembski, William A. & Kushiner, James M. (2001). Signs of intelligence: 

Understanding intelligent design. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press.  

19. DeWitt, Calvin B., et al. (1998). Caring for creation: responsible 
stewardship of God’s handiwork. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books.  

20. Dineen, Michael P. (1973). The American wilderness in the words of John 
Muir. Waukesha, WI: Country Beautiful.  

21. Donohue, John W. (2001). Of many things. America 185(18).  



22. Dorman, Robert. (1998). A word for nature: Four pioneering advocates, 

1845-1913. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press.  

23. Eckberg, Douglas Lee, & Blocker, T. Jean. (1996). Christianity, 
environmentalism, and the theoretical problem of fundamentalism. Journal 

for the Scientific Study of Religion 35(4): 343-356.  

24. Fraft, Kenneth. (1994). The greening of Buddhist practice. Cross 

Currents 44(2):163-180.  

25. Geene, Christopher Robert Erin. (1999). Tangled in Indra’s net: A 
discussion of Buddhism and environmentalism. Thesis: Prescott College, 

Arizona.  

26. Glover, James M. (1986). A wilderness original: The life of Bob Marshall. 

Seattle, WA: The Mountaineers.  

27. Gott, Robert. (1997). Environmentalists. Port Melbourne: Heinemann.  

28. Graham, Kevin. (1996). Contemporary environmentalists. New York: 
Facts on File.  

29. Hammond, Jay M. (2002). Francis of Assisi: A symbol of peace. America 
186(15).  

30. Henneberger, Melinda. (2000). Gore has explored a range of beliefs from 

old time to New Age. New York Times 150(5149): 20.  

31. Hillstrom, Kevin, & Hillstrom, Laurie. (1997). Biography today: 

environmental leaders. Detroit, MI: Omnigraphics Inc.  

32. Hillstrom, Kevin, & Hillstrom, Laurie. (2000). Biography today: 
environmental leaders 2. Detroit, MI: Omnigraphics Inc. 

33. Hodges, Margaret. (1991). Brother Francis and the friendly beasts. New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.  

34. Hope, Marjorie, & Young, James. (1994). Islam and ecology. Cross 

Currents 44(2): 180-193.  

35. Jastrow, Robert. (1992). God and the astronomers. New York: Norton.  

36. Kallen, Stuart A. (1993). Earth keepers. Edina, MN: Rockbottom Books.  



37. Kavanaugh, Patrick. (1992). The spiritual lives of the great composers. 

Nashville, TN: Sparrow Press.  

38. King, Todd G. (1989). Kin to the earth: A biographical anthology of 
environmental educators, philosophers, and activists. Thesis: Humboldt 

State University.  

39. Kittle, Nancy, & Hart, John. (2006). Legacy: portraits of 50 Bay Area 

environmental leaders. San Francisco, CA: Sierra Club Books.  

40. Kurzweil, Ray. (1999). The spiritual age of machines: when computers 
exceed human intelligence. New York: Viking.  

41. Lakanavichian, Sureerat. (1995). The state and Buddhist philosophy in 

resource conflicts and conservation in northern Thailand. Thesis: University 

of California, Berkeley.  

42. Lamont, Ann. (1995). 21 great scientists who believed the Bible. 
Brisbane, Australia: Creation Science Foundation.  

43. Lazar, Ed. (1997). Earth: a conservation district in the universe. Whole 

Earth 91:38-43.  

44. Lerner, Steve. Eco-pioneers: practical visionaries solving today’s 

environmental problems. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

45. Lucas, Eileen. (1994). Naturalists, conservationists, and 
environmentalists. New York: Facts on File.  

46. Martin, Valerie. (2000). Being St. Francis. The Atlantic Monthly 286(2).  

47. McKenna, John. (2003). John Philoponus, 6th century Alexandrian 
grammarian, Christian theologian, and scientific philosopher. Quodlibet 

Journal 5(1). Online. Available: http://www.quodlibet.net/mckenna-
philoponus.shtml. 19 August 2003.  

48. Meng, Jude Chua Soo. (2003). Brother sun, sister moon: a neo-thomist 
personalistic explication of the metaphysical grounds for St. Francis’ canticle. 

Quodlibet Journal 5(2-3). Online. Available: http://www.quodlibet.net/meng-
canticle.shtml 19 August 2003.  

49. Miller, Char. (2001). Gifford Pinchot and the making of modern 

environmentalism. Washington, DC: Island Press.  



50. Mongillo, John F., & Booth, Bibi. (2001). Environmental activists. 

Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.  

51. Nangle, Joe. (1998). A spirituality of ecology. Sojourners 27(5): 54.  

52. Palmer, Joy. (2001). Fifty key thinkers on the environment. London: 
Routledge.  

53. Polunin, Nicholas, & Curme, Lynn M. (1997). World who is who and does 
what in environment and conservation. London: Earthscan.  

54. Ray, John. (1717). The wisdom of God manifested in the works of 

creation. Online. Available: http://www.jri.org.uk/wisdom/001.htm. 20 
January 2001.  

55. Robinson, Paschal. (2003). St. Francis of Assisi. New Advent Catholic 
Encyclopedia, Online. Available: 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/06221a.htm 21 April 2006.  

56. Rolston, Holmes. (1985). Valuing wild lands. Environmental Ethics 7: 23-
48.  

57. Rolston, Holmes. (1991). The wilderness idea reaffirmed. The 
Environmental Professional 13: 370-377.  

58. Rolston, Holmes. (1994). Does nature need to be redeemed? Zygon 

29(2): 205-229.  

59. Sadeghzadeh, Akbar. (1995). Social responsibility accounting, 

sustainability accounting, and Islam. Thesis: University of Wollongong, 
Australia.  

60. Scheuering, Rachel White. (2004). Shapers of the great debate on 

conservation: a biographical dictionary. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.  

61. Schwartz, Eilon. (1997). Bal tashchit: a Jewish environmental precept. 

Environmental Ethics 19 (Winter): 355-374.  

62. Seeger, Raymond J. (1981). Galileo, churchman. Journal of the 
American Scientific Affiliation 33(September): 166-168.  

63. Sharpe, Kevin. (2003). Nudging John Polkinghorne. Quodlibet Journal 
5(2-3). Online. Available: 



http://www.quodlibet.nrt/sharpe~polkinghorne.shtml. 19 August 2003.  

64. Sheinin, Richard. (1997). Rabbis in the redwoods. Whole Earth 91: 25-

26.  

65. Sirch, Willow Ann. (1996). Eco-women: protectors of the earth. Golden, 
CO: Fulcrum Kids.  

66. Soubra, Nader Musbah. (1993). A study of Islamic environmental ethics, 
policies, and laws (environmental protection). Thesis: State University of 

New York.  

67. Stanley, Phyllis M. (1996). American environmental heroes. Springfield, 
NJ: Enslow Publishers.  

68. Steidl, Kim Sakamoto, & Hunt, Lynn. (1993). Environmental portraits: 
People making a difference for the environment. Carthage, IL: Good Apple.  

69. Sterling, Keir B. (1997). Biographical dictionary of American and 

Canadian naturalists and environmentalists. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

70. Stewart, Kyla Jane. (1999). Re-membering our selves, our earth: 

engaged Buddhism and the search for a more ‘integral’ response to the 
global environmental crisis. Thesis: Carleton University, Canada.  

71. Strong, Douglas H. (1988). Dreamers and defenders: American 

conservationists. Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press.  

72. Tomalin, Emma. (2002). The limitations of religious environmentalism 

for India. Worldviews 6:12-30.  

73. United Nations Development Programme. (2002). Green pioneers: 
stories from the grassroots. Karachi: United Nations Development 

Programme.  

74. United Nations Environment Programme. (1993). 1987-1992, The global 

500: The roll of honour for environmental achievement. Nairobi, Kenya: 
United Nations Environment Programme.  

75. Webber, David J. (2002). Outstanding environmentalists of Congress. 

Washington, DC: U.S. Capitol Historical Society.  

76. Wells, Edward R., & Schwartz, Alan M. (1997). Historical dictionary of 



North American environmentalism. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press.  

77. White, Lynn. (1967). The historical roots of our ecological crisis. Science 

155(3767): 1203-1207.  

78. Whitmore, Ronald James. (1998). Transforming development practice 
and environmental stewardship: a systematic exploration of spiritually 

inspired development in the Baha’i faith. Thesis: Michigan State University.  

79. Wiebe, Don. (1978). Science and religion: is compatibility possible? 

Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation 30(December): 169-176.  

80. Wisconsin Historical Society. (2006). Original manuscript letters of John 
Muir, 1861-1914. Online. Available: 

http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/search.asp?id=1224. 10 April 

2006. 

81. Woodall, David L. (1997). The Bible and science: the relationship 
between science and Scripture in the thought of Robert Boyle. Perspectives 

on Science and the Christian Faith 49 (March 1997). Online. Available: 
http://www.asa3.org/ASA/topics/Bible-Science/PSCF3-1997Woodall.html. 14 

July 2003.  

82. Wood, John R., et al. (1998). Caring for creation: Faith and the 

environmental professional. Edmonton: King’s University College.  

83. Worster, Donald. (2001). A river running west: The life of John Wesley 
Powell. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

84. Yamauchi, Edwin M. (1980). Ancient ecologies and the biblical 
perspective. Journal of the American Scientific Affiliation 32(December): 

193-203.  

..................................... 
William Ted Johnson <TJohnson@ci.scottsdale.az.us>, Senior Coordinator, 
Scottsdale Public Library - Palomino Branch, 12575 E. Via Linda Suite 102, 

Scottsdale, AZ 85259-4310 USA. TEL: 1-480-312-6110. Fax: 1-480-312-
6120. 

 




