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I would like to begin with the theme of “the sacredness of material creation” that Patriarch Bartholomew has stressed.  I am particularly glad that he has done so, because there are many people, not only outside but within both the Orthodox and the Roman Catholic Churches, who think that the Christian understanding of God, as a transcendent creator God, entails the de-sacralization or de-divinization of nature.  Indeed, I have know people who reject traditional Christianity, and even consider themselves atheists, precisely because they think that an affirmation of God implies a denial that the world is sacred.  And, unfortunately, I have known Christians, both Catholic and Orthodox, who would justify this idea.  All too often, divine transcendence is taken to mean the separation of God from the world; and it is true that the mistaken interpretation of transcendence as separation, and the consequent stripping of divinity from nature in the name of divine transcendence, has been one of the major sources of the modern tendency to reduce the world to a meaningless field for human manipulation and exploitation, and hence of today’s ecological crisis.

But in fact, the idea that the world is created by God is an affirmation, not a denial, that the world is sacred; and transcendence is not separation.  A truly transcendent God is not separate from the world, but, on the contrary, is present throughout all things.  If God were merely separate, set apart from the world, then he would be merely another finite being, and so not truly transcendent.  Precisely in that he is transcendent, i.e. not any one determinate member of the totality of beings, he is not separate, but present throughout the whole.  As the great A.H. Armstrong says, “That which is utterly beyond us and cannot be expressed or thought is by its very transcendence of distance and difference most intimately present.”
  This insight—that divine transcendence implies not separation but universal presence—is not uniquely Christian, but it is an aspect of the Christian tradition that is not widely understood and that we vitally need to recover.  And within Christianity, it is not unique to the Eastern Christian tradition:  the same idea is found in the greatest representatives of the Latin tradition as well, such as Augustine, Anselm, Bonaventure, Aquinas.  To cit only the last of these, for example, Aquinas argues that since God is the cause of being to all things, “Therefore, as long as a thing has being, so long must God be present to it…But being is innermost in each thing and most fundamentally present within all things…Hence it must be that God is in all things, and innermostly.”
  And “innermostly” here must be understood to mean not merely “at the center,” but through and through:  wherever there is the least shred of being, there is God, present in it, making it to be.  If we really think this through to its fullest extent, we will come to see all reality as, indeed, the manifest presence of God.

It is this understanding of creation—not any kind of practicality or consequentialism—that has to be the basis for our “environmental” concern and action as Catholic and Orthodox Christians.  It’s not about the consequences:  “conserving resources,” “avoiding ecological collapse,” “preserving the earth for future generations,” and so on.  It is vital that we avoid the temptation of advocating environmental responsibility on these grounds.  It is tempting because it is persuasive, because it is easy, because it lets us join with more socially and politically acceptable forms of environmental concern.  But such thinking—“shallow ecology,” as it is sometimes called—merely perpetuates the pernicious and blasphemous idea that the natural world has no intrinsic sacredness or value, that it exists merely for us to use, to exploit for ourselves.  It perpetuates the opposition of the natural both to the human and to the divine.  It perpetuates the idea the God uniquely loves or is concerned for humans, to the exclusion of all else.  Hence, ultimately, it represents the dualistic idea that nature is cut off from and over against God.  It is, at bottom, a denial of creation.  No:  God loves all things, he loves all things into being, preserves all things, saves all things, calls all things to himself, and is present throughout all things.

Environmental responsibility, therefore, has to be a matter not of prudential, utilitarian judgment, but rather of living respectfully, reverently, in a world that is sacred because it is God’s creation, which means that it is imbued through and through with his presence and exists only by that presence.


This vision of the world—an iconic and sacremental vision, as Fr. Chryssavgis has indicated—underlies the asceticism that he also discussed.  Asceticism is not, as it is sometimes thought to be, a scorn for or rejection of the natural world as worthless.  On the contrary, it is an attitude of respect, of reverence, in which things are regarded as sacred and hence not treated merely as objects for us to enjoy, to exploit, to gobble up.  To put a face on the sun, the moon, the earth, as Fr. Chryssavgis pointed out is done in our icons, is to adopt an ascetic stance toward them, to see them as in some degree personal and hence to impose strict limits on our treatment of them.  It is not asceticism, but, on the contrary, the self-indulgent, hedonistic attitude that truly expresses a dualistic contempt for nature as having no intrinsic sacredness or value.  Here Orthodoxy can really make a contribution, as having much more fully retained the ascetic ethos of traditional Christianity that has so largely been lost in the West.

Finally, we should realize that respect for nature, not on any practical or utilitarian grounds but on this ontological and theological basis, goes along with, is of a piece with, what John Paul II called “a culture of life.”  Those who wish to be consistently and deeply “green” should realize that this must apply, in the same personalist, sacramental, and ascetic spirit, to human life, no less, or indeed more, than to the non-human world.  The traditional stance that Orthodox and Roman Catholics share against, for instance, artificial contraception, and abortion, is another dimension of the reverential, respectful, ascetical life, as opposed to the depersonalizing manipulation and exploitation of the world for our gratification.  These are, in that sense, “environmental” issues, matters of how we see, treat, and live in relation to the world.  As these examples suggest, we need to overcome the divisions within our churches along the political lines of “liberal” and “conservative,” in which the “liberals” often hold strong and sound views on “environmental responsibility,” but tend to go soft and lose interest in being—shall we say—“organic” when it comes to human life; while “conservatives” often rightly emphasize the sacredness of human life, but all too often seem willing to accept the modern view of the natural world as having no intrinsic value and existing only for man’s service and exploitation.  We need to articulate, and to live, a “green” Christianity, which simply means a full understanding of the implications of recognizing the world as God’s creation:  a single, consistent, sacramental and ascetic vision of and way of being in the world as sacred, as the manifestation and presence of God.  This is one of the greatest tasks before us, and it is one in which Orthodox and Roman Catholics can work together and learn from one another. 
�  “The Hidden and the Open in Hellenic Thought,” in Eranos 54 (Frankfurt am Main:  Insel Verlag, 1987); repr. in Hellenic and Chrisiain Studies (Aldershot:  Variorum, 1990), p. 103.  Armstrong continues, “[I]t was from [the Neoplatonists] that Christianity and Islam learnt their understanding of the unity of transcendence and immanence;” but many Christians of my acquaintance seem not to have learnt this.


� Summa Theologiae I, Q. 8, art. 1, resp.





