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Don’t let environmental radicals co-opt evangelicals

By REV. GERALD ZANDSTRA

vangelicals are all the
E rage. For thelast year, the
media, political leaders,
thought leaders and |obbyists for
various groups have been paying
homage to the newly found cul-
tural muscle of those who are de-
scribed as evangelicals.
Thismonth the National Asso-
ciation of Evangelicals (NAE)
sponsored an event called the
“Evangelical Leaders Summit” in
Washington. Leading figuresfrom
evangelical circles met to
discuss pressing issues on
America'sreligious scene.

particular interest:
evangelicals and the envi-
ronment.

In a unanimous vote
adopting a historic statement of
purpose, thedirectorsaffirmed the
commitment of evangelicalstothe
environment. TheNAE caledthis
vote “a milestone in the move-
ment of evangelicalsfrom thein-
sularity of arevival tent mind-set
in the early 20th century to the
political activism of the 21st cen-
tury.”

In at least one sense, thisisan
overstatement. The Judeo-Chris-
tian community for 5,000 yearsor
more has taken its responsibility
for the environment serioudly.

The concept of “stewardship”
comes directly from sacred texts.
It is built into the opening chap-
tersof Genesisand woveninto the
Scripture. Human beings, acting

as God's stewards, areto carefor
the earth, remembering it does not
belong to us.

What is new here is the road
taken to express concern for the
environment.

The direction of the NAE and
otherscarriesadistinctly political
tone. Religious leaders must be-
ware of politically savvy ideo-
logues who seek to exploit the
moral authority of evangelicalsin
service of morally questionable

policy.

Economic growth is the
environmentally friendly

goods and services.

Many of us who are pastors
find al the attention lavished on
uslately to berather flattering. But
it isalso dangerous because it ap-
peals to our pride and takes ad-
vantage of our naivetéintheworld
of public policy.

How can the NAE and the
evangelicals it represents avoid
the pitfallsof aligning themselves
with those in the more radical
branch of the environmental tree?
By asking at least the following
guestions. | have suggested some
answers, too.

Thefirst question: Isthe water
and air in the United States gen-
erally cleaner or dirtier that it was
50yearsago?Itiscleaner. We pro-
duce more goods and servicesfor

the world with less pollution ev-
ery year.

Second: What is the cause of
thisimprovement? Thedriver has
been technology and the advance-
ment of industry. Economic devel-
opment is one of the key compo-
nents to improving the environ-
mental conditionsin virtually ev-
ery nation.

Third: To whom should we
look for solutions? One of my
fearsisthat religious leaders will
lay this at the feet of politicians,
who will then regulate to
solve a political problem
rather than innovate to find
an environmental one.

Economic growth is the
enginethat hasand will drive
environmentally friendly
goodsand services. Wedon't
need less trade and business. We
need more.

Just asthe complexity of envi-
ronmental issues is a barrier to
hasty and uncritical statementsby
evangelical leaders, neither can
this complexity be an excuse for
Christians to remain silent about
God's wonderful gift of creation.
In this way, evangelical environ-
mentalism can be a Biblically
sound, politically informed ap-
proach to Christian stewardship.
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