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Defining Terms: “Religion,” “Ecology,” and “Religious
Ecology”

By Mary Evelyn Tucker

he issues concerning the study of “religion,” “ecology,” and “religious
ecology,” are complex involving peoples, cultures, worldviews, and
academic disciplines. Therefore, it is important to be clear about our

terms. Religion is more than simply a belief in a transcendent deity or a
means to an afterlife. It is, rather, an orientation to the cosmos and our role in
it. We understand religion in its broadest sense as a means whereby humans,
recognizing the limitations of phenomenal reality, undertake specific
practices to effect self-transformation and community cohesion within a
cosmological context. Religion thus refers to those cosmological stories,
symbol systems, ritual practices, ethical norms, historical processes, and
institutional structures that transmit a view of the human as embedded in a
world of meaning and responsibility, transformation and celebration.
Religion connects humans with a divine or numinous presence, with the
human community, and with the broader Earth community. It links humans
to the larger matrix of mystery in which life arises, unfolds, and flourishes.

In this light nature is a revelatory context for orienting humans to abiding
religious questions regarding the cosmological origins of the universe, the
meaning of the emergence of life, and the responsible role of humans in these
life processes.1Religion thus situates humans in relation to both the natural
and human worlds with regard to meaning and responsibility. At the same
time, religion becomes a means of experiencing a sustaining creative force in
the natural and human worlds and beyond. For some traditions this is a
creator deity; for others it is a numinous presence in nature; for others it is
the source of flourishing life.

This experience of a creative force gives rise to a human desire to enter
into processes of transformation and celebration that link self, society, and
cosmos. The individual is connected to the larger human community and to
the macrocosm of the universe itself. The transformative impulse seeks
                                                     
1 See, for example, Peter A. Coates, Nature: Western Attitudes Since Ancient Times
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).
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…we are introducing
the term “religious

ecology” to point
toward a cultural

awareness of kinship
with and dependence

on nature…

relationality, intimacy, and communion with this numinous power. Individual
and communal transformations are expressed through rituals and ceremonies
of celebration. More specifically, these transformations have the capacity to
embrace the celebration of natural seasonal cycles as well as various cultural
rites of passage. Religion thus links humanity to the rhythms of nature
through the use of symbols and rituals that help to establish moral
relationships and patterns for social exchange.

The term “ecology” locates the human within the horizon of emergent,
interdependent life rather than viewing humanity as the vanguard of

evolution, the exclusive fabricator of technology, or a
species apart from nature. “Scientific ecology” is a term
used to indicate the empirical and experimental study of
the relations between living and nonliving organisms
within their ecosystems. While drawing on the
scientific understanding of interrelationships in nature,
we are introducing the term “religious ecology” to point
toward a cultural awareness of kinship with and
dependence on nature for the continuity of all life.
Thus, religious ecology provides a basis for exploring
diverse cultural responses to the varied Earth processes
of transformation. In addition, the study of religious
ecology can give us insight into how particular

environments have influenced the development of cultures. Therefore, one
can distinguish religious ecology from scientific ecology just as one can
distinguish religious cosmology from scientific cosmology.

This awareness of the interdependence of life in religious ecology finds
expression in the religious traditions as a sacred reality that is often
recognized as a creative manifestation, a pervasive sustaining presence, a
vital power in the natural world, or an emptiness (sunyata) leading to the
realization of interbeing. For many religions, the natural world is understood
as a source of teaching, guidance, visionary inspiration, revelation, or power.
At the same time, nature is also a source of food, clothing, and shelter. Thus,
religions have developed intricate systems of exchange and thanksgiving
around human dependence on animals and plants, on forests and fields, on
rivers and oceans. These encompass symbolic and ritual exchanges that
frequently embody agricultural processes, ecological knowledge of
ecosystems, or hunting practices.
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The study of religion and ecology explores the many ways in which
religious communities ritually articulate relationships with their local
landscapes and bioregions. Religious ecology gives insight into how people
and cultures create both symbolic systems of human-Earth relations and
practical means of sustaining and implementing these relations.


