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In the last three or four decades, environmentalists have made us aware of industrial civilization’s often
harmful impact on the natural world. However, these warnings have only rarely led to any really signifi-
cant, pro-environmental changes that make a difference in how we treat the environment. Ecopsychology
is a new area of psychological study and practice whose aim is to use established psychological principles
to help us understand our tendency to destroy the environment, and to help us change our behavior in
ways that allow us to live more responsibly, harmoniously, and sustainably in the world. This paper exam-
ines some of the more prominent ecopsychological perspectives and critiques them from a Christian point
of view. A Christian ecopsychology that is in harmony with Christian theology is required.

‘It has become common to attach the prefix
“eco” or the word “environmental” to various
descriptions of human activities. Thus we have
eco-politics, environmental economics, eco-the-
ology, eco-feminism, environmental ethics, and
more recently, eco-terrorism. Each of these eco-
activities suggests that there are important envi-
ronmental issues that need to be resolved. In
1960, psychoanalyst Harold Searles noted that
~ the non-human environment plays a significant
role in human psychological life. He introduced
the idea that, in understanding human behavior,
psychology and ecology are linked in important
ways. Theodore Roszak (1992) coined the term
“ecopsychology” to describe this linkage. Envi-
ronmentalist Paul Shepard (1973) suggested that
‘the environmental crisis signifies a crippled
state of [human] consciousness as much as it
does damaged habitat” (p. xvi) and he argued
that we may need to start solving the environ-
mental crisis by addressing first the psychologi-
cal dimensions of the problem. Roszak (1992), a
historian who has become a prominent
spokesperson in the new field of ecopsycholo-
gy, advanced Shepard’s idea by modifying the
Jungian concept of the collective unconscious.
He described an “ecological unconscious” as
“our inherited sense of loyalty to the planet”
(pp.13-14) and our modern, environmentally
destructive lifestyles as a “repression” that
weighs heavily upon it. He goes on to argue
that “believing that we have no ethical obliga-
tion to our planetary home [is] the epidemic
psychosis of our time” (p. 14).
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In this article, I will first discuss two very differ-
ent worldviews, one that has created and main-
tained the current environmental crisis and
another that seeks to correct our destructive way
of living in the world. An alternative, Christian
ecological worldview will be proposed. I will
then briefly describe the new field of ecopsychol-
ogy by discussing Fisher’s (2002) proposal con-
cerning four tasks of ecopsychology. Some of the
key contributions of the major approaches in
psychology to an understanding of and/or a way
to bring change to our destructive way of living
in relation to nature are also provided. I will then
offer a Christian critique of Fisher’s and of psy-
shologys (espesially Nomaiisio psyenolegz).

perspectives.
s e

Environmental Worldviews

In clinical psychology, before we plan and
provide treatment for a client, we must deter-
mine if there is a legitimate psychological prob-
lem and provide a reasonable assessment of the
nature and severity of the problem. This is no
less the case with eco-psychology. The client
here though is not an individual, couple, family,
or therapy group. Rather, it is a whole culture.
Although not unanimous, there is now general
agreement that we as a Western culture do have
an environmental problem, one that is rapidly
becoming a global problem, but there is much
disagreement concerning the etiology, symp-
toms, and prognosis of the problem.

It has been argued that environmental activists
tend to exaggerate the gloom and doom scenar-
ios they present (Lomborg, 2001). Consequently,
not all are in agreement that we are facing an
environmental holocaust. In fact, there are those
who argue that human ingenuity, economics,



JOHN SNEEP 167

and technology will enable us to solve our cur-
rent environmental problems without necessitat-
ing any real change in our lifestyle (Simon, 1981;
Simon & Kahn, 1984; Suzuki & Dressel, 2002).
Beisner (1997) argues that Christian environmen-
talists sometimes also make exaggerated claims
about the extent and likely consequences of cur-
rent environmental problems. Nevertheless, the
prevailing view among responsible environmen-
tal organizations, both Christian and secular, and
the general public in North America and Europe,
is that the environment is worsening. The rapidly
increasing human population straining the
earth’s carrying capacity, the accumulation of
harmful chemicals in our oceans and waterways,
air, and in the soil, and the rapid depletion of
resources caused by the voracious appetite of
consumerism are the usual suspects.

There are psychological and religious dimen-
sions to what Winter and Koger (2004, p. 17) call
the “boomster” and “doomster” visions of our
planet’s ecological status. Both speak to distinct
psychological needs, assumptions, and values.
The rhetoric produced by both sides in the envi-
ronmental debate indicates that they have

become quite polarized because of the distnctly

preachers of a previous generation, in predicting
a coming environmental hell from which we
might be saved only if we adopt and practice a
new ecological worldview. Environmentalist
doomsters are then (mis)diagnosed as neo-Marx-
ists with “utopian visions,” as being obsessive
and perfectionistic, and having a kind of global
panic disorder (Clausen, 1990).

On the other hand, many environmentalists
point out that the Western boomster worldview
has had a huge, and too often detrimental,
impact on the earth and on the majority of peo-
ple who do not benefit from all that it has pro-
duced. They point out gross inequities in terms
of over-consumption of resources, massive waste
production, significant and serious loss of biodi-
versity, global warming, and destruction of
ecosystems throughout the world. Environmental-
ists also argue that the world’s carrying capacity
will soon be over-extended because of the
exploitive lifestyle encouraged by the Western
worldview as well as by the rapidly expanding
population in many third world countries. Unfor-
tunately, many who agree with the environmen-
talist critique have adopted a worldview that is

“ecocentric and generally influenced strongly by a

different worldviews held and defended.
n minant, modern West-
iew characterised by a belief in abun-
dance and progress, growth and prosperity, a
faith in science and technology, and a commit-
ment to a laissez-faire economy, limited govern-
ment intervention, and private property rights
(Winter & Koger, 2004). This worldview is
deeply embedded in the Western mind and has
grown out of the Enlightenment, the scientfic.
dnd industrial revolution, and European colonial-
"ism,, Nature is typicalty-viewed a5 being com-
posed of inert, physical elements and inferior
sub-species, that can and should be owned,
transformed, or made available for human use
and entertainment by individuals seeking private

economic gain, and whose work results in
JIIgac. WOIK fealllts 10

progress defined as economic development
(Winter & Koger, 2004). Defenders point out,
with some justification, that the positive out-
comes of this worldview have included a science
and technology that have solved many practical
human problems, a sense of freedom and oppor-
tunity, a creative, hard-working population, and
a lively, economically viable culture that is for-
ward-looking and progressive. However, they
then too enthusiastically accuse doomsters of fol-
lowing the lead of the “hellfire and brimstone”

more traditional pantheistic (i.e., god is iz the
woild, god is the world, and the world is god),
and a postmodern (i.e., the rejection of the pre=
domminant social influences of religion, capitalism,
efc. and the adoption of an individualistic, expe-
riential view), New Age Spirituatistic-ti-es; 2 wide-
ly ,individualistic, qudsi-religious
experience that borrows from various mystical
traditions of world religions and includes
shamanistic, neopagan, and occult influences)
view. In contrast to the modern, mechanistic
view of nature, this approach sees nature as alive
and i T Spirit. Instead of private ownel
sfiip of the land, proponents of this view argue
that land cannot be owned but only shared by all
those, human and non-human, who inhabit a
particular place. Those holding this view also se
s as needing to_be cooperalti ers
with all other species sharing a common habitat
rather than competitive individualists, and as
relating to nature by entering into harmony with
it in a sustainable way rather than as dominators
and owners who use nature to advance their
own progress, growth, and material wealth. Envi-
ronmentalists claim that the boomsters are in
denial, choosing to ignore the scientific evidence
of environmental decay and pandering to the
current economic power structures. This attitude,
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critics say, allows the boomster nations to contin-
ue to hoard the earth’s resources, often at the
expense of poorer ones, and their denial enables
them to avoid feeling guilt, fear, and despair over
the real state of the earth. Roszak (1992) refers to
this way of living as “madness.” Others are even
more descriptive, referring to the exploitation of

the earth as evidence of “ecoalienation”
e

(Clinebell, 1996), or as “gaeaphobia,” “ecopho-

bia,” and “ecomania” (Van Tine, 1999).

Christian Critique

A Christian worldview differs from both the
dominant Western worldview and the New Age
spiritualistic, environmentalist worldview in
important ways. Rather than being either anthro-
pocentric or ecdcentric, the Biblical ecological
worldview is theocentric, focused on God as the
“creator and sustainer of all that was made. Every-
thing God made is good and God loves and
cares deeply about the planet and all its creatures
formed from the inorganic substance of the earth,
and living on it. But creation is in the first place
all about God, not about either human material
gain, power and dominance, nor about the sur-
vival and sanctity of all species or being one with
Nature. All of creation, living and non-living, was
created by and exists to praise God!

Another point of departure from both the
Western and Environmentalist worldviews is that
Godalso made humans as special creatures,
made a covenant with them, and gave them a
unique and important task on the earth: to be
stewards of creation. Thus, it is not humans that
the rest of creation must serve, it is God. But
humans are also not simply one among many of
God’s creations, equal to them and required, like
them, to simply fill one of the earth’s numerous
ecological niches. Instead, humans were special-
ly chosen, called to “be fruitful and increase in
number,” to responsibly “fill the earth and sub-
due it” and to “rule over” all earth’s living crea-
tures (Genesis 1:28). The first humans were then
placed in a garden and given the mandate to
“work it and take care of it” (Genesis 2:15). Sub-
sequently, after man and woman disobeyed God
and brought about God’s judgment, they were
told that they would experience pain and death.
The earth too was “cursed” in that humans
would experience hardship in fulfilling God’s
creation mandate while living on it.

One of the evidences of the curse resulting
from the Fall is in the difficulty we have under-

standing and fulfilling God’s mandate to “subdue
and rule” and to “work and take care of’ the
earth. Theologians continue to debate exactly
how these words are to be interpreted and
implemented. However, among many Christians,
this mandate is understood as God’s call to
humans to act as stewards in providing care of
the earth and its resources, and to act as the
agents of God’s restoration work in creation
(DeWitt, 1994; Nicholls, 1993; Young, [as cited in
Beisner, 1997)).

The ecological damage humans create is at
least in part a result of their desperate search for
a home and the sinfulness they bring to that task.
The earth (environment) was also subject to
God’s curse, and as a result, it “has been groan-
ing” (Romans 8:22) and resists human efforts to
cultivate and maintain it. The reality is that there
are in creation plants and herbivores, predators
and prey, the weak and the powerful, rich and
poor, victimizers and victims. Yet, because of
God’s providence, all of creation awaits renewal.
Jesus Christ, God’s Son, came to earth, assumed
human form and paid for the sins of humanity. In
doing so, Christ restored his relationship with
humanity and with all of creation. Thus, humans
are called to protect, maintain and to help heal
the suffering creation so that it too, as Psalm 104
reminds us, can praise God.

A number of Christian environmentalists and
eco-theologians accept the growing body of sci-
entific evidence about the serious state of affairs
and the gloomy scenario they say we are facing
in terms of the environmental damage humans
cause to the earth. D 998) for example,
states that people oF2 bring “degradation”
to God’s creation, resulting in “a global situation

goes on to specify seven degradations of creation

2 e environmental crisis: altering
the planets energy exchange with the sun, land
degradation, deforestation, species extinction,
water degradation, global toxification, and human
and cultural degradation (especially of cultures
that have lived sustainably on earth). Similarly,
Granberg-Michaelson (1988) points out that “the
gifts of life in creation are being poisoned and
depleted” (p. 24). He continued, “As the environ-
ment deteriorates, human wholeness is dimin-
ished” (p. 24). However, Calvin Beisner (1997), an
evangelical theologian, supports the boomster
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position and, like Lomborg (2001), takes a rather
different, more optimistic stance. He argues that a
weakness of environmentalism (and he includes
DeWitt's and other well known Christians’ envi-
ronmentalism) is its tendency to present false or
highly debatable claims of environmental prob-
lems and their significance. He says,

Christians have a worldview ... and
doctrinal ... foundation from which to
offer a fresh perspective on the effect
of human economic activity on the
availability of resources. This fresh per-
spective, which sees resource supplies
as increasing rather than decreasing as
human civilization becomes increas-
ingly adept at using the God-given
powers of the mind to manipulate
nature, is more consistent with both
Biblical doctrine ... and historical data
. than the gloomy perspective of
those ... who insist that the world is
fast running out of resources. (p. 26)

Beisner illustrates that, unfortunately, Christians
are also divided concerning the actual state of
environmental affairs and the urgency to find
solutions to the identified ecological problems.
This makes the task of developing a Christian
ecopsychology and of implementing a Christian
environmentalism all the more necessary.

Fisher’s Ecopsychological Perspective

While there are diverse perspectives in secular
ecopsychology, most have in common a concern
about our nature-destroying style of living espe-
cially in industrialized cultures and a proposal for
an alternative, nature-connecting—but too often
pantheistic—cure for this destructive way of living.

One important, though non-Christian, perspec-
tive concerning ecopsychology is that put forth by
Andy Fisher (2002). He suggested that ecopsychol-
ogy is “a large, multifaceted undertaking” (p. 6)
rather than a new discipline. He sees ecopsycholo-
gy as a project with much potential but, because it
is still quite new and has but a small literature, it
has not yet had much impact. Though Fisher's
perspective is clearly pantheistic, Christians ought
to pay attention to the four, interrelated tasks Fish-
er describes for ecopsychology: the philosophical,
critical, psychological, and practical tasks.

Fisher reveals his pantheistic perspective in
describing what he views as the philosophical
task of ecopsychology. This task is, according to
Fisher, “to place psyche (soul, anima, mind)

back into the (natural) world” (p. 9). This task is
derived historically from the dualistic notions of
mind versus body, human versus nature, inner
versus outer, which run through philosophical
modernism and science. Modern psychology
also accepted this dualism as its starting point in
assuming that mind is all inside and nature all
outside. If that were true, then indeed, psycholo-
gy and ecology would have nothing in common.
According to Fisher, the philosophical task of
ecopsychology is to locate the mind trthe-
world, “healing our dualism by returning soul to
matureand nature to soul” (p. 10).
& m a Christian perspective, Fisher's is an
untenable position. It is not possible to put
“mind, psyche or soul” back into nature when it
was never there in the first place. Psyche (soul) is
a God-given characteristic of human uniqueness
in creation. What needs to be restored here is the
notion that humans, because they are uniquely
made in God’s image, are therefore also very
connected with and mandated by God to be the
responsible caretakers of all things in creation.
The critical task of ecopsychology is one that
Christians ought to be actively and passionately
engaged in. This critical task is described by Fish-
er (2002) as engaging in ecopsychologically-based
criticism. What Fisher has in mind here is that
ecopsychologists be engaged in social analysis,
criticism, and activism. Challenging our anthro-
pocentric view of and relationship with the natu-
ral world is one example. This involves critiquing
Western cultural beliefs, values, attitudes and
social institutions that support our self-serving
over-consumption of the world’s resources and
exploitation of the natural environment. In this
respect, it is “deep ecology” and “ecofeminism”
that have, so far, been the most influential critical
voices in ecopsychology, according to Fisher. It is
true that Christians have, in general, been far too
silent in critiquing our culture and our personally
"andcotlectively wasteful and irresponsible
Tife " T Christians also need to be
“actively engaged in critiquing the problematic
worldview and ethical assumptions of a pantheis-
tic ecopsychology and of secular environmental-
ism, and to work towards the articulation and
implementation of a Christian ecopsychology.
Fisher (2002) describes the psychological task
of ecopsychology as deriving historically from our
having become estranged from the natural world.
It is this estrangement, Fisher says, that has pro-
duced the ecological crisis. Thus, ecopsychology
ought to help us understand that we are part of
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nature and therefore in relationship with all of
creation. The psychological task is “to clarify how
it is that we relate 1o natire” while also being an
embodied part of nature, involved in its process
‘ourselves” (p. 8). In my view, this is a legitimate

and important tdsk for ecopsychology. In the next
section of this article, I will provide an outline of
how the dominant theories of psychology have
described human’s relationship with nature.

As an outgrowth of ecopsychology’s psycho-
logical task, Fisher (2002) describes its practical
task. Ecopsychology’s practical task is “to devel-
op therapeutic and recollective practices toward
an ecological society” (p. 12). This task is an
especially broad one as “almost any existing
‘psychological’ activity (e.g., psychotherapy) can
be placed in an ecological context, and almost
any ‘ecological’ activity (e.g., ecological restora-
tion) can be approached in terms of its psycho-
logical effects or bensfits” (pp. 12-13). Fisher
argues that the therapeutic practice of e pSY-

chology (referred to by others such as Clinebéll, e d_{g
1996, as ecotherapy) involves developing in‘t\e:;// recel

ventions to create a “life-celebrating society” (p. \

12). Reflecting his pantheistic philosophy, Fisher
describes various recollective practices aimed at
recalling how our human psyches are embedded
in and nurtured by the natural world. However,
Fisher also emphasizes our need to experience a
reverence for, a giving back to, and a maintain-

ing of reciprocal relations with nature. Fisher's
EICES.

challenge to be a_life-celebrating society is one
“that Christians ought to resonate with, especially
“Since that life comes from God and is demon-
strated so marvellously in the beauty, bounty
and complexity of creation.

Fisher's perspective concerning ecopsychology
is but one of several rather radical, spiritualistic
approaches. However, mainstream psychology
has always focused on humans’ relationship with
nature, and on nature’s (i.e., the environment’s)
impact on human behavior. The views of nature
and of humans’ relationship with nature as
described in the dominant theories of mainstream
psychology will be discussed next. In particular,
what psychology has to say about our destructive
way of iv rdl world and on what
we can do about this will be emphasized.

Major Psychological Theories
and Ecopsychology

Each of the major psychological theories has con-
tributed to the Western view of the environment.

Freudian Psychology

Freudian psychology, for example, is a major
contributor to the modern view of nature and, as
such, it might help us understand some of the
roots of our ecological anthropocentrism and
destructiveness. According to Freud, nature is
like the deep, unconscious id—wild, untamed,
and needing to be mastered, controlled, sub-
dued, so that its resources are available to us
and it does not destroy us(_Freud P1927/196
wrote “the principal task of civilization ... is to
defend us against nature ... [NJo one is under
the illusion that nature has already been van-
quished; and few dare hope that she (sic) will
ever be entirely subjected to man (sic)” (pp. 15-
16). According to Freud, we are mostly uncon-
scious of our struggle with and attempt to
subdue the environment. Freud also had a phal-
lic (androcentric) view of nature. In his vié®,
a sexual encounter as in his relation to nature,
man assertseand initiates, thrusts out, explores
Faces “Mother Nature” while the earth
eesponds, and (re)produces.
“saw science and technology as our pri-

defenses against the wild and unruly envi-

r;z/nrnent. From an ecopsychological perspective
goncerned with humans’ tendency to destroy the

I

‘earth, in Freudian terms, defense mechanisms

play a significant role in our relationship with
the natural world. They help us get what we
want by masking our selfish passions and hiding
reality from us, thereby reducing our anxiety. We
use denial (perhaps sarcasm, avoidance, or
humor) when our eco-unfriendly behavior is
pointed out. We rationalize our materialistic
over-consumption by convincing ourselves, for
example, that we urbanites really do need and
deserve to have that powerful SUV. We intellec-
tualize the accumulation of toxic wastes in our
immediate surroundings, displace our wasteful
habits by recycling rather than reducing (which
13 et We SUppress our aware-
ness and guilt concerning the carbon dioxide we
emit by our exhaustive use of energy. There are
many examples too of how we use repression
(building homes on a toxic waste dump), reac-
tion formation (sharply accusing environmental-
ists of extremism), projection (saying that what's
good for developers is also good for the envi-
ronment), and sublimation (sending donations to
an environmental agency without changing our
own wasteful lifestyle) as we live out our West-
ern worldview. According to Winter and Koger
(2004), object relations theory can also be used
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to explain our irrational, over-consumptive
habits as evidence of a “false self” that we adopt
as a result of our affluence and the excessive
demands we subsequently place on our “moth-
er” object, the earth.

Bebavioral Psycbolog]

The behaviorist, was one of the
first psychologists™tG raise concerns about
resource depletion, pollution, and overpopula-
ton. His view of the problem was relatively sim-
ple and in marked contrast to Freud’s. Skinner

viewed theé environment not as an enemy to be
controlled but rather as the neutral but effective
“Shaper of human behavior. He saw culture as a
“complex interplay of reinforcement schedules,
many of which are variable and intermittent and
therefore very likely to promote addictive, con-
sumptive behaviors that are highly resistant to
extinction. The behavioral approach in ecopsy-
chology, unlike the Freudian, focuses more on
Fisher's practical task in ecopsychology (i.e., on
what can be done to change our environmental-
ly destructive behaviors, rather than on examin-
ing the root causes of these behaviors).
Environmental activists and lobbyists have too
often used scare tactics or guilt in an effort to
induce behavior changes in people, methods
that are not very effective. Skinner pointed out
that maladaptive behavior results when short
term consequences differ from long term ones,
as people are prone to respond mostly to the
more immediate reinforcers. According to behav-
ior theory, in order to change our eco-unfriendly
behavior, we must modify or remove those con-
tingencies that are currently reinforcing them.
This may be accomplished with both
antecedent and consequent strategies. Accord-
ing to Winter and Koger (2004), antecedent
strategies include the use of prompts (e.g.,
placing recycling containers beside garbage
cans in public places), incentives (e.g., provid-
ing a fast lane on freeways for vehicles with
two or more people), and information (e.g.,
using pamphlets with attractive messages, TV
ads with influential models describing some
environment-friendly behavior). Consequent
strategies may take the form of feedback (e.g.,
accurate information on a gas or electricity bill
about energy consumption in the home), rein-
forcers (e.g., money for recycled bottles, tax
breaks for responsible corporate behavior), and
punishments (e.g., fines for over-fishing, litter-
ing and waste mismanagement),

Social-Cognitive Psychology

From the social-cognitive perspective, human
environmental behavior is a product of the infor-
mation we gather and what we cognitively do
with that information. We may behave irrespon-
sibly because of wrong, limited, or irrelevant
information, or because we are prone to selec-
tively attend only to information that does not
challenge our worldview. For example, what
information among all the conflicting reports
about the ozone layer, about global warming,
the amount of timber remaining in old growth
forests, and the safety of landfills, are we to
believe and act on? We are also limited in our
thinking by cognitive dissonance, various attribu-
tions and biases (e.g., personal and situational
attributions, self-serving and confirmation bias-
es), all of which cause us to persist in doing
things that may eventually hurt us. We actively
pursue irrelevant or inaccurate information to
justify our self-serving behaviors. We are also
subject to various prejudices and heuristics, and
influenced by our preconceptions and expecta-
tions, which also affect our environmental atti-
tudes and behaviors.

Social-learning theorists as well as social and
environmental psychologists have also studied the
interplay between social and physical environ-
ments, human behaviors, and the cognitive pro-
cesses that lie behind those behaviors. For
example, although the relationshi i-
tude changé and behavior change is not a strong_
‘one; it is often necessary to change people’s atti-
tudes before they will accept some prescribed or

recommended change in their Ii’festyle"(‘e.g., using
seatbelts, Tefraining from smoking). Various edu-

cational and information-disseminating strategies
can be used to bring about such attitude changes
but, especially with addictive behaviors, some of
which are so characteristic of our lifestyle, it is not
easy. We know too that it is important, where
possible, to remove the barriers to behavior
change. Some barriers may lie within individuals
(e.g., lack of knowledge, denial, selective atten-
tion, lack of commitment, anti-environmental atti-
tudes and beliefs), while others may be social or
environmental barriers (€.g., income level, educa-
“tion; stze of household and size of dwelling, ini-
tial costs, and social stigma, to name a few).
Changes in lifestyle may also be encouraged
by changing the incentives to people’s behav-
iors. This might be accomplished in some cases
By what Garrett Hardin (1968), in his now-
famous article, “The Tragedy of the Commons”
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referred to as “mutual coercion, mutually agreed
upon” (p. 1247). Similar to Skinner's operant
conditioning strategy, Hardin argued that it may
be necessary for those in authority to use the
force of law to safeguard the commons. When
this method is used, for example, to legally limit
family size or to punish industries and govern-
ments that allow pollution levels to exceed a
certain standard, the “mutual coercion” method
has not proven to be very effective. Also, using
incentives to change urban dweller's use of the

private automobile (rewards for transit use for

 eXample), are usually offset by the greater

incentives of comfort, convenience, and the rel-

i S automobile—due
Targely ©o the fact that the real environmental,
social, and economic costs of producing and
using gasoline are not included in the price
(Murphy & Delucchi, 1998). Clearly, some
incentives work better than others but it is
indeed a challenge to identify those incentives
that are really effective in changing our waste-
ful, consumer-driven lifestyles and habits.

Otber Major Contributing Theories

Although these major theoretical approaches in
psychology have much to contribute to our
understanding of and potential to change our
environmentally destructive behaviors, ecopsy-
chology and its philosophical, psychological, and
practical tasks (Fisher, 2002), have been much
more dramatically identified with the humanistic
and holistic approaches in psychology. Most of
the ecopsychology literature currently available
emphasizes a New Age spirituality, along with
gestalt, transpersonal, and/or a Jungian depth
psychology perspectives. Influenced by Native
spirituality as well as Eastern religions (especially
Hinduism, Taoism, and Buddhism), and by
North American conservationism, Deep Ecology
and ecofeminism, this approach developed in
reaction to the Western worldview as well as the
reductionism of scientific psychology and capi-
talist economics.

Deep Ecology (Naess & Rothenburg, 1989) is a
nam
Psychology and a religion than an ecology. It

as a unique philosophy and worldview, as well
as a prescribed lifestyle. For example, it stresses

the intrinsic equality and value of all non-human

Speetes Tather than thei or human
purposes (Gardner & Stern, 1996). Proponénts of

this-view tend to_agree-with- Wl-%te’s (1967) cri-
|

tique of the J W the biblical
=

creation account, which he understood as
endorsing an anthropocentric dominance and
ownership of all of non-human creation. White
had argued that this belief is the root cause of
current environmental problems. This thesis has

‘beerrfargely discredited given the more general

awareness of the pro-environmental biblical
emphasis on stewardship of the earth’s
resources. However, the holistic approaches of
Deep Ecology go much farther in emphasizing
an ecocentric reverence for the land, the air and
the water and equality among all aspects of the
created world: human, animal, plant, microbe,
air, water and soil. So too, the gestalt and
transpersonal approaches articulate a rather pan-
theistic religious worldview, rather than a unique
psychological approach.

One hypothesis supported by many humanistic
ecopsychologists is th€ Gaia HypothesisNThe cen-
tral feature of this hypothests, named after Gaia,

the Greek goddess of the earth, is that the intri-
cate and complex interplay between organic and
inorganic systems in nature is a homeostatic rela-
tionship that allows the earth, its atmosphere and
all its creatures, to function as one gigantic living
being. Roszak (1992) refers to this living creature
as “anima mundi,” a single being with feelings,
intelligence and soul. No one creature or part of
the system is seen as more important than any
other. Various species—including the dinosaurs
and, in the future perhaps humans, through their
self-destructiveness—may be lost, but Gaia will
evolve and live on, possibly with a new, non-
human, dominant species. According to this per-
spective, through our own irresponsible activity,
human beings have created “Gaia’s disease.”

rming, ror example, is referred to as

Gaia'sfeves—water pollutiomas—her—acid Tndiges-
"TAizenstat (1995) extends JUng's concept of the
human collective unconscious to a “consideration
of the psyche of non-human experience,” some-
thing he refers to as the “world unconscious” (p.
95). The world unconscious focuses on the
“inner natures of the world’s organic and inor-
ganic phenomena” (p. 96), and encourages “an
active psychological relationship” between
humans and all other species and other non-liv-
ing aspects of the world. Following this perspec-
tive, Conn (1995) argues that it is possible for
those who are consciously aware of their deep
and essential connections with other things and
beings in the world, to feel “the pain of the
earth” (p. 161). Thus, for example, Conn argues
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that we need to be so connected with the earth
and its inhabitants that we hurt when the earth
hurts, experience the pain the grass feels when
heavy footsteps crush it, and empathize with the
suffering of Burrowing Owls as their numbers are
depleted by habitat destruction (e.g., logging).
The humanistic ecofeminist perspective com-
bines concerns about global and regional envi-
ronmental problems with concerns about sexism
and masculine domination of both women and
of the environment. “Both problems ... reflect
the Western male paradigm ... that stresses
dichotomy, hierarchy, discrimination, domina-
tion, and exploitation” (Gardner & Stern, 1996,
p- 55). Ecofeminists are critical of the Freudian
concept of nature as feminine and they are espe-

cially critical of Western science and technology *

as male-dominated and patriarchal both towards
women and the environment, and as justifying
the exploitation of both. Ecofeminists offer
instead an environmental paradigm that empha-
sizes the interconnectedness and sanctity of all
life forms, and the creativity, sustainability, pro-
ductivity, and bountifulness of nature (Gardner
& Stern, 1996).

Roman Catholic theologian Thomas Berry

betieves that we need a rtadical new religion,

—one-thatinchudesan environmentally sound
Worldview and creation story (Gardner & Stern,
"199¢ new religion will be earth-centered
rather than human-centered, will emphasize the
sacredness of the earth and the interrelatedness
and interdependency of all living things, a view
that is already found in many aboriginal and tra-
ditional cultures (Berry, 1988). However, Berry
also wants to incorporate modern scientific ecol-
ogy along with Native spiritual earth-values. The
combination of traditional beliefs and values
with science, Berry believes, will provide a radi-
cal new understanding of the oneness of all
things and demonstrate intelligence in nature’s
design (Berry, 1988).

In summary, the gestalt, depth psychology,
and ecofeminist approaches to humanistic
ecopsychology argue that healing the damage
that we have done to our planet requires more
than a behavioral or cognitive shift. It also
requires a shift in our perceptions of the world
(gestalt perspective) and in our consciousness
and spirituality (ecofeminist and Jungian

emphases). Humanists argue that we mus

from an emphasis on our personal self to an
“ecological self.” This ires that we also shift
e ey

from our information-based, scientific awareness

of the planet to an experiential identification
with and deep appreciation for the planet; from
b&;ﬂn—gc)mﬁme
Tﬁmm}%
hand to heart and soull The lifestyle prescribed
by humanistic ecopsychologists involves putting
ourselves in situations that allow us to experi-
ence the natural world through wilderness expe-
riences (such as a “vision quest”) where one
might encounter a mystical union with the plan-
et, or through more common earth-connecting
experiences such as gardening, walks in the
park, outdoor meditation, nature art, and poetry.
Undertaking projects that address global or.,
regional ecological problems and doing them as
part-of our-spiritual work Is also recommended
'S6 o0 15 scaling down and 1 practicing sufficien-

_¢cy; living simply and thankfully with less.

' AChristian Response

How do we address these secular and human-
istic psychological and practical perspectives in
ecopsychology from a Christian point of view?
Certainly we are called to be creatively busy in
God’s creation, imaging God’s care for His gar-
den. We are called to be prophetic about and to
live as models of God’s command “to act justly
and to love mercy and to walk humbly with ...
God” (Micah 6:8). We are challenged by God to
renew that which we have broken, and to be
redemptively busy transforming our lives, indi-
vidually and collectively as a culture, in all of
our coming and going in creation, so that all of
God'’s creation may praise Him. Can psychology,
especially the insights of ecopsychology, help us
in this task? I believe it can.

Our estrangement from God and our determi-
nation to follow false gods can help explain our
often selfish and destructive relationship with
nature. Many insights gained from mainstream
psycholog'x-_are helpful in describing just how we _
80 about this. Freud explained rather well I think,
‘the Toots of our Western alienation from nature
and our “boomsterish” determination to dominate,
possess and use without restraint that which God
has provided for all His creatures. Our use of vari-
ous defense mechanisms as well as the behavioral
concept of intermittent reinforcement go a long
way to explain our blind pursuit of material
wealth at the earth’s expense and by the exploita-

tion of many developing nations. Many insights

about human social behavior are also_he i
explaining our self<serving behavior in relation to
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the rest of creation. Cognitive psychology points
out the often irrational thoughts that characterize
our wastefulness and destructiveness.

While a number of useful ideas about how we
might use psychology to bring about a change in
our eco-unfriendly behavior have also been put
forth by mainstream psychology, the more promi-
nent interventions in ecopsychology come from
the gestalt and transpersonal schools. Thus, much
of the ecopsychology literature describes our
spiritual oneness with nature and prescribes a
variety of nature encounter experiences as the
way for us to heal the split between the planet
and ourselves. Thus, the humanistic approach in
ecopsychology has identified an important aspect
of what's wrong with the way we now live in the
world. It is a question of who or what we will
serve. However, the spirit god that New Age
humanism seeks to sérve T nature is also as false
a5 the consumerist god 1t challenges. The answer__
provided by these humanistic ecopsychologists is
“that it is ourselves and the spifit within the natu-
ral wortld that we need to learn to worship, is
false. There is only one God, the Creator,
Redeemer and Renewer of all creation. In all of
our activity in creation and on behalf of the cre-
ation, we are called to serve God and God alone.

Although the transpersonal/humanistic
approach is deeply flawed, it has some value in
the emphasis it places on our need 6 be n 4
renewed relationship with nature. Front a Chris-
‘fian perspective, this means that we need to
“recapture and-tive out our God-given mandate to
‘be stewards of the earth, to work and keep the
‘creation. In order to do so, we must live much
more in harmony with it. Indeed, as the human-
ists point out, we must seek to understand cre-
ation/nature from more than a strictly scientific,
technological and self-serving perspective. But do
we need to worship the ground, the treés, and
the grass we walk on or live as if we humans are
but one species in a brotherhood/sisterhood of
"all Tiving things? Of course not! But we are called
“to understand and deeply appreciate the trees
and their place in God’s creation order, to con-
serve and plant them, and to use them wisely.
We are also called to appreciate, protect and live
sustainably on the soil from which we are made
and on which we live, grow our food and our
grasses and flowers, and build our homes and
our workplaces. And we are mandated to live in
a loving, respectful relationship with the creation
that God has placed us in as His image-bearers
and fellow gardeners, until Christ returns.

To serve God as His stewards of the earth and
to learn to live sustainably on the earth until the
Lord’s return, there is so much to do and the
obstacles seem at times overwhelming. Ecopsy-.
c‘ﬂogists have recognized that the environmental
probléms we are experiencing today, and those
‘predicted for our future, are deeply spiritual as
well as psychological problems. Ecopsychologists
3156 Tecognize that psychology may offer a variety
of useful perspectives anefforts live
responsibly—intie wor hiris-
1ans to redeem that meSSATE and;—as isti
(eco)psychologists, to articulate, model, and pro-
mote a way of living in the world that honors and
praises God, together with all of creation.
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