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摘要： 

本文首先藉助 Tucker 與 Grim 對「宗教與生態學」相關研究途徑的

分析，來說明這些途徑總是以生態學論域為出發點，因而傾向以生態

學、環境倫理等領域的目標與價值為研究宗教的基礎，而非依據一種具

有宗教學理論基礎的科學性宗教概念。接著指出，為了更符合宗教學作

為一門專門研究宗教現象的科學的宗旨，應該把當前宗教領域中涉及生

態學、環境倫理等議題的論述與行為視為宗教現象來研究。本文建議盧

曼的系統理論或可作為宗教學領域中對宗教與生態相關問題的研究途

徑，此理論涵蓋一套宗教理論，並排除生態學論域的預設立場，但卻以

對生態學相關問題而言最根本的「系統／環境」關係為核心概念。結語
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指出，系統理論對宗教與生態相關現象的研究將針對宗教系統的兩種層

次：一為宗教系統的基本運作層次，一為宗教系統的語意學層次。前者

涉及宗教系統在其環境中存在的條件與問題，後者則關注宗教系統與其

他社會系統在語意方面的複雜關係，例如宗教系統引進並應用當前生態

學論域相關語意的過程。 

 

 

關鍵詞關鍵詞關鍵詞關鍵詞：：：：宗教與生態學、環境倫理、系統理論、盧曼 
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ABSTRACT: 

This paper discusses “Religion and Ecology” as an object of study 

within the context of the Science of Religion. A classification of approaches 

that was proposed by Tucker and Grim reveals that the point of departure in 

ecology and religion studies is the ecological and environmental discourse, 

but not a scientific concept of religion. Religion is studied as an expression 

of aspects of ecology. The paper suggests shifting the focus of observation to 

religion: Explicit ecological and environmental religious communication, 

especially the ongoing process of appropriation of ecological semantics by 

religious groups and individuals, should be studied as religious phenomenon. 

Next, Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory is recommended as a possible 

approach to the study of eco-religious phenomena, because it precludes any 

kind of involvement in the ecological discourse while at the same time 

incorporating conceptual tools that are crucial for the study of ecological 

issues. A systems-theoretical approach studies ecological issues on two 

different levels of the religious system: the basic operative level of the 
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system that causes its emergence and continuous existence, and the semantic 

level with its complex relationship to semantics of other systems in its 

environment, for example the ecological discourse of modern society. An 

important characteristic of this approach is its radical non-anthropocentric 

perspective that rules out any reference to the “human being” as a 

scientifically valid concept. 

 

 

Keywords: Religion and Ecology, Environmental Ethics, Systems Theory, 

Luhmann 
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1. The Science of Religion and the Environmental Discourse 

The perspective chosen for this paper presupposes the validity and 

adequacy of the scientific paradigm of systems theory that was developed by 

Niklas Luhmann.
1
 Therefore, the following discussion of some theoretical 

issues in the study of religion and ecology within the context of the Science 

of Religion (Religious Studies, Religionswissenschaft) is based on an 

understanding of the Science of Religion as an autonomous system of 

scientific communication that is operationally indifferent to concerns and 

objectives in other areas of science or society and identifies itself by virtue 

of its critical reference to its self-defined research history and its use of 

concepts that are characterized by a non-religious perspective on religion. 

In recent years the academic study of religion has increasingly been 

influenced by the environmental and ecological discourse. Scholars from 

various disciplines have discussed aspects of the ecological crisis in relation 

to aspects of religion. The most important reference work of the Science of 

Religion reflects the emergence of this new field of study. The entry on 

“Ecology and Religion” in the first edition of the Encyclopedia of Religion 

was dealt with by one individual scholar on five pages.
2
 The same entry in 

the second edition comprises 65 pages and is divided into subentries written 

by different scholars.
3
 This example and the increasing number of relevant 

publications might lead to the conclusion that ecology and religion can be 

regarded as an established area of research within the context of the Science 

of Religion. 

                                                 
1
 Luhmann, N., Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1992). 

2
 Eliade, M. (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion (1st Edition. New York: Macmillan, 

1987), Vol. 4, pp. 581-585. 

3
 Jones, L. (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion (2nd Edition. Detroit: Macmillan, 2005), 

pp. 2604-2668. 
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However, the emergence of new areas of research will lead to new 

problems of method and theory. Discussions of issues related to concepts 

and procedures applied to the new subject are necessary. Fortunately, 

awareness of methodological and theoretical problems is one of the most 

conspicuous features of the contemporary Science of Religion. Indeed, 

critical reflections on the self-referential nature of research into phenomena 

that are identified as “religious” should be considered a fundamental 

precondition for research, because the status of the Science of Religion as an 

independent discipline that is clearly distinguishable from other disciplines 

in the Humanities and Social Sciences depends on conscious and continuous 

reference to concepts and perspectives that are elements of an autonomous 

system of scientific study of religion. But since the Science of Religion has 

been customarily characterized as “multi-disciplinary” and “poly- 

methodological”, there is a tendency to qualify any scholarly study of 

aspects of religion in a broader context as an event within the system of the 

Science of Religion. However, if the Science of Religion is an independent 

and clearly distinguishable discipline, there must be some degree of 

consensus about the “appropriation”
4
 of its own subject in distinction to 

other systems. This issue is particularly important in the field of religion and 

ecology or environmental ethics, as we will see below. 

Concerning the environmental discourse, several questions pertaining 

to fundamental requirements for systematic research within the context of 

the Science of Religion must be discussed with reference to topics related to 

religion and ecology: What about the underlying concept of religion? What 

are the preconditions and consequences of the distinctive perspective chosen 

by the observer in a particular project? Which categories or distinctions 

guide the process of research? How does the nature of the material studied 

influence and restrain the scope and objectives of the research questions? 

Most important: Is the religion/ecology relationship observed from a vantage 

                                                 
4
 Wiebe, D., The Politics of Religious Studies (New York: Palgrave, 1999). 
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point that is consciously located inside the system of the Science of Religion 

as a discipline? Or is religion treated as one among many classes of 

phenomena that are used by scholars studying environmental issues to 

exemplify, symbolize, enrich, or inspire various aspects of the ecological 

discourse? In other words, are we studying religion as an expression of 

aspects of ecology, or are we studying explicit ecological and environmental 

religious communication as religious phenomena? 

2. Religion and Ecology: The Problem of Perspective 

In order to clarify some of these questions, it will be instructive to 

consider how two of the leading scholars in the field of ecology and religion 

studies define its objectives and approaches. In their systematic introduction 

to the above-mentioned article in the second edition of the Encyclopedia of 

Religion, M. E. Tucker and J. A. Grim survey major developments and 

contributions, outline main characteristics and objectives, and discuss 

theoretical issues. According to their definition, this emerging field 

“responds to both historical and contemporary quests for understanding the 

interrelationships of humans, Earth, cosmos, and the sacred. [...] In short, it 

explores the complex and varied systems of human-Earth relations as 

expressed in religious traditions”.
5

 They claim that religions have 

acknowledged “a wholeness and holiness in the earth”,
6
 and that “religions 

connect humans with a divine or numinous presence, with the human 

community, and with the broader Earth community. They link humans to the 

larger matrix of mystery in which life arises, unfolds, and flourishes.”
7
 

Regarding methodological issues, they acknowledge that “a variety of 

                                                 
5
 Jones, L. (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion (2nd Edition. Detroit: Macmillan, 2005), 

p. 2604; my italics. 

6
 Ibid. 

7
 Ibid., p. 2605. 
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methodologies are being used in the study of religion and ecology”, but still 

identify three “interpretive approaches” that “challenge both scholars and the 

religious traditions themselves: retrieval, reevaluation, and reconstruction.”
8
 

Applying the descriptive/prescriptive distinction, they characterize 

“retrieval” as mostly descriptive, whereas “reevaluation and reconstruction 

tend to be prescriptive.”
9
 

The first approach “refers to the investigation of scriptural, 

commentarial, legal, and other literate and narrative sources in particular 

religions for evidence of traditional teachings regarding human-Earth 

relations. This requires that oral-narrative and historical and textual studies 

uncover the theoretical resources already present within the tradition. In 

addition, the method of retrieval examines ethics and rituals present in the 

tradition in order to discover how the tradition actualized these teachings in 

practices. Retrieval may be complemented by studies in the environmental 

history of cultures or geographical areas.”
10

  

The second approach “occurs when a tradition’s teachings are 

evaluated with regard to their relevance to contemporary circumstances. In 

what ways can the ideas, teachings, or ethics present in these traditions be 

adopted by contemporary scholars, theologians, or practitioners who wish to 

help shape more ecologically sensitive attitudes and sustainable practices. 

Reevaluation also questions ideas that may lead to inappropriate 

environmental practices. [...] It asks as well whether the material world of 

nature has been devalued by a particular religion, or whether exclusively 

human-centered ethics are adequate to address environmental problems.”
11

 

Finally, the third approach “suggests ways that religious traditions 

                                                 
8
 Jones, L. (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion (2nd Edition. Detroit: Macmillan, 2005), 

p. 2609. 

9
 Ibid. 

10
 Ibid.; my italics. 

11
 Ibid.; my italics. 
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might also adopt its teachings to current circumstances in new and creative 

ways. This may result in a new synthesis or in a creative adaptation of 

traditional ideas and practices into modern modes of expression. This is one 

of the most challenging aspects of the emerging field of religion and ecology 

and requires discrimination in the transformative adaptation of traditional 

ideas in relation to contemporary circumstances. Yet there are precedents for 

this in the ways religions have reshaped themselves over time, as is evident 

in theology and ethics.”
12

 

This classification of approaches in ecology and religion studies 

reveals some general characteristics of this field. Obviously, the point of 

departure for all of the three approaches is the ecological and environmental 

discourse, but not a scientific concept of religion. The contemporary cultural 

context, the global awareness of an ecological crisis, provides the 

legitimation and motivation for ecology and religion studies. They are part of 

the quest for understanding “human-Earth relations”. The capitalized word 

“Earth” and references to the “divine” and “numinous”, to the “matrix of 

mystery” etc. point to a scholarly perspective that itself may be part of the 

eco-religious discourse. Religions serve as a source of direct or indirect 

inspiration, they are interpreted as expressions of aspects of ecology, or even 

as vehicles of ecological insights. 

These approaches focus on the ecology side of the religion/ 

ecology-distinction. They refer to concepts and values that are part of the 

broader context of communication about environmental problems. However, 

an “involved” or “engaged” perspective tends to neglect the influence of the 

underlying concept of religion on the process of observation. The complexity 

of the conceptual issues involved should not be reduced to some kind of 

“evident” understanding of religion that happens to be in line with the needs 

of ecological studies and facilitates a solution-oriented course of research. 

                                                 
12

 Ibid.; my italics. 
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Within the context of the Science of Religion, we have to shift the 

focus of observation to the other side of the distinction religion/ecology, and 

consequently begin by conceptualizing religion before we may introduce 

topics related to ecology or environmental ethics. If our vantage point is 

located within the system of the specialized scientific study of religious 

phenomena, all instances of ecological, bioethical etc. communication inside 

religious systems will have to be observed as religious phenomena. 

But eco-religious communication is a very recent phenomenon. 

Religious symbol systems of the past interpreted “nature” in ways that 

mostly are fundamentally different from the distinctions used in 

contemporary environmental discourse. The claim that religions had 

acknowledged “a wholeness and holiness in the earth”
13

 is only valid if the 

observer negates the reality and validity of the content of the worldview of 

traditional cultures and instead adopts some kind of allegorical principle of 

interpretation. Usually we have to read modern ecological concepts and 

problems into the historical material in order to retrieve relevant information, 

as the description of the first approach that was quoted above aptly illustrates. 

Just like “reevaluation” and “reconstruction”, the “retrieval” approach is not 

descriptive but interpretive, too. Therefore, as far as the quest for scientific 

understanding of religious phenomena is concerned, ecological aspects of 

historical religions probably are the least promising area of research. 

More promising – and presumably more congenial with the objectives 

of the Science of Religion – is the study of the ongoing process of 

appropriation of ecological, environmental and bioethical semantics by 

contemporary religious communication. In order to study this process in 

accordance with the principles of the Science of Religion, we need an 

approach that does not presuppose the relevance or value of ecological issues 

or objectives, and that precludes any kind of involvement in the 

                                                 
13

 Jones, L. (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Religion (2nd Edition. Detroit: Macmillan, 2005), 

p. 2604. 
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environmental discourse, but offers conceptual tools for systematic research 

across religious and cultural borders. One possible approach that not only 

meets these requirements but also offers the additional benefit of 

incorporating the concept of environment which is fundamental for ecology 

studies would be systems theory. 

 

3. Systems Theory and the Study of Eco-Religious Communication 

“Systems theory” is a label used for a wide variety of interdisciplinary 

theoretical endeavours that, for example, range from “worldview”- 

proposals
14

 to large-scale scientific models of living systems
15

 to 

cybernetics and epistemology.
16

 In the Humanities and Social Sciences, 

systems theory today probably is mostly associated with Niklas Luhmann’s 

work. Luhmann’s systems theory represents a paradigm shift in the study of 

society and culture.
17

 Some of the consequences of this paradigm for the 

study of religion and ecology or environmental ethics within the context of 

the Science of Religion will be delineated here. 

The most important question concerns the systems-theoretical concept 

of religion: What are the criteria for the identification and designation of 

phenomena as “religious”? Where and how do we observe religion? 

According to Luhmann's theory, religion is communication. It occurs in 

                                                 
14

 Laszlo, E., The Systems View of the World: A Holistic Vision for our Time 

(Cresskill, N. J.: Hampton Press, 1999). 

15
 Miller, J. G., Living Systems (Niwot, Colorado: University Press of Colorado, 

1995). 

16
 von Förster, H., Understanding Systems – Conversations on Epistemology and 

Ethics (Heidelberg: Carl-Auer-Systeme Verlag, 2002). 

17
 Luhmann, N., Soziale Systeme (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1987); Die Gesellschaft der 

Gesellschaft (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1998). 
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actual processes of communication and shares the basic characteristics and 

conditions of all instances of communication. No matter which kind of sign 

or symbol communication uses, it always comprises the three elements of 

information (a difference or distinction), message (the selected mode of 

communicating the difference) and understanding – “understanding” being 

the decisive element, because it differentiates between information and 

message and thereby allows the process of communication to continue. 

Communication is the only reality dimension of society: society is 

communication.
18

 Religion, too, manifests itself on and belongs to the 

reality dimension “society”, because it is a phenomenon of communication.
19

 

The precondition for the emergence and continuous existence of 

religion as an observable phenomenon in the world, i.e. as a form of 

communication, is its ability to draw a line of distinction between “itself” – 

the emerging system that may be observed by other systems – and the rest of 

the world, which thereby becomes the environment of this particular system. 

As a consequence, the system/environment relationship functions as the 

fundamental concept that guides all levels of scientific observation. In other 

words, systems theory represents a truly ecological mode of thinking without 

belonging to the ecological discourse at all. 

A fundamental condition for social systems that has important 

consequences for the discussion of ecological issues is the operative closure 

of communication: information processed in a social system is merely an 

element of a self-referential network of operations that use distinctions 

which are selected according to conditions shaped by prior operations. This 

process of self-reproduction by means of self-referential events (selections) 

is formed through and in the medium “meaning”. Information and 

knowledge concerning the environment of the social system is selected and 

“understood” in terms of the self-referential semantic network of the 

                                                 
18

 Luhmann, N., Soziale Systeme (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1987), pp. 193-200. 

19
 Luhmann, N., Die Religion der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2000), p. 39 ff. 
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particular system, i.e. according to its own universe of meaning. Although 

society as a whole is a system that comprises the totality of all processes of 

communication and theoretically may identify itself with some form of 

meaning or self-description, it is neither able to discern itself as a whole in 

contrast to its environment nor capable of distinguishing and analyzing the 

environment in its entirety, not only because of the complexity of the 

external world, but also because of its own structure: It is characterized by 

an endless internal duplication of the system/environment distinction 

according to principles of function, hierarchy, center/periphery, interaction 

etc. Each system represents a different version of the system/environment 

relationship, it has its own unique environment. Furthermore, within society 

as a whole each social system belongs to the environment of other social 

systems, leading to complex interdependencies and mutually incongruent 

patterns of observation.
20

 

As a consequence, the possibility of an ecological consciousness of 

society as a whole, for example the notion of an awareness of a “wholeness 

and holiness in the earth” that was quoted above, is ruled out. It is 

impossible for society to process environment-related information and 

knowledge that is generally valid and is uniformly understood in all of its 

sub-systems. Society has no all-inclusive picture of its environment, no 

comprehensive understanding of its relations to its environment, because it 

comprises countless perspectives on the environment – of countless systems. 

The major systems of modern society emerge and operate as a way to 

deal with specific problems. Their selection processes are navigated by 

specific codes that underlie all operations and therefore are crucial for the 

definition of their border, and by programs that provide the criteria for each 

individual instance of selecting a particular meaning. These functional 

                                                 
20

 Luhmann, N., Ökologische Kommunikation (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 

1988), pp. 40-49. 
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systems are closed systems as far as their mode of operation is concerned, 

but they are open in the sense of being able to integrate new specific forms 

of meaning as long as these are compatible with their code.
21

 Their 

ecological resonance to events and situations in their environment will 

depend on their ability to discern these phenomena in accordance with their 

codes and programs. Therefore, ecological issues will have to be translated – 

by the religious system itself – into the semantics of a particular religious 

tradition. 

Accordingly, the study of eco-religious communication will always be 

limited to the perspective of one particular social system – the religious 

system – that is manifested in a specific socio-cultural context. As far as 

modern society is concerned, the contributions of religion to the ecological 

discourse will either reflect a religious view of problems and phenomena 

discerned in its environment or represent non-religious communication. In 

the latter case the eco-religious communication is not religious at all, but 

guided by codes or programs originating in or belonging to other systems 

and consequently not related to the function of religion. Eco-religious 

communication that is genuinely religious is guided by the code of religion 

and the programs of particular traditions and therefore primarily fulfills the 

function of religion. It does not serve ecological purposes. 

The traditionally most prominent and evident factor in matters of 

ecology and environmental ethics is conspicuously absent in the above 

sketch of a systems-theoretical approach to this field: humans. The human 

being is the basic unit of the ecological discourse. However, according to 

Luhmann, “human being” is not a scientifically relevant concept within the 

context of systems theory, because the “human being” in fact belongs to 

different levels of reality and therefore comprises degrees of complexity 

beyond comprehension – we actually do not understand what human beings 

                                                 
21

 Luhmann, N., Soziale Systeme (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1987), p. 25, 63f.; Ökologische 

Kommunikation (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1988), pp. 75-83. 
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are.
22

 Instead, he introduces the concept of psychic systems that operate as 

consciousness and are formed in the same medium as communication: 

meaning. The emergence of a system of communication (society) depends 

on the contributions of psychic systems, i.e. individual selections of 

meanings that combine to form a system. The operations of psychic systems 

are the fundamental precondition for the existence of social systems, and 

vice versa. However, psychic systems are always part of the environment of 

social systems, because their mode of operation (reproduction of the 

self-referential network of selections) is not communication, but 

consciousness. Psychic systems and social systems are different levels of 

reality.
23

  

The study of religion and ecology refers to the level of society. 

Accordingly, the consequent application of systems theory to cases of 

eco-religious communication precludes any form of anthropocentrism. It 

allows neither traditional anthropocentric thought nor the seemingly 

non-anthropocentric frames of ecocentrism, biocentrism etc. that actually are 

varieties of anthropocentrism, because they still argue with “humans” as 

basic units, whereas systems theory à la Luhmann radically 

de-anthropologizes the observation of systems and their ecological relations. 

 

4. Conclusion 

Although this preliminary discussion of systems theory as a possible 

approach to the study of “Religion and Ecology” within the context of the 

Science of Religion is limited to basic questions and concepts that still need 

further theoretical and empirical elaboration, it already indicates the 

                                                 
22

 Luhmann, N., Soziologische Aufklärung 6 (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1995), 

pp. 267-271. 

23
 Ibid., pp. 37-53. 
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direction and main characteristics of such an approach. A systems-theoretical 

approach to eco-religious phenomena will study ecological issues on two 

different levels of the religious system: First, the basic operative level of the 

system, i.e. the system/environment relationship as a difference that emerges 

and is maintained as long as the closed network of self-referential operations 

reproduces itself within society as a whole, while facing a complex 

environment comprising countless system/environment relationships; on this 

level, the conditions for the existence of the religious system in its 

environment will have to be analyzed. Second, the semantic level of the 

religious system and its relationship to semantics of other systems in its 

environment, for example the ecological discourse of modern society; on this 

level, the processes of appropriation of non-religious ecologically oriented 

semantics and issues of compatibility with the code and programs of the 

religious system are the focus of research. On both levels of study, 

anthropocentric bias is ruled out because of the theoretical preconditions of 

this approach. 
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