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Introduction
Fundamental socio-ecological transformations are needed to develop pathways into a sustainable future.
This process requires not only appropriate policies, but necessitates radical paradigm shifts and changed
mindsets.7 Religious communities are crucial stakeholders for achieving these paradigm shifts because of
their ability to act as agents of social change and to function as sources of knowledge. They bear a
significant transformative potential, i.e. the “capacity to legitimise, in religious or ideological terms, the
development of new motivations, activities, and institutions”8 and strongly shape social and cultural values
and worldviews. While ecological teachings and ecological engagement have substantially increased in
religious communities during recent decades in what has been called a “greening of religions”,9 the impact
of these teachings on religious communities’ collective actions and their adherents’ individual behaviours
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in the realms of ecology and sustainability remains largely unknown. The question of how religious
communities contribute to socio-ecological transition and sustainability is the core theme being investigated
by the newly established international and transdisciplinary research consortium, the South AfricanGerman Research Hub on Religion and Sustainability (SAGRaS).
SAGRaS approaches this question in five case studies in Buddhist, Muslim, mainline Protestant, new
Christian and African traditional religious communities. As a collaborative initiative, SAGRaS scrutinises
ecological theologies to determine what types of ecological values are represented in each of the respective
religious communities and what their impact is. Core points of analysis address the following questions:
What forms of environmental commitment exist in these religious communities and what does their specific
commitment depend on? What theological considerations lead to ecological action? Under what
circumstances does ecological theological preaching or interpretation of scripture translate into action by
the communities’ adherents?
SAGRaS was founded by scholars from University of Pretoria, University of the Western Cape and
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin and is funded by the National Research Foundation in South Africa and
the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research. The inter-contextual research hub operates from
2022-2025 in South Africa and Germany. It relies on the perspectives of various different stakeholder
groups, including religious leaders, academic researchers, development practitioners and policymakers,
who are actively involved in the consortium. The research will be conducted by transdisciplinary
collaborative research teams from both countries made up of academic experts on the respective religious
communities and of development policy and practice partners who are implementing measures to reach the
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Furthermore, the research will also be conducted in close
collaboration with representatives of the religious communities to ensure a research design that produces
relevant results for all stakeholders involved.
Background: Religion, Culture and Socio-Ecological Transformation
SAGRaS explores the potential of religion and religious communities to promote socio-ecological
transformation and the global transition towards sustainable societies. This undertaking is based on the
assumption that the kinds of innovation required by socio-ecological transformations towards achieving
sustainability need to be seen in the first instance as a process of change at the cultural level – the level of
values, mindsets and attitudes. Religion is operative at precisely this level and the desirable notions of the
quality of life, of wellbeing, of cultural and social values (and of sustainability) are fundamentally
influenced by religion, as captured by concepts such as buen vivir, ubuntu and human flourishing. The
consortium therefore seeks to engage with the cultural and value-based foundations of sustainability and
the underlying prerequisites for the socio-ecological transformation of societies.
Religious communities, as important societal actors, are among the largest social service providers in
many parts of the world today. Eighty-four per cent of the world’s population is affiliated with a religious
community.10 Religious communities reach believers across social strata and age groups, while also
influencing politics and the media. Most importantly, religion shapes social imaginaries and people’s
values.11 The UN Environmental Programme’s report on “The Role of Environmental and Spiritual Ethics

10

Conrad Hackett and David McClendon, “Christians Remain World’s Largest Religious Group, But They Are
Declining in Europe,” 5th April 2017, Pew Research Center News Release, [Available at:
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05/christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-but-they-aredeclining-in-europe/], [Last accessed: 11th March 2022].
11
Roger S. Gottlieb, “Introduction: Religion and Ecology – What Is the Connection and Why Does It Matter?”, in
Roger S. Gottlieb (ed), The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Ecology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).

International Handbook on Creation Care and Eco-Diakonia

Juliane Stork Jacques Beukes, Philipp Öhlmann, Ignatius Swart, Tanya van Wyk

777

in Galvanizing Nature Based Solutions”12 further elaborates on the essential role of religious values in
shaping the behaviour of people towards achieving sustainability. Religious communities are important
sources of relief and psychosocial support in times of global crises and contribute substantially to the
resilience of individuals and communities – this might also be true for ecological crises and the necessary
adaptations to the changing climatic conditions. By fundamentally shaping people’s worldviews, religion
can be an important source for the promotion of sustainable development and behavioural change. But it
can also hinder these processes and constitute a source of exclusion, marginalisation or opposition to
transformations in the striving for sustainability. It becomes vital, therefore, to deepen our understanding
of how religious communities use their value-shaping role in the light of the great global challenges of our
time and in what directions their influence will shape societies facing the challenges of climate change and
global environmental degradation.
Recognising the necessity to engage with religious actors in the promotion and implementation of the
SDGs, governments and international development initiatives around the globe have started collaborations
with religious communities. Leading examples of such engagement with religion are the World Faiths
Development Dialogue initiated by the World Bank in 199813 the Religions and Development initiative at
the University of Birmingham funded by the UK Department for International Development (DFID),14 and
the initiative on religion and development started by the German Federal Ministry of Economic
Cooperation and Development in 2014.15 Recently, the United States Agency for International
Development also embarked on a process of strategic religious engagement, while the United Nations
established an Inter-Agency Task Force on Religion and Development.16 Specifically focused on ecological
sustainability, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has established the Faith for Earth
Initiative that engages with faith-based organisations for achieving the SDGs.
In a “turn to religion”17 in academia, there has been a steeply increasing interest in religion in the
sustainable development debate, leading to the emergence of a new research field.18 Where more than 20
12
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years ago, the sociologist Kurt Ver Beek famously stated that “spirituality [was] a development taboo”,19
numerous research projects have now approached this field from different thematic, methodological and
disciplinary angles. A multitude of books, articles and reports have begun to explore the manifold
relationships and interactions of religious beliefs, religious practices and religious communities with the
economic, social, ecological, political and cultural dimensions of sustainable development.20 This field is
highly inter- and trans-disciplinary,21 ranging from religious studies and theology22 to anthropology,23
sociology,24 political science,25 development studies26 and economics.27 In the wake of this emergent field,
several studies have also focused on ecological sustainability, highlighting the role of religion in this
respect.28 In a survey on Religious Leaders’ Perspectives on Corona conducted by the Research Programme
Discipline”, Progress in Development Studies 19(3) (2019). [Available at:
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on Religious Communities and Sustainable Development at Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, 75 per cent
of responding religious leaders worldwide considered the obligation to strengthen “environmental
protection” as highly important in the post-COVID-19 future – environmental concerns thereby constituting
the highest priority overall. Still, the specific role of religious communities for ecological sustainability in
the contexts of Germany and South Africa remains unclear. SAGRaS seeks to address this lacuna through
a comparative, empirical approach.
SAGRaS’s Comparative Approach in a Nutshell
SAGRaS explores specifically the roles of religious leaders, youths and women in the striving for ecological
sustainability to arrive at nuanced results from triangulated perspectives. Religious leaders are the key
decision-makers. Youths represent the group most active in advocating for climate justice in social
movements such as Fridays for Future. Women represent the group most affected by climate change and
environmental degradation.29
The aim of the multi-religious approach reflected in the five case studies is to provide comprehensive
findings on the role of religion for sustainability in a way that transcends the boundaries of existing
approaches focusing on single religious communities. The case studies were chosen because they represent
communities with well-developed eco-theological teachings, which differ vastly in terms of the collective
and individual ecological actions produced by them.
1. Engaged Buddhism
This case study focuses on the international Buddhist organisation Fo Guang Shan, which has branches
around the world, including in South Africa and Germany. From a comparative research perspective, Fo
Guang Shan thus represents a notable example that can be studied to develop a deeper understanding of the
overarching global dynamics within the context of intentional religious networks working on ecological
sustainability. In the SAGRaS research, more specifically, the focus falls on the German and South African
branches of this movement of engaged Buddhism30 to explore the range of engagements and ecological
initiatives developed within this movement in response to specific environmental challenges.
2. Islamic Eco-Jihad and Islamic Eco-Theology: Activism and Theology
Focusing on different Muslim ecological initiatives like “nourEnergy” or “green iftar” and on particular
eco-theological concepts, this case study examines the entanglement of religious practices and normative
ethics concerning environmental protection from an Islamic perspective.31 The scope of this case study is,
Spirituality in Environmental Action: Studying Dark Green Religion in the German Energy Transition”, Journal for
the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture 12(1) (2018): 34-54. [Available at: https://doi.org/10.1558/jsrnc.33915],
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therefore, to investigate Muslim contributions to environmental transitions in terms of (1) the kind of
normative knowledge developed by an eco-theology,32 (2) the intentions, motivations and objectives in
Muslims’ environmental actions,33 (3) the performance of Muslim environmental practices,34 and (4)
relations to other Islamic, other religious and non-religious ecological activism.
3. Mainline Protestant Christianity
Since Lynn White’s widely discussed article on the role of religion in environmental destruction,35 mainline
Protestant Christianity has come a long way in its development of sophisticated ecotheologies.36
Ecotheologies in this movement are mostly based on new interpretations of the biblical creation stories
(Gen. 1:2), which also have a substantial influence on the perceived role, responsibilities and contributions
of women with regard to ecology and “nature”.37 Successful ecological networks have been established in
these churches (e.g. The Green Anglicans who are active in South Africa or the German movement Umkehr
zum Leben). This case study explores how well-established churches with long-standing traditions
emphasise ecological theologies that influence whether congregations and individuals do or do not join
collective ecological actions.
4. New Christian Movements
In South Africa, new Christian movements include churches founded independently of mainline Christian
churches. Empirical research shows that an ecological movement is evolving in these churches.38 The case
study consists of an in-depth study of the largest church in South Africa, the Zion Christian Church (ZCC).
Its members primarily belong to the group most vulnerable to climate change and ecological destruction.39
On the German side, the case study focuses on independent Pentecostal and Evangelical churches in
Germany. Only a few explicit ecotheologies can be detected in this movement in Germany,40 as Pentecostal
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sanctification theologies tend to reinforce traditional distinctions between inward renewal and engagement
in worldly affairs, thus impeding ecological theologies and actions from gaining influence. The case study
explores how ecological theologies develop within the framework of an other-worldly theological
orientation and how inner and outer ecological impulses shape new ecological actions.
5. African Traditional Religions in South Africa
Religious environmental actions in African Traditional Religions (ATRs) have received little attention in
the literature because of their heterogeneity across the continent.41 ATRs have been described in recent
literature as featuring an epistemological conception of the connectedness between humans and nature.42
This literature calls for an “African” approach to environmental protection in opposition to the exploitative
ways of the Global North. This case study aims to produce new insights into the environmental actions of
this influential religious movement in South Africa.
An Innovative Approach to Researching Religion and Ecological Sustainability
Based on the five case studies, SAGRaS generates knowledge about the impact of religious concepts and
notions of sustainability on the transformation of societies in the Global South and North. Drawing on the
collaboration in this transdisciplinary consortium including investigators from various academic
disciplines, civil society actors, policymakers and closely involving the religious communities themselves
in the research process, SAGRaS intends to generate new insights into how religious communities can
contribute to the transformation necessary for achieving sustainability and how other societal actors can
draw on the resources inherent in such communities to foster this transformation.
SAGRaS has been conceptualised as a highly transdisciplinary initiative. Non-academic actors were
involved in the planning stages and have therefore been involved in the research process from the start.
While the main research activities will be carried out by university scholars, all the practitioners,
policymakers and representatives of religious communities will jointly, and on an equal footing, contribute
to the overall knowledge production. This includes participation in research workshops, joint work on
publications, co-hosting of events and feeding knowledge into academic, practice, policy-making and
religious discourse. SAGRaS thereby seeks to create common ground between the worlds of academia and
practice, which provides the basis for implementation of the research results. This innovative form of
cooperation will ensure direct use of the research results for all partners involved – ranging from policy
implications for practitioners and policymakers to approaches to ecological actions for religious leaders
and in-depth insights for researchers.
Several activities are planned to facilitate the implementation of the research results. A key activity will
be the planned annual hybrid meetings where the case study designs, methodologies and results will be
discussed by all the partners. A second activity envisaged will be the Religious Leaders’ Forum on
Ecological Sustainability to which religious leaders (research project partners and beyond) will be invited
annually to meet in a hybrid format to exchange insights on different approaches to ecological theologies
and on best practices to meet the challenges of ecological action and building sustainable communities. A
third activity will involve the development of online postgraduate and practitioner courses, which will draw
Verena Hammes and Jochen Wagner (eds), Verantwortung für die Schöpfung: 10 Jahre ökumenischer Tag der
Schöpfung (München: Herder Verlag, 2020).
41
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42
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from the knowledge gained from the research with a view to creating a platform for advanced knowledge
exchange and learning on religion and ecological sustainability. A fourth activity will involve the
presentation of annual half-day policy and practice webinars, which will be co-hosted by policy and practice
partners and serve as a platform for critically engaging with global policy events for ecological
sustainability, such as COP 28. A fifth activity will take on the form of policy briefs, produced with the
aim of informing development practitioners and policy makers on the results of the research. Finally,
academic conferences, edited volumes, journal special issues and academic articles will form an
indispensable part of the dissemination of the new academic knowledge. All results and knowledge
products will be shared in an open-access format on the SAGRaS Digital Knowledge Platform.
Conclusion
SAGRaS explores and elucidates the nexus between religion and ecological development, between
religious teachings and ecological actions. It does so by comparing different religious communities in two
different countries across the South-North spectrum, that offer very different climatic and societal
circumstances for climate change mitigation and adaptation. By providing the opportunity for intercontextual and transdisciplinary exchange on the highly important issue of climate change, the research
hub generates vital knowledge about the crucial religious stakeholders in the fight against climate change.
Moreover, it provides an innovative space of knowledge production between various partners from different
religious, geographic and professional backgrounds. It is therefore evident that SAGRaS explores new
formats and research products to implement inter-contextual knowledge production processes between
partners on an equal footing.
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