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EARTH MISSION: AN INTER-FAITH APPROACH 

 

Clive W Ayre PhD 

 

Some decades ago when I was heavily involved in the ecumenical 

movement, it was common for the Greek word oikoumene, on which the 

word “ecumenical” is based, to be defined as relating to the whole 

inhabited world. In common usage it tends to have a far more restricted 

meaning, but that original meaning was important in that it was always a 

challenge to expand our horizon. That challenge is still apt, especially in 

today’s world when our perspective is often so limited.  

 

I want to suggest that there are two factors that offer a powerful incentive 

to explore a more ambitious goal. The first is that in most, if not all of the 

world’s religions today there is a minority who hold what could only be 

described as extreme and intolerant positions with the effect of driving 

deep divisions between people, groups, nations, and often within nations. 

The painful outcome of this development is all too obvious.  

 

The second factor is also a global one in every sense, and that is the pain 

of planet Earth. Again, it is not my purpose here to elaborate on that point, 

except to say that the effects of climate change and non-sustainable ways 

of living are increasingly obvious, and inevitably have their greatest impact 

on the poorest people who have had little input into the cause of the 

problem and who are least able to respond to it. But we are all in this 

together, and we are bound to suffer with a groaning Earth.  

 

However we may interpret the deepest levels of meaning, of life and faith, 

we are all of the Earth; this one fragile planet is our home. From the 

differing perspectives of our several Faiths, we each have something to 

offer. My proposal therefore is an interfaith approach to Earth Mission. 

There are a number of different ways in which interfaith dialogue may be 

undertaken fruitfully, but I can think of no better way than a practical and 

open-hearted approach to working together to care for the Earth. 

 

In the year 2000 the United Nations Interfaith Partnership for the 

Environment published a book called Earth and Faith: A Book of Reflection 

for Action. As the Director of the UNEP explained, this was the result of an 
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effort “to continue the dialogue between the scientific and faith 

communities” from which, it is hoped, will emerge “a greater commitment 

to taking responsible actions for the protection of our environment for our 

common good.” 

 

There are two issues in that. The first is a positive partnership between 

faith and science, and I could say a lot about that, especially in the area of 

ecological issues and challenges. I feel sure that Moltmann’s Christian 

perspective might be shared by many people of other Faiths: “The sciences 

have shown us how to understand creation as nature. Now theology must 

show science how nature is to be understood as creation.”  In brief, the 

interface of faith and science represents an important and fruitful 

partnership. Through ecologists and others, science has been playing a 

truly prophetic role for a number of years now. It has alerted us to what we 

are doing to the environment, and what the consequences will be if we 

keep living in an unsustainable way. Faith and spirituality for its part 

touches deeper levels of purpose and belonging. We clearly need the 

contribution of both.  

 

The second issue rising out of the UN book is the way in which the major 

world faiths converge in their attitude to environmental care. I can’t go into 

detail here, nor do I want to downplay either the differences between world 

faiths or the environmental negatives that have emanated from religious 

sources from time to time, but it is clear that there is a real convergence 

around this issue. Authorised representatives from the Muslim, Buddhist, 

Jewish, Hindu, Christian and other faiths each wrote a first-hand account 

of their Faith’s teaching on environmental care, and the result is striking; 

in real terms they are in remarkable agreement on this issue, as they all 

enjoin their followers to a response of care.  

 

Two experiences in 2009 in which I was able to participate illustrate the 

point. The first event was at Southern Cross Care, a Catholic Aged Care 

Facility at Caloundra where a public service was held to pray for peace and 

reconciliation. At least two things stood out for me. The first was the 

obvious point that many of the people attending were aged, but no less 

committed to the ideal for all that. The second was that speakers from the 
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Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, and Christian traditions all spoke, and 

although coming out of differing traditions, they all said essentially the 

same thing. The spirit of goodwill and the desire for peace and 

reconciliation was heart-warming. 

 

The second experience was a public lecture on “Islam, Justice, and 

Compassion” by Imam Afroz Ali at the University of Queensland in 

October. Afroz Ali is Founder and president of the Al-Ghazzali Centre for 

Islamic Sciences and Human Development which runs Muslim and 

interfaith educational, philanthropic, social justice and environmental 

programs in Sydney and Samoa. He advocates peace, acceptance, justice 

and inter-personal rights and is involved in the international organisation, 

“Charter for Compassion”. His lecture focussed primarily on the Centre’s 

environmental work in Sydney, and included slides of the work being 

carried out by groups of people. My Christian spirit resonated with his 

approach, and led to a hope that it is a work we could share. 

 

Sometimes our spiritual and religious outlook is too restricted. Sometimes 

our world view is too limited. Sometimes an innate suspicion of anyone 

who is “different” from us obscures a more fruitful way forward. The Earth 

– our home – is in need of a mission dedicated to its wellbeing, and it is 

precisely that need which presents us not only with a profound challenge, 

but also with a great opportunity to see each other, and the faith traditions 

we represent, in a new light. 

 

There could surely be no better way to break down barriers and build 

bridges than to focus on the bigger picture of the planet. Moreover, the UN 

book suggests that: 

The spiritual challenge of the ecological crisis draws us back to our 

religious traditions, to reflect on and celebrate the natural world in its 

most profound sense of mystery as a manifestation and experience of 

the sacred.  
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