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The purpose of theology is to glorify God by thinking about God and the world for the purpose of living better on the earth. Though theology involves serious thinking, it is not primarily an intellectual activity. “Faith in God does not consist in asserting God’s existence,” writes Henri Nouwen, “but rather in acting on God’s behalf.”  It is supremely practical in its goal of enhancing right living (discipleship) – that is, thinking, willing, and living in ways that are in alignment with God’s thoughts and purposes. In this sense every Christian is a theologian, or should be.  Thinking, willing, and living are functions that must be carried out together. We cannot honor and praise God, nor love the world properly, if we have not first thought through who God is and how God loves the world.  

Yet thinking theologically must face up to certain hard realities. The first is human finiteness and fallibility.  The postmodern critique of theology underscores the fact that human beings are not coherent subjects but ones deeply limited and conditioned by their historical and cultural situations. Universal and conclusive assertions about “God,” “world” and “human being” are thus highly suspect. Indeed, theology has often been used to forward the interests of its dominant voice (white, Western, male) and has historically rationalized colonization, genocide, enslavement, ethnic fundamentalisms, homophobia, and imperial wars. This being so, what kind of unstable, incomplete, and self-interested subjects can speak for God?  Theological statements, it seems to me, must be satisfied with being dearly held but partial and inconclusive interpretations made by historically bound creatures about universal matters.  
In seeking to discern God’s will regarding the created order (earth), the context of theology assumes major importance. The context shifts from a primary focus on me and my salvation to the well-being of human communities and the planet. Individuals are embedded in a network of social and ecological relationships, and shaped by forces that operate on a transnational level.  Our eco-social and global context calls theology to view the self or subject, not as an individual who is “saved” for life in another world, but as one who is embodied, relational, and interdependent with everyone and everything else.  
Advocacy and the Urban Environment addresses one of the most challenging global issues facing humanity: how to manage metropolitan growth while simultaneously trying to safeguard human well-being (especially among the urban poor) and minimize impacts on ecosystems. The rapid rate of global urbanization, the decaying state of the natural world, and the growing gap between the rich and the poor calls for Christians to think systematically and concretely about the earth as God’s household, God’s oikos.  As in all households, right management of relationships and resources is required for proper functioning. The theological task is to discern how God speaks and acts concerning this household, and then of acting—as individuals and groups—in ways consistent with the divine will. That task is informed by the Bible which functions both as a constitution for Christianity and a framework for understanding God, earth, Christ, and human life.
Lester Brown’s Plan B 2.0 (W.W. Norton, 2006) provides a deeply unsettling view of the planet – one of shrinking forests, accumulated greenhouse gases, polluted air, dying species, dwindling fisheries and farmland, and increasing numbers of poor people. Urbanization is regarded as a primary contributor to these ecological crises.  Today, over fifty percent of the earth's human population lives in cities that make an ecological footprint on local, regional, continental and world ecosystems. In fact, cities by nature are ecological disasters: in virtually every case they pollute air and water, deforest land, reduce biodiversity and habitat, contribute to atmospheric change and climate effects, and introduce toxins. Those that successfully provide healthy living and working environments for its inhabitants will inevitably address issues of water supply, the provision of sanitation and waste disposal, transport infrastructure, and a sustainable relationship between the demands of consumers and the ecosystems that they draw upon. Advocacy and the Urban Environment builds upon the Primary Health Care course by offering a careful analysis of the interaction between the city’s built environment, the ecology (climate, soils, water resources, flora and fauna) in which it is embedded, and the urban poor who affect, and are affected by, the city. 
Advocacy and the Urban Environment is about God, nature, and human activity in the city. Issues particularly bearing upon the well-being of the urban poor—like ecological degradation and land rights—are increasingly being addressed through a “political ecology” approach. Not content with purely economic (poverty) and demographic (overpopulation) explanations for environmental degradation, political ecology also considers the social and political forces that, through history, have shaped resources access, the political structures that mediate control over land and property, and uneven development. “Urban ecology” and “advocacy” come together  to address, both a range of environment issues (deforestation, informal settlements, water conflicts, toxic/hazardous waste, air and water pollution, noise pollution) and advocacy issues (urban planning, housing authorities slum clearance policies, land rights, environmental movements). Our primary objective is to use the framework of political ecology to analyze the complex relationships between ecological and social change that underlie contemporary environmental problems in Third World slums and shantytowns.

 ANTICIPATED LEARNER OUTCOMES

1.
Explain the interdisciplinary nature of an analysis of urban ecology.

2.
Explain the social considerations of the management of urban environmental problems.

3.
Explain the role of economic behavioral patterns and principles to the improvement of the urban environment.

4.
Explain the role of political organization and behavior on the formation and solution of urban environmental problems.

5.
Explain the nature of air pollution problems and define ways of lessening air pollution.

6.
Explain the role of water supply in the city, and how it can be maintained.

7.
Describe the causes and solutions for the urban solid waste crisis.

8.
Discuss the complete integration of energy supplies within the urban systems.

9.
Explain the integrated roles of transportation systems within the urban ecosystem, and management approaches to reducing problems resulting from present practices.

10.
Explain the role of recreation systems on the urban area, and their importance in the life of the city.

11.
Define and analyze land use patterns in the city, and improved management techniques.

12.
Critically analyze the role and application of regeneration policy and practice in promoting equity in urban development.

13.
Analyze and evaluate the methods used by community, corporate, NGO, governmental and other agencies influencing the trajectory of sustainable development and community action.
The course might have three end-products:
1.
Text: A working theology that takes contemporary urban ecology as its context and creational (human-earth) well-being as its goal.  
2.
Context: The development of a conceptual model for understanding urban political ecology, including its “drivers” (topography, population, economic growth, colonial history, land use policy, infrastructure investment, etc.), “patterns” (of land use, transportation, water/sewage infrastructure, etc.), “processes” (runoff, erosion, nutrient cycles, etc.), and “impacts” (to humans and the earth).  
3.
Pre-text: A multi-step field project that provides learners with a ‘hands-on’ opportunity to understand themselves in relation to cities as ecological units. Taking Chennai or Manila as a case-study, learners investigate aspects of an urban ecosystem in an experiential, self-directed mode, participate in field trips, and build up a personal theological framework that both makes sense in terms of their first-hand experience and is consonant with the Christian tradition. 

TEXT: Theological Themes
· The Bible’s holistic vision of shalom or “greenpeace” [a state in which maximum cooperation is obtained among people, animals, and the Earth, so that all flourish.]

· The creation as God’s household (oikos) 

· Humans created in the image of God

· Humans, the World, and Redemption (Romans 5:12-21; 8:19-23, 38-39; I Cor. 8:6; Phil. 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20; and Eph. 1:3-14)
· Alienation (“Fall”) of creation 

· Liberation of creation (Rom. 8) 

· Stewardship of creation

· The Redeemed Creation: New Jerusalem (Rev. 21-22)

· Contrasting approaches to nature: (a) Traditional/Greek cosmology (Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle), (b) Renaissance/Copernicus through Kant, (c) modern/scientific, and (d) alternative/ecological
Key Resources:

· Bruggemann, Walter (2002). The land: Place as gift, promise, and challenge in biblical faith. Fortress Press. 

· Brueggemann, Walter (1993). Using God's resources wisely: Isaiah and urban possibility. Louisville: Westminster/John Knox. 
· DeWitt, C. B. and Ghillean T. Prance, eds. 1993. Missionary earthkeeping. Atlanta: Mercer University Press. 

· Dyrness, William A. 1997. The earth is God’s. Orbis. 

· Granberg-Michaelson, Wesley. 1984. A worldly spirituality: The call to redeem life on earth. San Francisco: Harper and Row.

· McFague, Sallie (1997). Super, natural Christians,  Minneapolis: Fortress Press. 
· Moltmann, Juergen (1985). God in creation: A new theology of creation and the spirit of God, trans. Margaret Kohl. San Francisco: Harper and Row. 
· Nash, Ronald (1991). Loving nature: Ecological integrity and Christian responsibility. Abingdon. 

· Rasmussen, Larry. 1997. Earth community, earth ethics. Orbis. 

· Ruether, Rosemary Radford. 1992. Gaia and God: An ecofeminist theology of earth healing. San Francisco: Harper Collins.

· Stott, John R.W. (1984). "Our Human Environment." Chap. 6 in Involvement: Being a responsible Christian in a non-Christian society. Old Tappan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell Company. 
CONTEXT: Urban ecological themes
Themes related to land realities
· Global urbanization

· Urban planning

· Substandard, informal settlements

· Urban sprawl

· Local authorities in housing

· Slum clearance

· Social and historical forces that shape resource access

· The political ecology of vulnerability and disasters
Themes related to urban ecology
· Water (groundwater & surface water supply zones) [potential field trip to water treatment plant]
· Watershed protection 
· Food 
· Transportation 
· Solid wastes, waste water

· Energy

· Resource flows

· Land use planning, land conversion

· Urban horticulture/forestry 

· Landscape design

· Political institutions

· Economic growth

· Environmental policy

· Climate

· Wildlife

· Population

· Social (settlement) patterns

· Recreation

· Conservation/green spaces 

· Environmental impacts (e.g., habitat alteration, species extinction, solid wastes, atmospheric emissions and water quality impacts)

Key Resources:

· Burgess, Rod & Marisa Carmona, & Theo Kolstee. Eds. (1997). The challenge of sustainable cities: Neoliberalism and urban strategies in developing countries. Zed Books. 
· Frerks, Georg & Dorothea Hilhorst, eds. (2004). Mapping vulnerability: Disasters, development, and people. Earthscan.

· Hardoy, Jorge et al. (1995). Environmental problems in third world cities. Earthscan. 

· Land degradation and the environment. http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/cgi-bin/abstract/85005785/ABSTRACT?CRETRY=1&SRETRY=0
· “Human Domination of Earth’s Ecosystems,” Peter M. Vitousek, Harold A. Mooney, Jane Lubchenco and Jerry M. Melillo. Science, Vol. 277, 25 July, 1997: http://www.sciencemag.org/cgi/reprint/277/5325/494.pdf
· Neumann, Roderick (2005). Making political ecology. Hodder Arnold Press.

· Portney, Kent (23003). Taking sustainable cities seriously. The MIT Press.

· Pugh, C. 2000. Sustainable cities in developing countries. Earthscan.
· Smith, D.A. 1996. Third World Cities in global perspective. The political economy of uneven urbanization. Westview Press.
· UN-Habitat (2007) State of the world's cities: Global report on human settlements 2007. Earthscan.
· Wheeler, Stephen and Timothy Beatley, eds. (2003). The sustainable urban development reader. Routledge. 

PRETEXT: Christian Eco-social Responsibility
Themes related to land/housing advocacy

· Housing rights [the gradual elevation of housing from a basic human need to civil rights and entitlement demands a review of the international, national and regional instruments that lead this advocacy]
· Land tenure and slum upgrading [benefits and detriments of secure vs. insecure land and housing tenure on housing, urban development and personal finance]
· Housing micro-finance [principles of housing micro-finance, and the structural and institutional mechanisms that undermine conventional mortgages in Southern cities]
· Housing finance [public sector provision of housing and associated land; infrastructures and utility services in Third World cities; public-private sector partnerships

Key Resources:

· Daphnis, Franck and Ferguson, Bruce (2004). Housing microfinance: A guide to practice. Kumarian Press.
· Gilbert, Richard et al. (1996). Making cities work: The role of local authorities in the urban environment. London: Earthscan. 
· Mathur, G.C. (1993). Low-cost housing in developing countries. Oxford and IBH Publishing Co.
· Mitlin, Diana & David Satterthwaite. Eds. (2004). Empowering squatter citizen: Local government, civil society and urban poverty reduction. Stylus. http://styluspub.com/Books/BookDetail.aspx?productID=87786
· United Nations Center for Human Settlements (UNCHS/Habitat). (1996). An Urbanizing world: Global report on human settlements. Oxford University Press.
· UNCHS. 2000. Strategies to combat homelessness. Nairobi.
· Peet, Richard & Michael Watts. eds. (2004). Liberation Ecologies: Environment, Development, and Social Movements. Routledge.
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1) The environmental state of the world—basic principles of ecology, critical issues (global warming, ozone depletion, diversity loss, deforestation, desertification, waste, toxic waste, and overpopulation), the human and natural causes of these conditions, and their potential consequences.
2) The human justice issues involved in every aspect of environmental degradation: environmental racism, impact on the most vulnerable, rural and urban issues, global dynamics of poverty and underdevelopment, and neo-colonial exploitation of peoples and the earth.

3) The systemic changes we need to make in the social, cultural, political, and economic structures of our nation, corporations, institutions, and global patterns of interaction to address environmental crises and to create conditions for a sustainable world.

4) Familiarity with national laws and policies (Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act, etc.) and global conferences and treaties (Montreal Treaty, Rio Convention, Kyoto Protocol) and effective means to advocate for strengthening these measures so as to give voice to the humans and other beings most affected.

5) Knowledge about environmental ethical issues, the movement to create a global ethic (The Earth Charter), and the means to join this effort.

6) Awareness of Christian and denominational traditions that have contributed to earth's problems, what theological and ethical resources might help us, and how to think creatively about environmental situations.

7) How congregations can incorporate care for the earth into their identity and mission—worship, education, property, discipleship at home and work, and public ministry—and the organizing tools and leadership skills to bring about those changes.

8) How congregations can be places of moral deliberation for issues that face the larger community, assisting people to work together to address social conflicts over choices of justice and ecology—and modeling how this might be done.

9) What lifestyle changes are necessary to counter the consumer culture and to live simply—in ways that minimize our impact on the earth and serve to restore the creation.

10) How personally to work through fear, guilt, grief, anger, and despair so that we are fed by God's grace and love, which enables us to make environmental choices with joy and commitment.

11) How to get in touch with nature so that a foundational experience with the natural world leads us to love creation. We will not save what we do not love. 

David Rhoads is editor of Earth & Words: Classic Sermons on Saving the Planet and director of www.webofcreation.org, where a version of this list was originally published.
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