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Executive Summary 
 

Climate change poses an existential threat to humanity. To combat climate change, ambitious 
policy change is urgently needed. To move policy makers to act, social movements organize 
united constituencies to lift up shared demands. While a social movement for action on climate 
change has been developed, it has largely overlooked a critical source of social power: American 
Christians. Christianity has a unique role in the United States, being deeply rooted in the national 
culture and reaching across conventional demographic and political divides. While there are 
tensions both among Christians and between Christians and secular environmental organizations, 
a Christian social movement for action on climate change is well underway. Faith-based 
organizations are equipping leaders to develop members' spirituality, implement sustainability 
upgrades, and advocate for change. Despite the tremendous effectiveness of these organizations, 
they are dramatically under-resourced in comparison with their secular counterparts. With greater 
resources, faith-based environmental organizations could activate a crucial audience of 
politically centrist voters, galvanizing new momentum at a critical time for our planet. Better 
engaging U.S. Christians is essential to protecting humanity from the worst consequences of the 
climate crisis. 
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Portions of this paper were published in The Routledge Handbook of Grassroots Climate 
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Introduction 
 

In 2015, Pope Francis sent a pair of his shoes to Paris. Negotiators of the Paris Climate 
Agreement were hammering out the details of their global accord on climate change, and with 
police cancelling a planned street march due to security concerns, grassroots leaders came up 
with a last-minute solution: shoes instead of feet. Laid out in an orderly grid on the streets of 
Paris, thousands of pairs of empty shoes provided a haunting (and media-friendly) reminder of 
the real people UN negotiators serve. UN chief Ban Ki-moon sent a pair. So did Hollywood 
actors. More than 10,000 ordinary people from around the world joined them (Rowling and 
Mackinnon, 2015).  

 
Pope Francis’ well-worn black shoes appeared in many newspapers that covered the story and 
were shared on social media. The pope’s symbolic presence in Paris, along with his publication 
of Laudato Si’, a landmark document on climate change and ecology published just before the 
conference, captured the public imagination (Shaw, 2015; McCallum, 2019; Pou-Amérigo, 2018; 
Van Brempt, 2015). This serves as just one example how people of faith, with their millennia-old 
traditions and often conservative mindsets, are able to galvanize attention as unexpected allies in 
the fight for climate solutions. 
 
This sense of widespread public pressure was key to the victory in Paris. In order to achieve the 
milestone of the Paris Climate Agreement, negotiators had to feel the pressure of public 
accountability. And not just pressure from climate activists, but from everyone. Along with a 
global climate march in cities around the world and thousands of media stories covering these 
events, Pope Francis’ shoes helped exert the necessary public pressure on UN negotiators that 
pushed the Paris Climate Agreement across the finish line. 
 
Leadership from high-profile figures like Pope Francis continues to be relevant today. But it is 
not only the figureheads who matter. A highly distributed movement of grassroots faith leaders 
across the world is taking action. This paper explores the Christian movement on climate change. 

The Climate Context 

Climate change poses existential risks to human civilization. Because everything from 
agriculture to fishing to home construction depends on a stable climate, the "safe operating space 
for humanity" goes no higher than an average global temperature that is 1.5 degrees Celsius 
above the pre-industrial average (Rockström et al., 2009, p. 472). The first recorded year of 1.5 
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degrees of warming occurred in 2024 (Copernicus Climate Change Service, 2025). The world is 
well on its way to climate catastrophe. 
 
We already experience the uncertainty associated with climate change. A warming planet has 
brought us greater risks of hunger and conflict, along with the migration that comes with them 
(World Food Program USA, 2024; CNA Military Advisory Board, 2014; Balsari et al., 2020). 
Beyond the trends are heart-rending stories. Newly strong hurricanes destroy homes and 
businesses (NASA Science Editorial Team, 2022). Heat-related illnesses cause pain, worry, and 
expense (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2025).  
 
In order to stave off the worst consequences of the climate crisis, we need to reduce greenhouse 
gas pollution by 45% by 2030, and 60% of all known fossil fuel reserves need to stay in the 
ground while renewable energy infrastructure is rapidly scaled up (United Nations, 2025; Trout, 
2023). Ideally, this energy transition would be achieved in a way that supports the hard-working 
men and women in the fossil fuel industry who have supported our economy over the last 
century, while also delivering benefits to the communities that provide the minerals necessary for 
renewable energy infrastructure.  
 
The challenge is immense. However, we know that the choice is not between the energy 
transition and business as usual. The choice is between the energy transition and catastrophe. 
Policy changes are needed to deliver the transition in time and at scale.

 

Social Movements as a Force for Policy Change 
 

 
In order to achieve the energy transition, changes in policy are needed. Policy change often 
requires the support of elected officials. The support of elected officials, in turn, depends on their 
perception that voters care about policies. This is where social movements come in. Social 
movements build popular support for policy change, either by directly engaging policy makers or 
by shifting "social values" (Rochan and Mazmanian, 1993, p. 75).  
 
Movements define new constituencies and they create and promote new narratives, both of 
which influence elected officials (Gamson, 1975). As an example from recent history, a social 
movement defined a new constituency of firearm owners that "framed gun ownership as an 
identity" (Lacombe, 2021, p. 4). This movement created and very successfully promoted a 
narrative that any limitation on the use of firearms is a threat to American liberties. With a well 
defined constituency and a powerful message, this social movement has "influenced the outcome 
of state, local, and national elections" (Musa, 2016, p. 1). 
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A social movement has been built around climate change and it has delivered significant gains, 
such as increasing the percentage of American adults who understand the risk of climate change, 
signing the Paris climate agreement, and passing the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law and the 
Inflation Reduction Act (Tyson, Funk, and Kennedy, 2023). These successes are notable because 
climate change is not the type of problem that most people easily understand. Instead, it is an 
abstract problem, one dealing in complex systems of cause and effect, individual and communal 
responsibility, and degrees of risk, all of which are hard for most of us to grasp (Marshall, 2015). 
Delivering any gains at all is a significant achievement for the movement, and the passage of 
meaningful policies is cause for celebration.  
 
At the same time, this movement has had limited reach to ordinary people. Espeically its early 
years, its constituency was relatively female, liberal, wealthy, and older, and it focused its 
messaging on hard science and an "ominous" sense of the future (Fang, 2023; Moser, 2010, p. 
32). This is limited constituency and alienating message ran up against sophisticated efforts to 
discredit climate science that were largely funded by the fossil fuel industry (McCright and 
Dunlap, 2003; Brulle, 2020). The results are evident in the strong backlash against climate 
action, which has been the most polarized issue in the United States (Pew, 2020).   
 
In recent years, the climate movement has sought to improve its approach by representing a 
broader constituency and embracing more effective messaging (Hadden, 2017). Better engaging 
Christian communities is an important way to strengthen the social movement for action on 
climate change.  

The Role of Christians in Social Movements 

About two-thirds of American adults identify themselves as Christian (Smith et al, 2025). 
Scholars generally agree that “Christianity influences America’s political climate” and that even 
those Americans who are not Christian “are likely to have been impacted and encountered it in 
some way” (Smith et al. 2025; Burnidge, 2022). Building on this significant cultural presence, 
organized communities of Christians have successfully driven major shifts in American culture. 
The focus, depth, and organizing power of Christian communities have been remarkably 
effective at moving policy.  
 
Popular opinion may hold that Christians are fully aligned with conservative politics, but 
historically the faith has supported issues across the political spectrum.  
 
On opposition to abortion access, an issue that is mostly supported by political conservatives, 
anti-abortion activists engaged American Christians in a half-century-long campaign to reduce or 
eliminate abortion access (Holland, 2020). While "genuine religious beliefs" do underlie much 
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religious opposition to abortion, anti-abortion activists capitalized on these beliefs to unite and 
mobilize what became a significant bloc of voters (Deckman et al., 2022, p. 140). By marrying 
the American narrative of individual rights with the Christian narrative of an individual's life 
beginning at the moment of conception, anti-abortion activists convinced wide swaths of 
American Christians that all abortions are sinful (Lewis, 2017). With a set of Christians 
becoming singularly focused on abortion as a faith issue, a powerful constituency was mobilized. 
(Holland, 2020). The strategy was wildly successful. The policies that set the conditions for 
American women's pregnancies over the course of half a century have been upended.  
 
On civil rights for African Americans, an issue conventionally seen as liberal, Christianity itself 
provided a consistent and coherent set of messages and Christian communities provided social 
legitimacy and organizing power (Houck and Dixon, 2006; Fairclough, 1977). Despite the 
significant challenges that remain, the Christian activists who led the civil rights movement of 
the 1950s and 1960s successfully delivered the Voting Rights Act and eliminated legal 
segregation (Richardson, Schulz and Crawford, 2019; Combs, 2016; Shearer, 2015).  
 
The reasons why Christian social movements can be so successful have first to do with the 
overlap between the qualities needed for any social movement to succeed and the qualities of any 
organized faith. Faiths offer the "shared culture, shared issue interests, and resources" that social 
movements need to succeed (Ellingson, Woodley, and Paik 2012, p. 269). Faith groups promote 
clear messages (“love thy neighbor,” for instance), maintain durable organizing structures (such 
as weekly meetings), and count on a network of established, trusted leaders. Faith-based 
gatherings like worship services can be meaningful and even joyful, providing a reason for 
participants to keep returning. In addition, social norms–such as those provided by constant 
feedback from a religious cohort–are highly effective at driving behavior change (Cialdini and 
Jacobson, 2021)  
 
Beyond the strengths that all faith groups share, U.S. Christian communities in particular offer a 
special strength that the U.S. climate movement needs: they reach diverse audiences. Christianity 
has adherents on the left, right, and middle of American politics, in both rural and urban settings, 
and across racial lines (Pew Research Center, 2024a; Pew Research Center, 2025). This diversity 
is essential to broadening and strengthening the social movement for climate action. 

Christian Perspectives on Climate Change  

A network of theologians and scholars has provided an intellectual framework that supports 
environmental protection. These thinkers work through dedicated networks such as the Yale 
Forum on Religion and Ecology, religious-founded universities such as Georgetown University 
and Baylor University, divinity schools such as those at Duke University, and other centers of 
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learning. Thousands of pages have been written on why Christians should engage in 
environmental protection. Excellent introductions are available in The Christian Future and the 
Fate of Earth (Berry, 2011), Earthspirit: A Handbook for Nurturing an Ecological Christianity 
(Dowd, 1991), Laudato Si’ (Franciscus, 2017), Stewards of the Earth: Christianity and Creation 
Care (Christianity Today, 2022), and Stewards of Eden: What Scripture Says About the 
Environment and Why It Matters (Richter, 2020). 
 
For ease of reference, we might summarize three common approaches supporting Christian 
activism on climate change as “stewardship,” “honour,” and “justice.” These are not mutually 
exclusive ideological territories, but rather three strands of thought that are often woven together 
in the worldviews of Christians who support action on climate change. 
 
The stewardship approach promotes an understanding of humanity as the appointed caretakers of 
the natural world, which ultimately belongs to God. “Being created in God’s image endows 
people with the authority to act in behalf of the true owner of the world,” who is God 
(Reichenbach and Anderson, 2022, pp. 48–49). A concern for the viability and usefulness of 
natural resources across the generations infuses this perspective. “Stewards are servants who, in 
being commanded to serve (abad), benefit that over which they rule,” and Christians who hold 
this worldview see humanity as the long-term custodian of the Earth (Reichenbach and 
Anderson, 2022, p. 54). 
 
Relatedly, an honor approach promotes caring for nature because nature is created by God and is 
an expression of God’s creativity. It is related to but distinct from a stewardship approach 
because it sees caring for God’s creation as being good in itself, beyond any utility that the 
natural world provides. This perspective is rooted in the many scriptures that communicate God’s 
connection to nature, such as the moment in Genesis when “God looked at all of this creation, 
and proclaimed that this was good – very good” (The Holy Bible: Genesis, p. 1). Christians who 
embrace this worldview believe that the Earth is “the material-vital aspect of God’s creation,” 
and humanity therefore cares for creation as an act of honoring the creator (Santmire, 2021, 
p. 11). 
 
Finally, a justice approach highlights the many scriptures in which God instructs humanity to 
care for the most vulnerable members of society. This approach connects those scriptures with 
science on climate change’s disproportionate harms to the poorest. Christians who embrace this 
worldview hold that “as followers of Jesus, we need to respond to the suffering of those most 
directly affected by the degradation of God’s creation” (Borse, 2022, p. 19). 
 
While there is certainly a wealth of intellectual justification supporting Christian action on 
climate change, there is also substantial opposition. Many Christians reject the premise that their 
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faith permits, let alone encourages, action on climate change. Again for ease of reference, we 
might summarize these branches of thought as “mastery,” “promise,” and “end times.” 
 
The mastery approach to nature is founded on scriptures that support humanity’s mandate to 
“subdue” and “have dominion” over nature, as the book of Genesis phrases it  (The Holy Bible: 
Genesis, p. 1). Christians who embrace this view believe that God planned creation “explicitly 
for [humanity’s] benefit and rule,” and that God provides an inexhaustible bounty of natural 
resources, which humanity can use however it sees fit (White, 1967, p. 1205).  
 
Similarly, the promise approach highlights scriptures that relate God’s promises to protect and 
care for humanity. One example of this promise comes from the book of Genesis, chapter 9, 
which reads “When I bring clouds over the earth, my bow will appear in the clouds. Then I will 
remember the covenant that is between you and me and every living creature, and never again 
will the waters become a flood to destroy all living flesh" (The Holy Bible: Genesis, p. 9). The 
application of this promise to the contemporary climate crisis may be most succinctly expressed 
by a comment made by Pastor Robert Jeffress, a member of then-President Trump’s Evangelical 
Advisory Board, following a speech by Greta Thunberg. Pastor Jeffres said, “Somebody needs to 
read poor Greta Genesis, Chapter 9, and tell her the next time she worries about global warming, 
just look at a rainbow” (Jenson, 2017). 
 
Finally, the end times approach is relevant for the portion of Christians, typically Evangelicals, 
who believe that Christ’s return as predicted in the book of Revelations is imminent. For these 
people, there is little value in committing to actions that are difficult in the short term and pay off 
only in the long term. This approach is exemplified by a 2013 comment attributed to Pastor Mark 
Driscoll, then-leader of two mega-churches, who said, "I know who made the environment. He's 
coming back and he's going to burn it all up. So yes, I drive an SUV" (Pierson and Roe, 2013). 
 
By taking these perspectives to their natural conclusion, action on climate change can come to 
seem like an act of hubris: a disregard of God’s instructions, a denial of God's promise, and a 
distraction from the central Christian project of following God’s will. The Convention of 
Southern Baptists, for example, considers proposing limits on greenhouse gasses to be “very 
dangerous.” (Southern Baptist Convention, 2007). 
 

 

Tensions between Christians and Secular Activist Organizations 
 

 
Environmental organizations have grappled with the breadth of Christian opinions on climate 
change in diverse and often contradictory ways. Some secular environmentalists have believed 
negative viewpoints to be representative of all Christians. In 1970, “the most famous essay ever 
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written about religion and the environment,” The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis, laid 
the blame for environmental degradation at the feet of Christianity (Zaleha and Szasz, 2015, p. 
19). Emphatically declaring that Christianity “insisted that it is God's will that man exploit 
nature,” the paper was widely distributed in teaching materials for the first Earth Day (White, 
1967, p. 1205).  
 
Early actions by the secular climate movement were not helpful in reaching the mainstream 
Christians who have very much wanted action on climate change. In the early 2000s, many of the 
leading environmental organizations communicated messages that were unlikely to resonate 
within Christian culture. Messages from these groups often implied that morality is defined by a 
commitment to environmentalism as the secular environmentalists see it. They also often framed 
the environmentalists themselves as moral heroes. These messages seldom appealed to Christian 
values such as stewardship, honor, or justice. 
 
A 2009 video from Greenpeace International typifies this approach (Greenpeace: Inspiring 
Action, 2009). The video opens with deeply troubling images of animals being slaughtered. It 
then transitions to a montage of heroic Greenpeace staffers working to stop these atrocities 
(including by hanging a banner from the outstretched arm of the Christ the Redeemer statue, 
literally imposing an environmentalist message on a sacred piece of art). Thinking from the 
perspective of Christians who believe that their role is to steward the miracle of God’s creation 
and to humbly serve the most vulnerable, these messages not only miss the mark, but may even 
seem offensive.  
 
Similarly, in a 2007 interview, Carl Pope, then-executive director of the Sierra Club, referred to 
research on the target audience for Sierra Club membership. Mr. Pope extolled his organization’s 
ability to reach people who “loved nature as much as we [Sierra Club members] do,” people who 
“felt responsible for it,” and people who “felt they could make a difference” (Big Think 2007a).  
A message that centers on the moral superiority of being a Sierra Club member may alienate 
people who spend a lot of time thinking about what they see as a broader and deeper definition of 
morality.  
 
While the mainstream environmental movement was well intentioned and people such as Sierra 
Club director Carl Pope even recognized the need to engage people of faith, their outreach efforts 
did not resonate with the mainstream, middle-of-the-road Christians who make up a vast and 
diverse swath of the U.S. population (Big Think, 2007b). Instead, these approaches left many 
Christians cold. They led some to perceive taking action on climate change as “save-the-earth 
propaganda,” “so many things that seem like extremes,” and “worshiping the creation instead of 
trusting the Creator” (Piper, 2020).  
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Secular environmental organizations' efforts also failed to adequately respond to the shifts among 
the majority Christian population in the U.S.  
 
First, there was a well-funded effort to ally Evangelicals, a highly organized and influential 
denomination, with conservative policies and policy-makers. While Evangelicals embraced 
politically diverse opinions in the mid-20th century, more liberal perspectives were “overtaken 
by the better organized and more deeply resourced conservative wing of evangelicalism that 
quickly gained substantial public influence" (Steensland and Wright, 2014, p. 706). Second, there 
was a well-funded effort to turn conservatives away from accepting the science on climate 
change. Conservative think tanks, often funded by fossil fuel interests, were “able to define . . . 
global warming as non-problematic” (McCright and Dunlap, 2003, p. 349). The Evangelical shift 
towards conservative politics and the shift of conservative politics away from climate science 
meant that climate organizations needed a sophisticated strategy to engage Christians. 
Unfortunately, they largely missed this opportunity.  

An Overview of Faith-Based Climate Organizations  

Standing in the gap left by secular organizations, a network of  faith-based non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) successfully developed a grassroots Christian climate movement. They 
based their early efforts on statements made by institutional authorities, such as a 1971 statement 
on environmental protection by the National Association of Evangelicals, a 1983 mention of 
“global environmental dangers” by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, and the 
1993 founding of the National Religious Partnership for the Environment (Borse, 2022;  National 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1983). 
 
Faith-based NGOs have achieved two things that are crucial for successful movements 
(McAdam, 2017). First, they have developed frameworks for community organising by 
collaborating with authorities within the existing structures of faith communities (Sauer et al., 
2021; Webster, 2020). Second, they have drawn on ancient teachings of the faiths to develop the 
shared stories that help people find meaning in their relationship to big challenges like climate 
change (McAdam, 2017). 
 
There are likely hundreds of small, local faith and environment NGOs. These organizations do 
critical work by building relationships and taking action with relatively small but deeply 
committed groups that are leading change on the local level. 
 
A few organisations have successfully galvanized nationwide movements. Some of these 
organisations reach Christian communities as part of a wider interfaith effort. These interfaith 
NGOs include GreenFaith, the National Religious Partnership for the Environment, Blessed 
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Tomorrow, the National Religious Coalition on Creation Care, and the Center for Earth Ethics. 
Other organisations are ecumenical, meaning that they engage multiple Christian denominations 
under the broad umbrella of Christianity. These include A Rocha, Por la Creación, and, to some 
extent, Creation Justice Ministries, which is Christian in focus but which counts other faith 
traditions among its partners. Finally, another group of organisations engages single faith 
traditions within Christianity. This group includes Laudato Si’ Movement and Catholic Climate 
Covenant (which work with Catholic communities), the Evangelical Environmental Network 
(which works with Evangelical communities), and Green the Church (which works within Black 
church traditions). 
 
Across the board, all faith-based NGOs engage a variety of leaders. This includes grassroots 
actors, denominational heads, and institutional partners, affiliates, or members, with an important 
nuance around hierarchy in Black churches, within which leadership can sometimes be more 
distributed. The NGOs often promote action under the banner of a faith-relevant term, such as 
“creation care” or “justice and peace.” These NGOs sometimes offer training that gives 
volunteers more credibility, equipping them to become “champions,” “animators,” “leaders,” 
“ambassadors,” or other signifiers of authority. 

Taking Action 

Through years of trial and error, faith-based NGOs have identified the methods, networks, and 
messages that are crucial to engaging communities in climate action. They maintain frequent 
contact with the people who are on their “lists,” typically via email but also via phone calls, 
texting tools, and social media. Anecdotally, the organisations that engage people of faith often 
have higher levels of engagement through their communications efforts than the nonprofit 
industry average. The communications that these NGOs send offer both encouragement and 
practical resources for volunteers to address climate change within their congregations, schools, 
or other communities. 
 
Congregations and other communities typically become aware of volunteers’ activities when the 
volunteers organize one-time events such as a prayer service or film screening or when they 
undertake ongoing work such as developing an environmental education program for young 
people. The approval of the church’s leading pastor(s) for these activities is an important signal 
to all members that the norms of the community include caring for the environment (Sparkman, 
2021). 
 
The volunteers who are active in Christian communities often express significant passion and a 
sense of personal calling towards their activism, saying things like “I felt compelled to 
contribute” (Jose, 2023) and “faith has been my compass on this incredible journey towards 
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environmental stewardship and sustainable living” (Henkel, 2023). In addition to a sense of 
calling, a sense of unity also pervades much of the Christian work on climate change. These 
leaders speak about “collective responsibility” (George, 2023) and about building community 
support to “move us all forward to greater stewardship of our natural world” (Mountain Sky 
Conference, 2023). 
 
With a strong sense of personal commitment and community support, it is not surprising that 
Christians’ engagement on climate change tends to be durable, with many active in local 
volunteering over the course of many years, according to anecdotal conversations. Grassroots 
actors typically engage in sustainability, spirituality, or policy. All three of these avenues can 
have widespread repercussions for the community as a whole. 

Spirituality 

A common theme across all environmental activities undertaken by Christian communities is an 
interest in spirituality. As Paul Gorman, the founder of the National Religious Partnership on the 
Environment put it, "religious environmentalism is not just a movement with environmental 
goals, but also a means for helping religious individuals and communities become more 
authentically religious." (Ellingson, Woodley, and Paik, 2012, p. 269).  
 
Many Christian climate actors speak of having an ecological conversion, one in which the person 
begins to perceive that acting on climate change is an essential way to demonstrate his or her 
faith in the world today. For these Christians, an ecological conversion “is less about the turn to 
nature and more about a responsible and loving attitude towards it, inspired by an appropriate 
appreciation of the particular role of human beings” (Deane-Drummond, 2012, p. 88). This deep 
and lasting change in perspective influences many decisions, from daily sustainability habits to 
policy and voting preferences. 
 
All of the faith and environment NGOs address spirituality. One area of work for these 
organisations is equipping local community volunteers to organize shared acts of prayer in their 
communities. Engaging in shared acts of prayer has two outcomes. First, it can be a deeply 
moving experience, one that transforms the person and inspires or renews a commitment to care 
for the Earth. Participants often believe that their prayer is efficacious and good in itself and hope 
that it will lead to real change in climate policies and carbon-intensive lifestyles. Second, prayer 
bonds actors together. The experience of sharing one’s hopes and fears and of committing to 
something bigger together is a powerful way to create the sense of unity that is important for 
activist groups to exist (Blee, 2012). From a pragmatic standpoint, this sense of unity is essential 
to creating strong, durable networks of actors. 
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Organising prayer services is a relatively low-bar entry point for many volunteers, one that 
allows them to engage their communities in action on climate change in a way that is familiar to 
the community and that has no more logistical hurdles than finding a time, place, and group of 
people to participate. While many local volunteers are willing to undertake this work, they need 
resources and training. As examples of the type of support provided to volunteers, Laudato Si’ 
Movement provides a monthly prayer guide for volunteers to use in their churches, training for 
volunteers to facilitate ecological prayer retreats, and a “community contemplation” program that 
connects volunteers to each other to pray together online (Laudato Si’ Movement, 2023). Like 
many others, this NGO also provides special materials that equip volunteers to connect 
ecological themes to annual Christian celebrations such as Lent and Advent (Laudato Si’ 
Movement, 2023). 
 
A prayer celebration that deserves special mention is the Feast of St. Francis, a figure from the 
twelfth century who remains beloved across Christian traditions. St. Francis was known for his 
care for the natural world and is frequently cited by Christians who are active on climate change 
as a figure of inspiration. As a saint, he has a dedicated day (October 4) to reflect on his work 
and life story. As an example of how NGOs build on this day to promote wider community 
reflection, Catholic Climate Covenant provides materials that equip volunteers to engage their 
communities in St. Francis events (Catholic Climate Covenant, 2023). 
 
Another area of spiritual work for these organisations is equipping pastors to speak about climate 
change in their sermons. While activism within congregations often begins with community 
volunteers, pastors also independently arrive at the conclusion that the climate crisis should be a 
focal point for their teaching. Given the complexity of climate science, the sensitive nature of 
this issue in public discourse, and the depth of thinking on how climate change relates to 
Christianity, many pastors seek guidance from faith-based NGOs. The resources provided to 
pastors range from multi-week education courses to written materials such as bulletin inserts and 
sermon outlines to media materials such as videos and posters. 
 
As examples of how organisations fulfil this need, Creation Justice Ministries runs a regular 
pastor training course (Creation Justice Ministries, 2023), and Green the Church offers summits 
that bring pastors and other church leaders together and organizes ongoing training seminars on 
everything from green theology to sustainable practices to building power for political change 
(Green the Church, 2023). 

 
Many Christian communities take action on spirituality first and then progress to other actions in 
sustainability and advocacy. 
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Sustainability 

Christian actors’ work in sustainability can encompass a wide range of activities, many of which 
are focused on improving facilities. Facilities improved typically include churches, educational 
institutions, and communities of religious women and men. The activities range from low-bar, 
less impactful projects (such as installing recycling bins) to high-bar, more impactful projects 
(such as installing solar panels). Highly impactful projects such as installing solar panels and 
increasing energy efficiency can make a real difference in emissions. There are approximately 
350,000 church facilities in the U.S., according to the US Religion Census (Association of 
Statisticians of American Religious Bodies, 2020), and decreasing emissions across this massive 
portfolio would be significant. As an example of how NGOs are encouraging emissions 
reductions in these facilities, Catholic Climate Covenant offers a “Catholic Energies” program 
that has installed solar panels on Catholic institutional buildings, realising “40 projects in 14 
states” (Heatherington, 2023). 
 
However, the greatest impact of sustainability efforts may lie beyond the reduction of emissions. 
Activities to make any facilities upgrades typically require the approval of religious authorities 
such as the church pastor or school principal. To secure this approval, community volunteers 
often deliver sustained internal activism, bringing together a committee, holding meetings with 
members, exploring the budgetary implications of facility improvements, and finally successfully 
making the case for change. Because the decision to upgrade facilities involves so many 
stakeholders, it has long-term consequences across programming in many institutions. The 
curriculum of religious education classes, the prayer and song selections that raise community 
awareness of the ecological crisis, and even the policy focus of the church might change as a 
result of this internal activism. 
 
Certifying sustainability improvements allows actors to continue making the case for change 
beyond the initial decision-making period. Certification regimes, which are optional, typically 
involve both a long-term commitment from the participating institution and a public statement of 
its accomplishments, often made by posting a banner or plaque on the grounds of the facility or 
by publishing statements via the institution’s communications channels. Certification provides a 
way for the church or religious school to communicate that climate action is an ongoing priority 
for the community. This has ripple effects. Many churches and schools are highly aware of what 
others in their area are doing, and certification programs can inspire greater ambition across a 
local area. 
 
There are several options for certification programs offered by faith-based NGOs. The 
Environmental Protection Agency offers a free program, “ENERGY STAR for Congregations,”  
which is not a certification program per se but does offer many of the benefits of certification 
(United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2023). These include tools, training, and 
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support for places of worship, including a benchmarking tool, “Portfolio Manager,” that allows 
places of worship to track improvements over time. 
 
Among the most ambitious of the certification programs may be the Laudato Si’ Action Platform 
(Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development, 2023). This platform is a project of the 
Vatican’s environmental and social office–its Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human 
Development–and has operational support from Laudato Si’ Movement. The platform offers 
advice about the most impactful ways to take action across seven strategic areas, with the advice 
adjusted to the needs of the user, a tool to track progress across a multi-year period, and a 
certification regime, helping promote greater ambition in the community as a whole. 

Advocacy 

Christian communities advocate on a wide range of policy issues, from local to national to global 
questions. Across the board, Christians’ ability to turn out voters and to craft public discourse 
has been seen as bringing substantial power to the issues they embrace, with past examples 
including civil rights for African Americans (Marsh, 2008) and opposition to access to abortion 
(Lewis, 2017; Peters, 2022), as discussed above. 
 
The potential of faith communities to promote pro-climate policies is enormous, and faith NGOs 
play a crucial role in elevating awareness of climate policies and in equipping actors to address 
them. In general, faith-based NGOs are 501(c)3 organisations. This means that they must strictly 
limit their work on lobbying. Rather than promoting or opposing specific candidates for office, 
these organisations typically support general policy perspectives or specific policy proposals and 
ensure that policymakers are aware of faith-based demands for action. 
 
In the area of supporting policy, these NGOs work in a wide variety of ways. Most faith-based 
NGOs organize frequent educational efforts, such as webinars and conference calls, to inform 
members about policy issues. As one example, the National Religious Partnership for the 
Environment regularly promotes statements or webinars on national policy issues from partner 
groups and other allied faith-based organisations (National Religious Partnership for the 
Environment, 2023). 
 
In the area of connecting with policymakers, many of the faith-based NGOs support both online 
and in-person efforts. As examples, Catholic Climate Covenant coordinates joint statements from 
Catholic organisations urging policymakers to support key policy decisions (Catholic Climate 
Covenant, 2023) and a decades-long program of the National Religious Coalition on Creation 
Care, the annual National Prayer Breakfast for Creation Care, brings religious leaders together 
for a day of meetings with members of Congress (National Religious Coalition on Creation Care, 
2023a). 
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While national organisations often encourage the US Congress to develop stronger policies, 
smaller faith organisations are often deeply effective on more local policy issues. Work on 
climate justice, for example, can be powerfully addressed at the local level. State and local 
organisations are able to sustain a focus on particular power plants, coal ash ponds, highways, 
and other infrastructure assets and are able to pressure elected officials through direct 
relationships with communities that are aware of the issues and likely to vote. The state affiliates 
of Interfaith Power and Light, including in Alabama, Illinois, and Georgia, are among the leaders 
of this work (Alabama Interfaith Power and Light, 2023; Faith in Place, 2023; Georgia Interfaith 
Power and Light, 2023). 
 
A handful of U.S. faith-based NGOs work on the global level, including GreenFaith and Laudato 
Si’ Movement. GreenFaith organizes mobilisations in Europe, Africa, and Asia, collaborates 
with UN bodies, and promotes the Fossil Fuel Nonproliferation Treaty. Laudato Si’ Movement 
supports policy change in Hispano-America, Brazil, Western Europe, Eastern Europe, Eastern 
Africa, South Africa, and the Asia-Pacific region. Examples of its national policy work include 
supporting the creation of a Polish environmental ministry, protecting Indigenous land 
stewardship in Ecuador, and organising events with political candidates to discuss coal-based 
electricity in the Philippines (Laudato Si’ Movement, 2023). Laudato Si’ Movement also 
organizes high-level summits in Rome and at various climate and biodiversity COPs and 
coordinates a body of work on the Fossil Fuel Nonproliferation Treaty (Laudato Si’ Movement, 
2023). This work by Laudato Si’ Movement and GreenFaith demonstrates the extent to which 
action on climate change is supported by people of faith around the world. 
 
Across the board, Christians’ awareness of policy issues–and policymakers’ awareness of their 
interest–pressures officials to commit to support a just energy transition. But direct advocacy is 
not the only way that faith actors encourage policy shifts. Story-telling on social media and in the 
press can be as effective as or even more effective than direct engagement. 
 
When policy makers maintain the perception that action on climate is a priority primarily for a 
niche audience of left-leaning voters, it can be all too easy for decision makers to dismiss 
demands for ambitious climate policies. Action by people of faith communicates a very different 
story. It suggests that a tremendous swath of the American public is following this issue and 
expecting accountability from its elected officials. This provides a framework for centrist 
policymakers who would like to act on climate change but who are reluctant to align themselves 
with the approach of “leftist” activists. Contributions by Christian actors bring unique and 
urgently needed strengths to the larger movement of climate advocates. 
 
These news stories are not reaching faith actors alone. Instead, they are reaching the broad 
spectrum of people who are curious about why unexpected leaders like Pope Francis are 
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speaking publicly about the climate crisis. This sense of a massive movement among unexpected 
allies constitutes a powerful argument for elected officials who are keen to both act on climate 
change and keep their jobs. 

 

Faith-Based Climate Organizations' Unmet Potential 
 

 
The successes of faith-based environmental NGOs represent a proof of concept. However, the 
total reach of these organizations, when compared with the more than 200 million Christians in 
the U.S., is tiny. In fact, less than 10% of Christians often hear about climate change in sermons 
or speak about climate change with someone in their congregation (Alper, 2022). A possible 
explanation is the lack of financial resources.  
 
Faith-based NGOs are dramatically under-resourced. Based on budgets shared internally, many 
of the faith-based NGOs see annual revenues of between $1 million and $4 million each. In 
contrast, annual reports indicate that the annual revenue of secular climate NGOs (such as the 
Climate Reality Project and 350.org) is approximately $20 million each, while the total annual 
revenue of a few larger environmental organizations that devote a significant portion of their 
work to climate change (Environmental Defense Fund, National Resources Defense Council, and 
the Union of Concerned Scientists) amounts to nearly $400 million combined.  
 
The reasons why faith-based climate NGOs are dramatically under-resourced in comparison to 
their secular counterparts are unclear. This may stem in part from the early divisions between the 
environmental movement and people of faith that are explored above. In addition, the relative 
lack of funding for faith-based NGOs, all of which ultimately target grassroots communities and 
several of which engage communities of color, is indicative of a broader trend within 
environmental philanthropy. Various studies of environmental philanthropy indicate that funding 
for grassroots organizations is lower than funding for “insider” organizations, and that funding 
for BIPOC-led and -focused organizations is lower than funding for white-focused organizations 
(Ramirez et al. 2022; Kunreuther and Thomas-Breitfeld, 2020; Bailey, Levoit, and Perch, 2022).   
 
The result is that despite their proven methods, faith-based NGOs lack the capacity to scale up. 
Additional funding would provide staff hours to explore the demographic and regional data that 
would point the way to strategic expansion of their work, specialized staff expertise to develop 
robust analysis and evaluation programs, and breathing room in staff time to apply learnings in 
an iterative way for continuous improvement.  
 
An additional consequence of funding constraints is a limited ability to cooperate. Faith-based 
NGOs do often work together in a relatively limited way on specific programs. As examples, 
Catholic Climate Covenant and Laudato Si' Movement collaborate in the training of grassroots 
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volunteers and a board member of the Evangelical Environmental Network also serves on the 
board of Creation Justice Ministries. However, most faith-based NGOs do not have sufficient 
staff time to explore and implement more comprehensive and sustained coalition-building.  
 
Healthy coalitions are a critical way for social movements to drive change. They enable 
individual organizations to work together in "mobilizing large numbers of people and 
demonstrating widespread support for an issue" (Van Dyke and Amos, 2017, p. 2). Faith 
communities offer a good foundation on which to build inter-organizational collaboration, as 
they have the strong social ties, organizational structures, and cohesive identity that are needed to 
work in coalition (Van Dyke and Amos, 2017). The resource scarcity that prevents faith-based 
NGOs from fully engaging in coalition-building holds back the effectiveness of the movement as 
a whole.  

Directions Forward 

Faith-based NGOs are bootstrapping a social movement that is active across spirituality, 
sustainability, and advocacy. The failure to effectively support them is a tragically missed 
opportunity. While a social movement on climate has delivered notable successes, it has also 
been constrained by its lack of political, racial, and geographic diversity. Meanwhile, most 
people in the United States are Christian, Christianity reaches across conventional divides, and 
Christians have delivered success on policy issues across the political spectrum. This section of 
this paper suggests lines of inquiry for funders and faith-based NGOs to build a movement that 
more effectively brings Christians' strengths to bear on the existential challenge of climate 
change.  
 
Movement-building organizations typically identify an audience, craft messages that are likely to 
engage the audience, activate messengers to share those messages, and find the right medium to 
deliver them (Schmidt, 2023). For example, a social movement to limit the regulation of firearms 
might define gun owners as a target audience, shape a message around firearm ownership as 
freedom, identify messengers among action movie stars and former soldiers, and deliver the 
message via social media platforms that are used by the target audience. How might a greater 
Christian movement for climate action be built?  
 

Audiences 
To identify an audience for building a social movement of Christians who support action on 
climate change, the first consideration is narrowing down the more than 200 million Christians 
who live in the United States. Only some Christians support action on climate change. To 
identify likely supporters, political party affiliation is a useful proxy. Party affiliation supersedes 
religious identity in influencing individuals' opinion on climate change (Alper, 2022).  
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Hard-right Republicans generally oppose action on climate, and attempts to engage this 
constituency are unlikely to be productive (Kennedy and Tyson, 2024). While some evidence 
suggests that people across the political spectrum support policies that are meant to address the 
climate crisis, other evidence points to the difficulty of shifting engrained opposition (Marlon et 
al., 2025; Palm, Lewis and Fang, 2017). Anecdotally, experience has taught the leaders of 
faith-based NGOs that deeply conservative Christians are reluctant to take part in conversations 
about climate change.  
 
Engaging hard-left Democrats is more feasible, as they generally support action on climate 
change  (Kennedy and Tyson, 2024). One challenge inherent in this strategy is that many U.S. 
voting districts are gerrymandered, and activating more left-leaning voters will primarily build a 
constituency for the Democratic elected officials who already support the energy transition.  
 
Instead of reaching people on the far right or the far left, a more successful approach may be 
engaging center-left, centrist, or center-right Christians. While partisanship is increasing in the 
U.S., more centrist constituencies do remain (Harrison, 2020). The Pew Research Center 
estimates that 35% of American voters are either truly politically neutral or only "lean" in one 
direction or another, rather than being deeply partisan (Pew Research Center, 2024b). Christians 
within this group are potentially open to conversations on climate change and would build a base 
of support in the political middle. Given that many political bodies are bifurcated along party 
lines and that they tend to pass and repeal climate policies with the changing of power from one 
party to the other, a small cadre of centrist policy makers can play an outsized role. Reaching 
these policy makers through unexpected allies among centrist Christians could be deeply 
impactful.  
 
Beyond political orientation, additional factors such as age, race, gender, urban/suburban/rural 
location, and denominational affiliation are important in identifying an audience to build a 
Christian social movement for climate action. In general, younger people, people of color, 
women, and urban or suburban people are more likely to support action on climate change 
(Funk, 2021; Lazri and Koniski, 2019; Marlon et al. 2024; Pechar Diamond, Bonnie and Rowe, 
2020). Among the largest U.S. Christian denominations, Black Protestants, Catholics, and 
mainline Protestants are likely supporters (Alper, 2022).  
 
To build the social movement, faith-based NGOs and their funders may be well served by 
conducting data analysis to identify specific Christian audiences that align with these 
demographic factors and that are politically centrist. 
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Messages 
Messages work well when they are tailored to the audience, and the audiences mentioned here 
are too broad to be sufficiently addressed within the scope of this paper. However, a few general 
rules apply. Messages that simply supply information about the science of climate change are not 
likely to succeed (Suldovsky, 2017). At the same time, there is mixed research on the efficacy of 
messages that focus on morality or faith values; it is not clear that these are any more likely to 
succeed than science-based messages (Goldberg, Gustafson and van der Linden, 2020).  
 
One signal remains clear: messages on social norms tend to be effective (Constantino et al., 
2022). Framing climate change as a religious issue while communicating that other Christians 
support environmental protection is likely to succeed (Goldberg et al., 2019). Delivering these 
messages over a long period of time can increase their effectiveness (Goldberg, Gustafson and 
van der Linden, 2020).  
 

Messengers 
Identifying messengers is likewise beyond the scope of this paper, given the complexity of the 
potential audience. However, a good messenger is typically someone who is "credible and who 
speaks to [the audiences'] world views, or who even belongs to their community" (Sippel,  Shaw, 
and Marshall, 2022). Christian churches have long-standing training and support programs that 
cultivate leaders who meet these criteria. People in many positions within Christian 
communities, including both clergy (such as bishops, pastors, and women and men religious) and 
lay leaders (such as religious educators, deacons and elders, and choir leaders) would be well 
suited. In addition, online influencers such as Gavin Ortlund and Esau McCaulley are followed 
by many Christians.  
 
While many of the faith-based NGOs do manage programs to engage and train these messengers, 
more analysis is needed to determine which messengers most effectively reach the centrist 
Christians in the outreach audience. For example, in more conservative churches, the authority of 
the head pastor can be an important signal of approval for messages, while in more liberal 
churches the authority of a lay committee leader may be sufficient. Exploring whether there are 
meaningful trends for trusted authorities within churches that are primarily made up of politically 
centrist congregants could improve the effectiveness of the movement as a whole.  
 

Media  
Different audiences use different media channels and in different ways, and the breadth of media 
used by the potential audience is beyond the scope of the paper. One important note is that 
Christian communities have channels of communication beyond those that are available to 
secular audiences. Bulletin inserts and listserve newsletters are deeply personal and encourage 
openness to messages from leadership. Sermons and study groups promote the sustained, deep 
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consideration "that is likely to lead to enduring attitude change" (Goldberg, Gustafson and van 
der Linden, 2020, p. 315).  

Conclusion 

The climate crisis is an existential risk to humanity, and ambitious policy change is urgently 
needed to address it. A social movement to encourage policy makers to act achieved remarkable 
successes. Working with the kind of abstract, risk-based, future-affecting problem that our brains 
famously resist, the movement has managed to raise awareness of the climate crisis and to drive 
real change in policy. 
 
However, much remains to be done. Christian communities, which offer a long history of 
delivering social change and unique strengths that the larger climate movement needs, offer a 
valuable way forward. 
 
The history of engagement between Christian communities and the mainstream climate 
movement is fraught. Long-standing divisions are rooted in both the lack of common cultural 
signifiers and the broad social shifts that shaped American culture over the past few decades.  
 
Despite these challenges, a diverse and robust network of faith-enviroment NGOs has developed 
structures, methods, and messages/messengers to galvanize action among Christian communities. 
These successes represent a proof of concept. Much more intentional and fully developed 
collaboration from funders is needed to bring them up to scale.  
 
It is clear that not engaging Christian communities is not an option. With a highly organized and 
well funded opposition doing everything it can to extend the fossil fuel-economy past the point 
of no return, the climate movement should take advantage of a big, organized, motivated 
community that has proven its ability to deliver change.  
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