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The Environmental Justice movement had its beginnings in the early 1980s, triggered by the dumping of 

cancer-causing PCBs into a landfill in a predominantly black rural community in Warren County, North 

Carolina in 1978. The response of Warren County’s primarily black residents earned the county the 

national spotlight and inspired decades of environmental justice activists. 

Since then, a myriad of other examples and incidents have demonstrated that Blacks, Indigenous, and 

People of Color (BIPOC), have been disproportionately victimized by various forms of pollution and 

environmental degradation, including those that have an impact on and from climate change. This has 

been a worldwide phenomenon, closely tied to economic disparities. Poorer countries, typically with 

majority non-white populations, have suffered and continue to suffer most from these effects. 

Recently, indigenous peoples in North America have taken to protesting and halting oil pipeline 

construction and hydraulic fracking operations on their ancestral lands. Tribal people named themselves 

“Water Protectors” and “Water Keepers,” in recognition of the fact that they were attempting to protect 

groundwater from contamination, not only for themselves, but for all people dependent on geographic-

scale freshwater sources such as the Oglala Aquifer, which supplies several Great Plains states. Many 

non-native people have joined with their efforts in solidarity. 

Some Christian churches and denominations, specifically those with strong social-justice concerns, have 

also joined in the call for justice in the environmental realm. Indeed, along with the rise in hate crimes 

and publicly documented racist incidents and expressions in the United States, the nascent climate 

movement within segments of the Christian Church had already been making a significant shift from 

concentration on “creation care” to “environmental justice” and the corresponding political protest 

centered on the topic of racial equality. 

Climate change and mass species extinction are the biggest threats to the survival of our planet’s 

ecosystem. These arguably represent more significant long-term and existential problems when 

compared to an exclusively anthropological focus on human racism. An attack on nature or an attack on 

the Earth is also an attack on our Creator God, who redeems, loves, and cares for the whole world 

(including all its different people and creatures), and expects us to do the same. We as Christians, as 

grateful and dependent creatures, must give this all the serious attention, care, and concern it demands. 

Measures taken to reduce and eliminate racial inequality/injustice are measures that can serve to help 

solve our environmental crises. It should all go together. The impulse, conscious or unconscious, of 

white people to dominate and exploit racial minorities is the same kind of spirit that leads to 

exploitation, domination, damaging extraction of resources, and human pollution of the natural world. 

This shift in concern from a purely stewardship angle with respect to God’s creation to one that includes 

racial and economic justice components goes along with a shift in emphasis from emphasizing only 

mitigation (reducing greenhouse gas emissions, the root cause of climate change) to include resilience 

(preparing various human communities for the impact of climate change). It is in the areas of greatest 

climate impact (disruption) that concern for environmental justice is most acute and relevant. This is 

especially connected to the disparate economics of affected communities. For instance, the southern 

states of the U.S. are more prone to flooding, and climate change is increasing the occurrence and 



volume of flooding. And countries in the global south are generally poorer than northern countries. 

Poorer communities, whether domestic or foreign, are therefore less able to prepare for climate 

disaster—they are less resilient. 

In Christian charity we will want to help those already at a disadvantage to become resilient. It is also 

morally imperative that wealthier nations and communities that have been historically responsible for 

the largest share of past emissions, contribute more resources and money towards mitigation efforts as 

well as for building climate resilience. This is the justice of requiring developed, advanced industrial 

countries to pay their fair share. Historically, the United States has been by far the largest polluter, only 

very recently overtaken by China on a year-to-year basis. Yet it has also historically resisted helping 

disadvantaged nations with extra assistance. Equitable global agreements and arrangements are needed 

to address global warming and climate change effectively because everyone has a crucial stake in 

survival, which is dependent on global cooperation. Though the focus of this summary is on racial and 

economic justice, the mitigation efforts to address the root causes must be given ultimate attention and 

not neglected because of the increased emphasis on justice. 

A list of internet links to faith-based organizations, information, and resources is provided below for 

further exploration, consideration, and paths to action on climate justice issues. [This list may be 

expanded in the future to include relevant books, articles, and videos.] 

 

Metro DC Synod (of the ELCA) 

Keeping Climate Change in View by Pastor Sarah Scherschligt | Metropolitan Washington, D.C. Synod 

(metrodcelca.org) 

 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) 

Lutherans Restoring Creation — Welcome! 

 

Lutheran World Federation (LWF) 

Earth Day: Continuing to care for creation and advocate for climate justice | The Lutheran World 

Federation 

LWF partners to offer online course on climate justice and faith | The Lutheran World Federation 

Raise your voice in faith for climate justice | The Lutheran World Federation 

 

http://metrodcelca.org/earthday2021/
http://metrodcelca.org/earthday2021/
https://lutheransrestoringcreation.org/
https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/earth-day-continuing-care-creation-and-advocate-climate-justice?ct=t(EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_20190719_COPY_01)
https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/earth-day-continuing-care-creation-and-advocate-climate-justice?ct=t(EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_20190719_COPY_01)
https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/lwf-offers-new-online-course-climate-justice-and-faith?ct=t(EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_20190719_COPY_01)
https://www.lutheranworld.org/content/raise-your-voice-faith-climate-justice?ct=t(EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_20190719_COPY_01)

