
 
 

 
CHRISTIANS IN DIALOGUE 

Fourth Session 

THE ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES OF HUMAN ACTIVITIES 

 

Pre-session Activities: 

Read the text of “A Discussion Paper on Population Issues” prepared in 2010 by the 
Public Affairs Commission of the General Synod of the Anglican Church of Australia.  
It is a comprehensive document of 19 pages available on the internet at 
http://www.anglican.org.au and search under “population”.  You may also like to look 
up Lynn White’s important 1967 article in Science “The Historical Roots of Our 
Ecological Crisis”.  It is available on the internet at 
http://www.zbi.ee/~kalevi/lwhite.htm, and is eight pages long. 

 

The Biblical Picture 

A significant problem caused by human civilization has been the overuse of resources, 
with their subsequent degradation.  Even though the population was relatively small, 
the effect on agriculture was obvious in biblical times.  Mosaic Law required the land 
to lie fallow every seventh year (Exod 23:10-11; Lev 25:1-7) so that regeneration 
could occur.  War also had an adverse environmental effect.  The Israelites were 
forbidden to cut down fruit trees for siege works when besieging a town (Deut 20:19-
20).  Sennacherib was punished for felling the cedars of Lebanon (2 Kings 19:23-28). 
 
The New Testament writers tended towards an apocalyptic resolution of the world’s 
ills with creation of a new earth (eg 2 Pet 3:3-13) and divine retribution on “those 
who destroy the earth” (Rev 11:18). 

 
The Broad Contemporary Picture 

The industrial revolution resulted in a huge population increase, and an even greater 
increase in the range and the amount of natural resources used by humans.  As in 
biblical times, non-sustainable agricultural practices and wars remained major 
contributors to environmental degradation.  Deforestation accelerated.  Indigenous 
human, animal and plant populations were ravaged by diseases and pests introduced 
from other countries.  Waste disposal became a problem, and consequently pollution 
of land, sea and air joined the overuse of resources as a major contributor to 
environmental degradation.  Remedial action to prevent or at least limit environmental 
damage has often been delayed and/or inadequate because solutions are seen as costly.  
In addition, the rich and powerful have the resources to avoid the detrimental effects 
of environmental damage, so that the burden falls largely on the poor and powerless.  
The adverse effects of modern warfare have escalated immensely with the deployment 



of weapons of mass destruction, so that humans now have the capacity to destroy 
much of life.  Increased scientific understanding and rising environmental awareness 
by the public have led to the acceptance that human activities have been a major 
factor in causing the substantial and undesirable degradation of the environment 
sketched above. 
 
In the twenty-first century, the major driving factors for non-sustainable increase in 
resource usage are population growth and increased per capita consumption.  The 
demand for resources is aggravated by the great disparity in the latter between the 
affluent “first world” (who can afford to pay for resources) and the more populous, 
poor “third world” (who are seriously under-resourced).  To meet the demands of 
justice and equity, the “third world” needs to be able to build resources ( e.g. 
electricity power plants) without a major decrease in quality of life in the “first 
world”. 

 
The Broad Response 

To prevent further environmental deterioration, there is need for improvement in 
resource management and protection of environmental quality, supported by an 
understanding of the full consequences of human activities and enlightened political 
leadership.  Life sustaining enterprises such as large scale agriculture, energy and 
industrial production cannot be abandoned, and the increasing world population will 
require increased outputs from them.  Specific areas for protection and repair include: 
• Biodiversity:  All life forms play a role, often unexpected, in an ecological 

community, so maintenance of biodiversity is essential for the health of that 
community.  An increased land use for farming and expansion of cities and an 
increasing intensity of impact of human activities on the environment place 
pressure on the most vulnerable life forms for survival.  Loss of habitat, 
predation by feral animals, invasion by feral plants, and industrial and 
agricultural pollution are some of the detrimental factors involved here.  Forests, 
particularly tropical rain forests, are major sites of biodiversity.  They are being 
cleared at an unprecedented rate with loss of many plant and animal species, 
some of which are still unknown to science. 

• Water: Australia is the driest of the inhabited continents and the increasing 
demands of population and agriculture have led to over-commitment of water 
allocation for irrigation and increasing salination.  In the oceans, there is 
pollution by agricultural waste runoff, oil and other spills, and introduction from 
overseas of invasive sea life by ships.  Increasing acidity due to increasing 
dissolved carbon dioxide from the atmosphere may have a significant adverse 
effect on organisms with calcium salts in their skeletons such as corals. 

• Land: Loss of rural land has occurred through encroachment by cities and 
mining.  Natural causes include desertification and salination.  Excessive soil 
erosion caused by poor agricultural practices causes further loss of land by 
degradation.  Loss of natural habitats causes loss of biodiversity. 



• Waste: The huge amounts of waste produced by humans occupy space, may 
cause chemical or biological pollution, and, if not recycled, cause increased 
requirements for resources to replace the waste materials. 

• Energy Production: Prosperity in our crowded world depends on the availability 
of large amounts of cheap energy.  Many countries are attempting to reduce their 
reliance on carbon-based fuels in order to limit the increase of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere, and so reduce the extent of global warming.  This cannot be 
done without increasing the cost of energy, which would have an adverse effect 
on the attempts of third world countries to improve their standard of living.  On 
the other hand, continued increasing world temperatures would result in 
inundation of land near sea level, with displacement of millions of people, 
particularly in third world countries. 

 
 
 
 
 
DISCUSSION (Some suggested topics) 

• Do you have any experience of species change or possible extinction in locations 
you have experienced? 

• How is justice for the third world compatible with sustainable development of the 
world’s resources? 

• The 1988 Lambeth Conference gives recognition to the fact that “the loss of 
natural habitats is a direct cause of genocide amongst millions of indigenous 
peoples and is causing the extinction of thousands of plant and animal species”.  
Please discuss and add your knowledge to this statement 

• What is the role of human overpopulation in causing environmental damage? 
• How should action to limit environmental damage and restore already damaged  
      systems be paid for? 
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