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What is the Meaning of Greening? Cultural Analysis of a 
Southern Baptist Environmental Text

Robin Globus Veldman

Introduction

Since the emergence of an evangelical environmental movement in the mid-1990s, a 
growing body of literature has sought to analyze its origins, motivations, and potential 
(e.g. Danielsen; Kearns, “Noah’s Ark”, “Cooking”, “Religious”; Wilkinson; Zaleha and 
Szasz). Much of this literature has focused on social movement actors, whom scholars 
divide into two camps: ‘liberal’ or ‘green’ evangelicals who work with environmentalists 
and ‘conservative’ or ‘brown’ evangelicals who oppose them (e.g. McCammack; Zaleha and 
Szasz; Kearns, “Religious”). While these studies have revealed much about evangelicals’ 
engagement with the environmental crisis and climate change, less is known about the 
factors that motivate such opinions, especially outside activist circles. This question is 
particularly important because, the greening of evangelicalism notwithstanding, polling 
data and quantitative studies indicate that evangelicals remain the most sceptical religious 
group regarding climate change (Jones, Cox and Navarro-Rivera; Smith and Leiserowitz). 
This scepticism appears to result not only from their relatively conservative political views, 
but also from aspects of their religiosity (Kilburn).
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To understand better how evangelicals’ religiosity may be related to their attitudes toward 
climate change, I examine how social context and cultural identity have shaped attitudes 
toward the environment and climate change in the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), 
America’s largest Protestant denomination. Specifically, I use the tools of textual analysis 
to examine how a group of Southern Baptist leaders sought to engage both environmental 
issues and climate change by signing a document known as “A Southern Baptist Declaration 
on the Environment and Climate Change” (hereafter, ‘the Declaration’). Although it is 
usually viewed as a straightforward example of the greening of evangelical Christianity, I 
reveal that there in fact existed two different interpretations of the document, which I call 
the “climate change interpretation” and the “stewardship interpretation”. According to the 
climate change interpretation, advanced by the national news media and academic observers, 
the Declaration called for action to halt anthropogenic climate change. In contrast, according 
to the stewardship interpretation, advanced by a group of key Southern Baptist signatories, 
the Declaration simply called for environmental stewardship and permitted a range of 
stances toward climate change, including scepticism that it was a serious problem caused by 
human activities. I suggest that a key factor supporting the stewardship interpretation may 
have been the evangelical culture of tension and embattlement (Smith et al.), a culture that 
seems to have encouraged some signatories to view the Declaration as a chance to reclaim 
discursive turf from liberal and secular cultural opponents.

My results suggest that those who seek to interpret evangelical pronouncements on the 
environment should not naively assume that their interpretations are the only ones that can 
be produced from such texts. The differences between secular and evangelical audiences 
are substantial and it is only by seeking to understand the social contexts that inform each 
group’s perspective that scholars can attempt to offer a full account of these meanings. For 
those concerned about the environment and climate change, doing so is important because 
it provides important clues as to why it has been so difficult to inspire concern about climate 
change in certain cultural contexts.

Evangelicals, Southern Baptists, and the Environment: A Brief History

Like many Americans, evangelicals began to pay attention to environmental problems in 
the 1960s. Although facing disinterest from the evangelical mainstream for many years, an 
evangelical environmental movement slowly began to build momentum with the formation 
of organizations such as the Au Sable Institute of Environmental Studies (founded in 1979) 
and the Evangelical Environmental Network (EEN). Founded in 1993, the EEN became the 
principle hub for evangelical environmental activism at the national level. Over subsequent 
decades, a number of environmentally concerned evangelical organizations and ministries 
emerged, including Mathew Sleeth’s non-profit Blessed Earth and Tri Robinson’s church 
the Boise Vineyard, but the EEN has arguably remained the most visible (Kearns, “Green” 
158; Wilkinson 20).

Although evangelical environmentalists were initially hesitant to tackle the issue of 
climate change, the situation changed in 2002, when the influential evangelical leader 
Richard Cizik became convinced of the issue’s importance (Wilkinson 22). In 2006, Cizik 
and a handful of other evangelical leaders working under the auspices of the Evangelical 
Climate Initiative (ECI) drafted a document known as “Climate Change: An Evangelical 
Call to Action” (hereafter, ‘the Call to Action’). Due in part to Cizik’s participation, the 
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group was able to obtain signatures from members of the evangelical establishment and 
well-known mega-church pastors. As was widely reported in the US media, this made a 
convincing case that evangelicals were ready to throw their weight behind the issue. It was 
in this context of great optimism about the potential of evangelicals to contribute to the 
climate movement that the Southern Baptist Declaration appeared.

The SBC is an evangelical denomination that is known for its religious and political 
conservatism, although this conservatism is not monolithic in either regard (Ammerman 3, 
72–126). Still, regarding climate change, the denomination has officially followed the typical 
politically conservative position of climate change scepticism (Zaleha and Szasz 219–20). 
This stance was formalized in 2007, when delegates to the denomination’s annual meeting 
approved a resolution that questioned the reality of climate change and urged Southern 
Baptists to “proceed cautiously in the human-induced global warming debate” (SBC, 
“Resolution on Global Warming”). Given this history, the appearance of the Declaration 
in 2008 seemed to mark a major shift. It was not a formal SBC document, but it nevertheless 
appeared to indicate that Southern Baptists, like evangelicals more broadly, were ready to 
tackle climate change.

The Declaration’s origins can be traced to Jonathan Merritt, who conceived of the idea 
while a student at the SBC-affiliated Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary (SEBTS). 
Having been introduced to ‘creation care’ (a term many evangelicals use to refer to 
environmental stewardship) through a class, Merritt began to delve more deeply into the 
topic on his own. When he learned about the ECI, he decided to pursue a similar project 
within Southern Baptist circles (personal interview, 10 August 2012). As the son of the 
former SBC president James Merritt, the younger Merritt was well positioned to gain support 
for such an effort from respected Southern Baptist leaders and had soon enlisted five such 
individuals to help him. The result was the Declaration, a document that Merritt felt was 
“really sound, theologically, and that also was distinctly Southern Baptist in its tone and its 
approach” (personal interview, 10 August 2012). Merritt then gathered signatures, reaching 
high-profile leaders like Frank Page, then president of the SBC, Jack Graham, a former SBC 
president, and Danny Akin, president of SEBTS, as well as pastors and lay members from 
around the country.1 In partnership with the EEN, Merritt initially planned to announce the 
Declaration in an event at the National Press Club, but intense pressure from the group that 
had backed the SBC’s official policy of climate scepticism—the SBC’s Ethics and Religious 
Liberty Commission (ERLC)—led him to change course. Cancelling the National Press 
Club event, he contacted a New York Times reporter who announced the release of the 
Declaration in an article published on 10 March 2008. In addition to the article in The 
New York Times, independent stories appeared in the major national news outlets National 
Public Radio (NPR), Time, CNN.com, and The Christian Science Monitor. Influential papers 
like the Los Angeles Times and The Washington Post, both among the top ten newspapers 
in terms of circulation at the time, also printed versions of the Associated Press story, as 
did at least 35 local newspapers.2 With significant media coverage, the Declaration soon 
entered the scholarly literature as an example of evangelicals’ growing interest in tackling 
the issue of climate change (see Bergmann; Harrington; Kearns, “Religious”; Wilkinson). 
Although Merritt himself clearly viewed climate change as a real and serious problem 
(personal interview, 10 August 2012), however, this was not the case for all signatories.
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Methodology

For cultural studies scholars, it is standard to assume that a text contains multiple potential 
readings. This is because readers have different assumptions, perspectives, and reading habits 
that shape how they interpret a text. This insight has been fruitfully applied to a wide range 
of texts, but it has not yet been applied to texts produced by green evangelicals, perhaps 
because activist texts are assumed to be created expressly for the purpose of advancing a 
particular position and therefore to afford little opportunity for alternative readings. While 
leading readers to expect it to be unambiguous, however, the Declaration was produced 
under unique circumstances that resulted in a more open-ended text. Most significantly, its 
primary author was young, inexperienced, and under significant pressure from the powerful 
ERLC; he was also guided by those with greater experience and prestige in the Southern 
Baptist community. These factors resulted in a text that was more conciliatory than previous 
examples in the genre. Further, perhaps due to the primary author’s position of relative 
obscurity and institutional powerlessness, the Declaration relied heavily on explicit appeals 
to traditional Southern Baptist values and commitments to establish its authority within 
the broader Southern Baptist community. While these appeals were apparently designed to 
assure potential signatories that the text represented an authentically Southern Baptist voice, 
they also enabled a reading of the text as consistent with the Southern Baptist ‘tradition’ of 
scepticism regarding climate change, rather than as seeking to break with tradition. Textual 
analysis is the ideal tool for understanding how these different readings were possible.

For textual analysts, a text’s potential meanings become actualized whenever a reader 
encounters a text, yet this does not mean that each reader has a unique interpretation, 
creating an infinite galaxy of meanings. Rather, because certain groups have similar 
contextual knowledge, they tend to produce similar meanings from a particular text. As 
the cultural studies scholar Janice Radway has pointed out, readers thus interpret texts 
as members of “interpretive communities” (Radway 11). I apply these insights to two 
interpretive communities: the first is comprised of the national media and scholars, while 
the second is comprised of Southern Baptist pastors who signed the Declaration and spoke 
publicly about this decision in two Southern Baptist-affiliated newspapers. That these two 
groups have different socio-cultural positions is readily apparent; the national media and 
scholars largely belong to (and help produce) the secular world, whereas Southern Baptist 
pastors are immersed in both the broader culture of evangelicalism and in the culture of 
the Southern Baptist tradition.

To disclose the different meanings that these two interpretive communities produced, 
I follow an analytical scheme developed by cultural studies scholar Mikko Lehtonen, 
who recommends considering (1) how potential meanings are actualized in particular 
interpretive communities using different contextual cues and (2) the historical and cultural 
reasons for which particular communities produce particular meanings (Lehtonen 144). 
Following this scheme for each interpretive community, I first give details of the elements of 
the climate change interpretation by analyzing the five independently reported news stories 
about the Declaration that were published in influential national media outlets (listed above) 
as well as the Associated Press story (Zoll) which was widely re-published. I then examine 
the contextual and textual factors that enabled this interpretation. Secondly, to explore 
the stewardship interpretation, I analyze the statements that Southern Baptist signatories 
made about the Declaration in articles published in the Baptist Press (the SBC’s official 
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news service) and The Christian Index (the Georgia Baptist Convention’s news service). I 
then examine the contextual and textual factors supporting this interpretation. Critically, 
I show that the different contextual clues each interpretive community employed directed 
its respective readers’ attention to different aspects of the text, enabling the two contrasting 
interpretations to emerge.

To supplement the textual analysis, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with 
Jonathan Merritt and eleven pastors from Georgia who had signed the Declaration, ten 
of whom were sceptical that climate change was occurring or that it was due primarily to 
human activities. All interviews were conducted between July and August 2012. Apart from 
Merritt and other public figures, names given below are pseudonyms.

With about 18% of the state’s population claiming SBC membership, Georgia is one of the 
denomination’s strongholds (ASARB). Having been raised outside the state capital (Atlanta), 
Merritt also had strong networks there, as indicated by extensive coverage in the Georgia-
based Christian Index and a series of opinion pieces about the Declaration printed in The 
Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Atlanta’s flagship newspaper (not analyzed here). Georgia 
pastors were therefore well positioned to be knowledgeable about the Declaration and the 
controversy surrounding it. However, the pastors I interviewed are not a representative 
sample of signatories, but a means of providing greater—if necessarily preliminary—insight 
into the mindset of sceptical signatories. As a final note, readers are advised to read the 
Declaration (contained in Appendix A) before proceeding to the following analysis.

The Climate Change Interpretation

The climate change interpretation entailed four basic assumptions: 1) the Declaration was 
primarily about climate change; 2) the Declaration favoured action to halt climate change; 
3) the appearance of the Declaration indicated a shift in opinion among Southern Baptists 
on the issue; 4) this shift was an extension of previous efforts to ‘green’ the evangelical 
tradition. Although this interpretation also appeared in the academic literature, it was 
largely produced by the national media, so I focus on that coverage here.

That the national news media assumed that the Declaration was primarily about climate 
change is evident from their headlines, which asserted, for example, that “Southern Baptists 
Back a Shift on Climate Change” (Banerjee, The New York Times) or that “Southern Baptist 
Leaders Take Unusual Step of Urging Fight against Climate Change” (Zoll, Associated Press); 
only the headline of the story in Time bucked this trend, linking the Declaration instead 
to the greening of evangelicalism (Van Biema). Although the Declaration also addressed 
environmental stewardship, the national news stories tended to discuss the Declaration 
without reference to this aspect.

Most of the news stories also claimed or implied in their leads that the Declaration 
said climate change should be stopped. CNN’s lead claimed, for example, that “Several 
prominent leaders in the Southern Baptist Convention said Monday that Baptists have a 
moral responsibility to combat climate change” (CNN). NPR, Time, and The Christian Science 
Monitor stopped short of writing that the Declaration said climate change should be stopped, 
but they implied that this was its message by describing it as a challenge to the SBC’s official 
resolution of 2007, which advocated climate scepticism (Hagerty; Van Biema; Lampman). 
Five of the six stories supported their assertion that the Declaration represented a shift in 
opinion by referring to the lines stating that “our current denominational engagement with 
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these issues have often been too timid” (lines 43–4). The Christian Science Monitor story 
was the exception (Lampman).

Finally, all the stories except the very brief NPR story placed the Declaration within 
the larger context of the greening of evangelicalism. According to The New York Times, 
for example, “the Southern Baptist signatories join a growing community of evangelicals 
pushing for more action” on climate change (Banerjee). Similarly, according to Time, “the 
position of Evangelicals in general (of whom Southern Baptists represent a sizable piece) 
has been swinging ever greener” (Van Biema). Only The Christian Science Monitor story 
noted that there was a difference between the Declaration and previous examples of greening 
(Lampman).

Contextual Factors Enabling the Climate Change Interpretation

The national news media formed the climate change interpretation, as readers do, by using 
contextual clues to inform their understanding of the text’s meaning and intent (Lehtonen 
126). Probably the most subtly powerful of these contextual clues was the Declaration’s 
genre. Readers expect declarations to announce an opinion or a position—perhaps one 
that is controversial—and to stand by it. The Declaration did not overtly embrace climate 
scepticism (as had the official SBC resolution), so readers were led to expect that it would 
make a strong statement in favor of the opposite position.

A second key contextual factor, explicitly referred to in most of the news stories, was 
the broader phenomenon of the greening of evangelicalism. The year 2008 was a time of 
particularly high expectations on the part of scholars, activists, and journalists about the 
green evangelical movement’s potential (see, for example, Wardekker, Petersen and van der 
Sluijs; McKibben; Brinton). That a narrative arc of ascension was already in place encouraged 
the national news media to interpret the Declaration as extending the curve. In addition, 
although only indirectly referred to in most of the news stories, the EEN’s Call to Action—
which was the most recent, high-profile example of evangelical greening—also likely affected 
how the media read the Declaration. The Call to Action was widely regarded as a significant 
contribution to global warming activism in the US and the superficial similarities between 
it and the Declaration would have invited a parallel reading of the two texts. Finally, that the 
Declaration’s spokesman Jonathan Merritt clearly considered climate change to be a real and 
serious problem surely influenced how the national news media interpreted the Declaration.

Textual Support for the Climate Change Interpretation

The contextual cues discussed above elicited certain expectations about the Declaration’s 
meaning. This in turn led readers in this interpretive community to focus on the elements 
of the Declaration that supported this reading, while ignoring those that did not (the section 
on the stewardship interpretation discusses the elements that did not support this reading).

Regarding the assumption that the Declaration favored action to halt climate change, the 
Declaration stated that “it is prudent to address global climate change” (line 78). Although 
the word ‘address’ can mean simply to discuss, it was interpreted here to mean ‘stop’, ‘halt’ 
or ‘mitigate’. Hence assumptions about the Declaration’s intent determined the preferred 
reading. The Declaration also referred to “general agreement among those engaged with 
[climate change] in the scientific community” (lines 89–90). Questioning whether there is 
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scientific consensus about the reality of anthropogenic climate change has been a key talking-
point for climate sceptics (Oreskes), so referring to ‘general agreement’ would have seemed 
clearly to place signatories among those who accepted anthropogenic climate change. The 
Declaration later reinforced this impression by describing the scientific evidence in support 
of climate change as “substantial” (line 105). In another apparent show of solidarity with 
climate activists, the Declaration resolved “to engage this issue without any further lingering 
over the basic reality of the problem or our responsibility to address it” (lines 108–9).

Two statements in particular supported the interpretation that the Declaration 
represented a shift in opinion. Firstly, the preamble noted that some signatories “had 
required considerable convincing” to become persuaded of the importance of environmental 
and climate change issues (line 38–9). Secondly, the preamble noted that the denomination 
had previously been “too timid” (line 43–4) on these issues. Both lines suggested that the 
Declaration represented a departure from the SBC’s official stance.

Finally, a handful of phrases supported the assumption that the Declaration endorsed 
action: its statement that “humans must be proactive” (line 109–10) regarding climate 
change, its reference to the need for “concrete action” (line 148), the title of its final section 
(“It is Time for Individuals, Churches, Communities and Governments to Act”, line 152), 
and the “pledge to act” in the conclusion (line 178).

Clearly there was textual support for the climate change interpretation. This interpretation 
was not inherent in the text, however, but emerged through the support of the contextual 
factors mentioned above. With other contextual clues, a different interpretation emerged.

The Stewardship Interpretation 

According to the stewardship interpretation, the Declaration was primarily about the need 
to take care of the environment, and it was agnostic about the reality of climate change 
(permitting a range of beliefs, including scepticism). Although it is unclear how many 
signatories held this interpretation, it is significant that many of the prominent signatories—
all of those who were quoted in the Baptist-affiliated presses except Merritt—held it. This 
matters because their participation solidified the impression that, in a denomination long 
considered to be a bastion of conservatism, a shift in opinion was occurring. Hence their 
signatures greatly contributed to the Declaration’s newsworthiness. That the majority of 
those I interviewed also held this interpretation suggests that it may have been relatively 
common outside these circles as well.

That the signatories who were quoted in the Baptist-affiliated presses did not consider 
the Declaration to be primarily about climate change is clear from numerous statements 
they made. In an article-length interview with Jonathan Merritt published in The Christian 
Index, for example, he responded to the Index’s query about what he would say to Southern 
Baptists who were upset by the Declaration by saying that it was “not about global warming, 
or a political agenda, it’s about creation care and Christian stewardship, a theology that we 
have always embraced” (Westbury, “Jonathan Merritt”, emphasis added). Similarly, J. Gerald 
Harris, The Christian Index’s editor, wrote that “Some have unfairly lumped … Jonathan 
Merritt … and the signatories of his initiative in with Al Gore and his global warming 
groupies, but Jonathan’s Declaration has less to do with global warming and more to do 
with environmental stewardship” (Harris). SEBTS president Daniel Akin and then-SBC 
president Frank Page (both signatories) expressed the same sentiment, arguing that the 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ob

in
 V

el
dm

an
] 

at
 0

5:
51

 0
6 

M
ay

 2
01

6 



206    R. G. Veldman 

Declaration did not contradict the 2007 resolution (Westbury, “Seminary”; Page, “Frank”). 
According to Merritt’s father, global warming was “a minor point in Jonathan Merritt’s 
document” (Westbury, “Younger”). Similarly, in an interview with Baptist Press, Union 
University president David Dockery “said he believes the scientific data on global warming is 
‘inconclusive’ and that ‘at best’, global warming is neither a primary or secondary moral issue 
but a ‘tertiary issue’” (Foust). It is notable that even when they were quoted in the national 
news media, these leaders spoke about environmental stewardship rather than climate 
change. National news reporters gave no sign that they had noticed the omission, however.

Interestingly, in a seeming reference to the possibility that the Declaration could be 
read in multiple ways, a number of signatories complained that the impression that the 
Declaration was about climate change had come not from the document itself, but from 
the national news media. According to Frank Page, “this issue has been brought to a 
point where it is an internecine debate. This has been caused, in part, by secular media 
misconstruing the very basis of this issue” (Page, “Spirited”). James Merritt argued, “if you 
set your preconceived notions aside and read the document carefully it does not take the 
alarmist position” (Westbury, “Younger”). The younger Merritt alluded to the same problem, 
stating, “I have been surprised at the negative reaction by people who have clearly never even 
read the document. Many are just responding to what others have written about it” (ibid). 
According to an interview with Akin, published in The Christian Index, Akin also “wishe[d] 
more people would read it before voicing their disagreement” (Westbury, “Seminary”).

That signatories defended their interpretation of the Declaration as being about 
stewardship rather than climate change after the latter interpretation had circulated in the 
national news media raises the possibility that they developed the stewardship interpretation 
as a kind of subterfuge in order to distance themselves from controversy. Several pieces of 
information I uncovered suggest this was not the case, however. First, ten of the eleven pastors 
I interviewed also held the stewardship interpretation. None of them reported receiving any 
negative feedback from co-religionists about their decision to sign on (a point I specifically 
asked about), so their adoption of the stewardship interpretation is unlikely to indicate a loss 
of courage in the face of public pressure. This implies that at least some Southern Baptists 
originally read the Declaration as supporting the stewardship interpretation. Secondly, it 
is implausible that, as late as 2008, the group of savvy, seasoned SBC leaders quoted above 
would have been unable to anticipate that signing a statement advocating action on climate 
change would be controversial; the SBC had passed a resolution on the issue just the previous 
year and climate change had been routinely in the news, especially after the United Nation’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change had published its fourth assessment report in 
2007. It seems more plausible that (as they themselves argued) they did not realize that the 
statement would be interpreted as a piece of climate change advocacy.

Two pieces of direct evidence further support the inference that some signatories 
originally read the Declaration as supporting the stewardship interpretation. The first comes 
from comments that the editor of The Christian Index, J. Gerald Harris, made in an editorial 
about the Declaration. There, Harris mentioned that he had chaired the committee that 
presented the 2007 SBC resolution urging climate scepticism; he therefore would have 
been very familiar with the dimensions of the climate change controversy. Nevertheless, 
he also admitted that he was “one of the original signatories” of the Declaration (Harris). 
This clearly indicates that he did not initially read the Declaration as being in conflict with 
his sceptical views on climate change. Secondly, one of the pastors I interviewed had been a 
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close associate of Merritt’s while he was developing the Declaration and had even discussed 
its ideas with Merritt while he was composing it (personal interview, 31 July 2012). Yet, 
even with this first-hand information, Pastor Paul felt comfortable signing on as a climate 
sceptic. Given his familiarity with the document—he could still quote lines from it—it is 
unlikely that he simply did not read it carefully and, given his cogent explanation for why 
he signed (discussed below), it is unlikely that he changed his mind about climate change 
after signing. Rather, it seems most likely that he simply read it as being compatible with 
climate scepticism.

All of these pieces of evidence suggest that some Southern Baptists genuinely read the 
Declaration as being consistent with climate scepticism. In other words, the stewardship 
interpretation was not created as a defensive manoeuvre but emerged organically out of 
the experiences and perspectives that some Southern Baptist readers brought to the text.

Contextual Factors Enabling the Stewardship Interpretation

As with the climate change interpretation, contextual factors were pivotal in enabling 
the stewardship interpretation. To appreciate these factors, some background on the way 
evangelicals understand their relationship with the secular world is necessary. This is a 
perspective that has developed over decades and that has come to undergird evangelical 
self-understanding. According to this perspective, America used to be a Christian nation, 
but due to the efforts of anti-Christian groups, Christianity has come under attack and is 
slowly being replaced by another (secular, liberal) value system (Smith et al. 136–43; Castelli 
156; Williams 158–62). As evidence of this displacement, evangelicals cite events such as 
the removal of prayer from public schools and increased public acceptance of acts they 
view as sinful, such as abortion and homosexuality (Smith et al. 137–43; Veldman 145–8). 
According to the sociologist Christian Smith and his colleagues, evangelicalism came to 
thrive in the latter half of the twentieth century in part because it translated this perceived 
sense of marginalization into a program for action. As Smith et al. (89) explain, “American 
evangelicalism … is strong not because it is shielded against, but because it is—or at least 
perceives itself to be—embattled with forces that seem to oppose or threaten it. Indeed, 
evangelicalism, we suggest, thrives on distinction, engagement, tension, conflict, and threat.” 
Hence part of what has driven evangelicals’ engagement with secular culture on hot-button 
social issues over the past several decades is this sense of embattlement with secular culture 
and their corresponding desire to re-insert Christianity into the public square.

With this background in place, let us return to a line in the Declaration which the national 
news media stories ignored, but which made quite an impression on the pastors I interviewed. 
After admitting that the denomination’s engagement with the environment and climate change 
had “often been too timid” and that such a response might be seen as “uncaring, reckless and 
ill-informed”, the Declaration stated that “To abandon these issues to the secular world is to 
shirk from our responsibility to be salt and light” (lines 46–7). The reference to ‘salt and light’ 
is an allusion to Matthew 5:13–16, which Southern Baptists and other evangelicals interpret 
as admonishing them to engage actively with secular culture on questions of morality and 
faith. As the ERLC has explained, “Jesus expects His followers to apply biblical principles to 
those things in our culture that destroy lives and tear families apart, things such as poverty and 
hunger, perversion of God’s design for human sexuality, devaluation of human life at all stages, 
all manner of greed, and the lack of justice for all” (ERLC Staff). Hence, while the sentence 
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from the Declaration clearly encouraged engagement, it did so in language that called to mind 
Southern Baptists’ longstanding battle with secular culture over issues like gay marriage and 
abortion. Given this background, it is less surprising that the Declaration itself mentioned 
abortion no less than three times, even describing it and biblical definitions of marriage as “the 
most pressing moral issues of our day” (line 30–1)—more pressing than climate change, in a 
document ostensibly about climate change! For those who viewed themselves as participants in 
such battles, calling for engagement on the issue of climate change could be interpreted to mean 
calling for a combative, distinctly Christian alternative to existing secular responses. Those who 
held the stewardship interpretation were thus like the national news media in that they were 
attuned to the conventions of the declaration genre—which leads readers to expect a strong 
statement of opinion—but what they understood themselves to be declaring was quite different.

Of the pastors I interviewed, Pastor Paul was most articulate in expressing this view. 
Upon learning that he was a climate sceptic, I asked how he felt about the Declaration’s 
statement that “it is prudent to address global climate change”. He responded, “What I 
understand it to say there is: we need to be in the discussion. Again, it’s a question of are 
we going to relinquish this entire issue to the more liberal side of the political arena and 
just basically avoid it altogether? I think that’s unhealthy.” (personal interview, 31 July 2012) 
Pastor Paul’s statement put into context a comment he had made earlier about the notion that 
the denomination’s previous engagement had been ‘too timid’: “I agree with [Merritt]—that 
Christians ought to be the most concerned for the environment because we believe it is 
designed by a Creator… I believe, however, that we have, as a church and as a convention, 
almost relinquished that issue to the liberal platform.” (ibid) Obviously, his interpretation of 
the reference to timidity differed greatly from the one advanced in the national news media. 
Rather than indicating that a stronger stance was needed on climate change, Pastor Paul’s 
decision to sign had been intended to convey frustration that his denomination had not yet 
publicly marked out a Baptist position on environmental stewardship. For him, signing the 
Declaration was a way for Baptists to enter the debate on their own terms.

While the extent to which the embattled mentality shaped all 750 signatories’ interpretation 
of the document in general is not fully clear, a number of clues suggest that it was influential 
for the prominent signatories discussed here. When Akin explained his rationale for signing 
the Declaration, for example, he stated that “Those of us who affirm the Word of God 
should be at the forefront of this discussion… It is unconscionable for us to turn that area 
over to pantheists (those who worship nature) and liberal environmentalists.” (Westbury, 
“Seminary”, brackets in original) Both Jonathan Merritt and his father employed similar 
rhetoric. According to Jonathan Merritt, “If we remain true to God’s Word, Christians must 
with equanimity redeem our cause and make it our own. To leave these issues to secular 
environmentalists is to abandon our God-given responsibility to care for His planet.” (Merritt 
85) Similarly, for James Merritt, “Christians should have a place at the table when it comes 
to shaping public opinion; instead we have abdicated our role in this discussion” (Westbury, 
“Younger”). Although the younger Merritt likely employed the language of embattlement to 
raise concern about climate change, by deploying it, he (probably unintentionally) welcomed 
climate change sceptics into the fold. Rather than challenging the SBC’s official views on 
climate change, for these individuals, the Declaration offered the opportunity to push back 
against encroaching secular society in a new arena: the debate over climate change.
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Textual Support for the Stewardship Interpretation

As with the climate change interpretation, contextual factors—in this case Southern Baptists’ 
embrace of evangelical discourses of embattlement—elicited certain expectations about 
the Declaration’s meaning, which led readers to focus on elements of the Declaration that 
supported this reading, while ignoring those that did not.

To begin to understand how it was possible for signatories to read the Declaration as 
compatible with climate scepticism, it is helpful first to compare the Declaration with the 
EEN’s Call to Action (see Appendix B), which articulated its position on climate change 
much more clearly. Doing so highlights how moderate and ambiguous the Declaration was 
regarding climate change; these two aspects are both key factors that enabled sceptics to 
read it as compatible with their position. Importantly, the Declaration’s moderation was no 
accident. A close comparison of the two texts reveals that numerous phrases and, in several 
cases, full sentences that appear in the Declaration also appear in the Call; in total, 19% of 
the wording is identical and an additional 3% expresses the same idea in slightly different 
words.3 This strongly suggests that the Declaration was created by revising the text of the 
Call to Action. Hence its tone was likely a deliberate and conscious departure from the Call 
to Action. Again, the changes were probably not intended to welcome climate sceptics, but 
rather to welcome Southern Baptists by creating something that was, as Merritt had stated, 
‘distinctly Southern Baptist in its tone and approach’. However, it was this distinctive tone 
that seems to have primed some Southern Baptist readers to view it through the prism of 
the tradition’s longstanding sense of embattlement with secular culture.

Comparing the Call to Action with the Declaration
Two of the most important ways in which the Call to Action and the Declaration differ are 
in the extent to which they acknowledged the human contribution to climate change and in 
the emphasis they placed on climate change itself. In both cases, the Declaration was more 
moderate than its model, avoiding opportunities to state that climate change was primarily 
caused by human activities and focusing on environmental stewardship, rather than climate 
change. Both editorial decisions enabled readers with a certain background to interpret the 
Declaration as compatible with climate scepticism.

Regarding their emphasis on the drivers of climate change, the Call to Action clearly 
placed itself among those who believed that climate change was real, caused by human 
activities, and potentially dire in consequence. It used the modifier ‘human-induced’ four 
times, specifying in the preamble, for example, that it was talking about “human-induced 
climate change”, which it described as “a real problem” (lines 26, 24, respectively), and 
underlining its take on climate change again with the title of its first section: “Human 
Induced Climate Change is Real”. It also emphasized the phenomenon’s dire consequences 
through statements such as “Millions of people could die in this century because of climate 
change, most of them our poorest global neighbors” (lines 86–7). By contrast, the Declaration 
referred to “environmental and climate change issues” as “real problems” (lines 37–40), 
but it never specified that it meant anthropogenic climate change. Instead of referring 
to dire consequences, it stated that “Humans must be proactive and take responsibility 
for our contributions to climate change—however great or small” (lines 109–11, emphasis 
added). A number of the pastors with whom I spoke felt that climate change was mostly 
due to natural variation, but that human activities might have contributed in some small 
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way. Thus, while the Declaration argued that climate change was at least partially caused 
by human activities, its wording left room for those who believed that human activities 
played a minimal role to feel comfortable signing. By avoiding reference to climate change’s 
dire consequences, it did not overtly signal solidarity with those most concerned about 
climate change. Indeed, instead of a discussion of consequences, readers of the Declaration 
were treated to a cautiously worded discussion of the debate about the reality of climate 
change. Here, the Declaration bent over backwards to be charitable toward those who 
doubted, conceding that “this is an issue where Christians may find themselves in justified 
disagreement about both the problem and its solutions” (lines 96–7). Similarly, it described 
scientists who denied anthropogenic climate change as “sincere and respected” (line 91). In 
another line that would have resonated with sceptics, it stated that “We recognize that we do 
not have any special revelation to guide us about whether global warming is occurring and, if 
it is occurring, whether people are causing it” (lines 80–1, emphasis added). Grammatically, 
the sentence concerned the authors’ ability to comprehend climate science, but the use of 
the terms ‘whether’ and ‘if ’ also gave the impression that the authors were not convinced 
it was occurring, for anyone inclined to read it that way. Hence in contrast to the Call to 
Action, which left no doubt about its stance regarding climate change, the Declaration 
introduced numerous elements that could be read as compatible with—or at least tolerant 
of—climate scepticism.

A second important way in which the Declaration was far more moderate than the Call 
to Action had to do with its focus. While the Call to Action focused exclusively on climate 
change, the Declaration chose to emphasize environmental stewardship, leaving climate 
change to be discussed substantively only in one section (a section that, as described above, 
seemed tolerant of scepticism). Pursuant to this emphasis, it was the environment, not 
climate change, that was listed first in the Declaration’s title and that was the main subject 
of the Declaration’s first, third, and fourth sections. ‘Climate issues’ were briefly mentioned 
in the third section, but not differentiated from environmental issues (lines 121–2). The last 
section, which was arguably the most rhetorically powerful in that it discussed the need to 
act, did not mention climate change at all, but instead referred generically to environmental 
issues, care for the earth, and biblical stewardship (lines 157, 162, 164). Thus, in contrast to 
the Call to Action, the Declaration did not clearly focus on climate change, leaving room 
for alternative interpretations of its intent.

Importantly, what the Declaration said about environmental stewardship was neither new 
nor controversial. The strongest statement it made was that “there is undeniable evidence 
that the earth … can be damaged by human activity” (lines 60–1)—hardly a revolutionary 
assertion in the year 2008. Even this was softened by the admission that human activity 
could sometimes be “productive and caring” (line 66). Moreover, official SBC resolutions 
approved in 1970, 1983, and 1990 had addressed the same topic in stronger words and 
without such caveats. Arguably the most mildly worded of these, the 1990 Resolution “On 
Environmental Stewardship”, still came off stronger by mentioning “the destruction of 
the created order” and “human extravagance and wastefulness … and general misuse of 
creation” (SBC, “Environmental Stewardship”). Thus the Declaration not only addressed a 
topic that had already been approved through official channels, but did so in even milder 
language than its predecessors. Except for the climate change piece, it could arguably have 
been viewed as indicating that Southern Baptists were slightly backing away from their 
historical commitments, rather than pushing for change. This, too, would have seemed 
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congenial to those who viewed the environmental movement—not to mention climate 
change—with suspicion.

Reading the Declaration through the Lens of Embattlement
That the Declaration was ambiguously worded regarding climate change and seemed to 
be primarily about environmental stewardship likely enabled Southern Baptists who were 
climate sceptics to find ways to read the rest of the document as congenial to their position. 
Here, their familiarity with Southern Baptist history and culture was key, for it disclosed 
readings that were invisible to outsiders. Some examples help illustrate this point.

Firstly, as noted above, the Declaration used the sub-heading “It is prudent to address 
global climate change” (line 78). Yet the term ‘address’ does not actually indicate that 
action is preferred—a distinction that seems to have enabled some of the sceptical pastors 
I interviewed to interpret the Declaration as saying that Southern Baptists needed to ‘address’ 
climate change by adding their (sceptical) voices to the national conversation about it.

A second example comes from the Declaration’s line about the denomination being 
‘too timid’ on climate and environmental issues (line 44). In the national news stories, this 
was interpreted as evidence that Southern Baptists were shifting away from their sceptical 
position on climate change. Yet a brief consideration of Southern Baptists’ historical 
engagement with environmental issues yields another plausible interpretation. In addition 
to the official 2007 resolution urging caution about climate change, the SBC had resolved 
in 2006 to “resist alliances with extreme environmental groups whose positions contradict 
biblical principles … and [to] oppose solutions based on questionable science” (SBC, 
“Environmentalism”).4 Thus the assertion in the Declaration that the denomination had 
been too timid in engaging with environmental and climate change issues could conceivably 
be interpreted to mean that it had not gone far enough in opposing green radicalism—or 
simply that it had not inserted its (sceptical) voice aggressively enough into the national 
conversation. This is quite different from the national news media’s interpretation of this 
statement as saying that the denomination had not embraced environmental concerns 
enthusiastically enough.

A third example comes from another much-quoted line from the Declaration’s final 
section: “We pledge … to give serious consideration to responsible policies that acceptably 
address the conditions set forth in this declaration” (lines 172–3). Although the national 
news media interpreted this as a commitment to take action to halt climate change, it 
was also possible to read it as compatible with climate scepticism. Firstly, the sentence 
never stated that the ‘conditions’ included anthropogenic climate change, instead referring 
readers back to ambiguous statements made earlier. Secondly, unlike the Call to Action, the 
Declaration never suggested what would constitute ‘responsible’ policies, so using the word 
left it open to readers’ interpretation. For climate change sceptics, this could be taken as a 
plea not to go too far by adopting ‘radical’ policies. The pastors I interviewed repeatedly 
stressed their preference for the ‘common sense’ and the ‘practical’ solutions (often those that 
did not require government intervention)—options I am sure they viewed as responsible. 
Similarly, the 2007 SBC resolution argued that proposals to regulate greenhouse emissions 
were themselves ‘very dangerous’—the opposite of responsible. Thus Southern Baptists 
reading the document would not necessarily have interpreted the Declaration’s support for 
‘responsible’ policies as support for any of the policy solutions that were then on the table. 
Finally, the word ‘acceptably’ diminished the sentence’s force significantly, suggesting that 
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the conditions should only be addressed in a way that signatories agreed with—yet another 
check that the signatories placed on policy-making. For those so inclined, it could even be 
read as an oblique criticism of policy options that were currently on the table, suggesting 
that they were unacceptable.

By such means, statements that the national news media interpreted as unambiguously 
indicating Southern Baptists’ desire to tackle the issue of climate change were simultaneously 
interpreted by Southern Baptist climate sceptics as compatible with their views. The two 
groups’ differing backgrounds and assumptions enabled them to reach radically different 
conclusions about what the text meant.

Conclusion

Scholars and journalists alike have interpreted “A Southern Baptist Declaration on the 
Environment and Climate Change” as an example of the greening of evangelicalism, yet 
the preceding analysis shows that extra-textual factors disclosed a very different meaning 
to some of its signatories. While the prevalence of the stewardship reading in the larger 
Southern Baptist community remains unclear, this analysis shows that entering the public 
debate about the environment held a unique meaning for a group of prominent Southern 
Baptist signatories, a meaning that seems to have been linked to their understanding of 
Christianity as an embattled faith. In exploring how culture and identity influenced attitudes 
toward climate change among Southern Baptists, this work adds greater detail to recent 
research suggesting that cultural commitments may significantly shape risk perceptions 
related to climate change (Kahan et al. 732). This research is also important in the light 
evangelicals’ significant cultural and political influence in the US, for it suggests that 
scepticism about climate change, while undeniably fostered by an array of secular actors, 
may be particularly attractive to evangelical audiences because of their unique religious 
outlook. Future research should continue to examine the extent to which the embattled 
mentality may shape evangelicals’ attitudes toward climate change and, more broadly, how 
religious groups’ cultural identities and outlooks may shape both individual and community-
level responses to climate change.

Notes

1. � Merritt told me that he collected 750 signatures, although only 426 signatories are listed on 
Baptistcreationcare.org, the web site created to disseminate the Declaration.

2. � The number of local news stories comes from an analysis of stories indexed in the database 
Access World News, which includes 5,419 news sources in the United States.

3. � This analysis is available upon request.
4. � This resolution was likely a response to the Call to Action, which had been published five 

months earlier.
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