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Abstract Recent research has considered the contribution of faith-based actors
(FBAs) and religious norms to global sustainability and climate governance. How-
ever, as yet, it has paid little attention to the relationship between religion and climate
politics in the EU. The EU is supposedly a secular body. Nevertheless, FBAs partic-
ipate in its climate policy discourse, and, therefore, their normative contributions are
of interest. In this article, therefore, we explore the role of FBAs in the EU climate
discourse with respect to two specific questions: what, if any, specific normative
arguments and claims do the FBAs contribute to the EU’s climate policy discourse;
and, can or do the relevant normative arguments and claims serve as a basis for
collaboration or are they a source of normative conflict between different FBAs or
between FBAs and non-FBAs? To answer these questions, we draw on the EU’s
transparency register and a content analysis of a specific dialogue between FBAs
and the EU’s institutions. On this basis, we identified a range of active FBAs within
EU climate politics and demonstrated that they contribute to the European climate
discourse by adding deep-rooted values. One way this is achieved is through the con-
nection of climate values to “creation” and the divine command to mankind which
can give specific meaning to one’s understanding of nature and fellow humans, as
well as one’s sense of responsibility towards both. Furthermore, we find a basis for
both agreement and conflict in references to religious norms and ideas. Many actors
from different faiths and secular backgrounds emphasize the compatibility of faith-
based and other norms. However, other actors highlight differences in perspectives
and challenges to climate governance that arise from “conservative” religious norms.
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1 Introduction

Faith-based actors (FBAs) are increasingly pursuing ambitious goals in international
climate policy. They participate in climate-related political discourses and engage
in policy events that focus on climate change governance. Prominent examples of
FBA engagement with these issues include the papal encyclical “Laudato Si’” and
the “Islamic Declaration on Global Climate Change,” which were both published
before the Paris climate summit in 2015 (Abdellah 2020; Reuber and Fuchs 2019).
Scholars have also documented attempts by FBAs to generate joint statements and
initiate activities that specifically promote a religious approach to sustainability at
the United Nations (UN) climate summits (Glaab 2017).

However, what is the situation in the EU? Currently, the European Green Deal
represents an apparent attempt to establish a supranational policy to address global
warming. However, as with the UN, the European institutions also offer civil soci-
ety organizations institutionalized venues for participating in policy discourse and
development—after all, the EU is, as a community of countries, seen as a primarily
secular entity (Casanova 2019; v. Sass 2019; Berger 1999; Lehmann 2007). Fur-
thermore, it is made up of increasingly pluralistic societies and is thus faced with
the challenge of striking agreements that integrate different points of view and that
are considered legitimate from different perspectives. Therefore, it is interesting to
inquire into the potential contribution FBAs could make to the EU’s climate policy
discourse. Who represents religious interests in the European climate policy dis-
course? What specific normative contributions do the FBAs make here? Do these
ideas have common ground, and thus reveal an ability to strengthen religion’s po-
tential to contribute to climate governance or does normative conflict prevail? What
is the situation between FBAs and non-faith-based civil society actors in this re-
spect? After all, research has highlighted that the use of religious content in politics
can evoke value conflicts and division between FBAs and between FBAs and other
actors (Willems 2007). Indeed, the view of religion as a source of conflict used to
dominate entire research fields (Huntington 1996).

Analysing the potential of FBAs to contribute to the European climate policy
discourse does not mean that we are simply assuming a general greening of and
through religion. Religious ideas, including ideas about humankind’s dominion over
nature or the “prosperity gospel,” have been and continue to be regularly used to
promote and defend unsustainable practices (Carr et al. 2012; McCammack 2007;
White 1967; Wilson and Steger 2013). Moreover, the seriousness of religiously mo-
tivated climate activism can also be questioned in relation to actual investments
in energy savings and renewable energy sources on the ground, i.e. in the local
religious communities (Kommission Weltkirche der Deutschen Bischofskonferenz
2021). Nevertheless, Tucker and Grim (2001) stress that most religions today advo-
cate for climate protection and sustainability. Likewise, many other researchers have
documented a number of relevant actions undertaken by FBAs in international gov-
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ernance (Baumgart-Ochse and Wolf 2019; Haynes 2013; Glaab 2014, 2017; Glaab
and Fuchs 2018).

Acknowledging the potential contribution and the past and present challenges to
climate governance that are related to religious actors and religious thought, this arti-
cle inquires into the normative contribution FBAs can potentially make to European
climate policy discourse using the example of one specific dialogue between FBAs
and the EU’s institutions. Scholars and practitioners have highlighted that changes
in norms and values are a necessary condition for a successful sustainability trans-
formation. Given this need, the potential contribution of FBAs deserves particular
attention as norms and values are at the core of their activities. At the same time,
religious ideas may conflict with each other. Indeed, religious ideas not only cause
conflict between different religions but also within religions. Thus, our analysis aims
to identify the positions of specific FBAs as well as the normative agreements and
disagreements between themselves and between the FBAs and other actors within
the dialogue.

We use the term faith-based actor as a description of institutionalized non-gov-
ernmental organizations that are, according to their declaration, based on religious
values and/or traditions. In so doing, we adopt a definition that is prevalent in the
political science literature (e.g., Democratic Progress Institute 2012; Berger 2003;
Haynes 2014). As they are most visible through their participation in political arenas,
we focus specifically on organized actors who manifest a faith-based self-identifi-
cation in their name or motivation (as, for instance, indicated on their website).

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. The following section lays
out the institutional context and norm-based focus of our inquiry. Subsequently,
we detail our methodological approach in terms of identifying relevant actors and
analysing the dialogue. We then present our empirical findings before summarizing
our article and discussing the implications for research and policy in the concluding
paragraph.

2 FBAs and religious norms at the EU

Quite a bit of research has addressed the role of religious actors in international gov-
ernance today (Baumgart-Ochse and Wolf 2019). Scholars have examined the role
of FBAs in peace and conflict, development, health, and human rights, for instance
(Bercovitch and Kadayifci-Orellana 2009; Carrette and Miall 2017; Beinlich 2019;
Clarke 2019; Coni-Zimmermann and Perov 2019). They have also paid considerable
attention to the role of FBAs in sustainability governance, concerning both ecolog-
ical and social sustainability (Glaab et al. 2019). This research has documented the
specific normative contributions of FBAs to sustainability governance at the United
Nations. For example, Glaab and Fuchs (2018) identified the use of a more com-
prehensive definition of sustainability and wellbeing in FBAs’ submissions to the
Rio +20 summit. They also showed that FBAs tend to use less utilitarian and tech-
nocratic arguments than other civil society actors, emphasizing moral norms and
spiritual values. However, this does not mean that religious actors promote religious
views, in a narrow sense, in international policy discourse. Haynes (2013), for in-
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stance, highlighted that FBAs tend to employ secular language in order to be heard
and accepted at the UN, while Glaab and Fuchs (2018) found strategic variance in
FBAs’ reference to secular or religious norms.

Such understanding of the specific role of FBAs in sustainability and climate
governance within the EU is still missing. This may be due to the EU’s reputation
as a secular realm of governance. However, as Habermas (2008, 2011) asserted,
religion still has a specific potential in modern societies, primarily in motivational
and ethical regards. He argues that religious actors and norms may add references
to values and deeper meaning to an otherwise (supposedly) rational discourse and
that they may offer answers to societal problems that are not or only insufficiently
provided by other norms and ideas. Likewise, Morrison et al. (2015) argue, in line
with Posas (2007), that religions could add an ethical dimension to the climate
discourse and, therefore, encourage their members to that purpose. Sachdeva (2016)
also underlines that religious values may have a more profound impact on human
identity and behaviour than secular incentives.

Indeed, an institutionalized avenue for FBA participation in EU governance does
exist. In general, the EU’s institutions are open for contributions from all sectors of
society. Article 11 of the treaty of the European Union calls specifically for “an open,
transparent and regular dialogue with representative associations and civil society.”
Institutionalized dialogues have, for example, the purpose of facilitating a regular,
transparent, and open exchange between the EU’s institutions and organized civil
society around socially relevant topics such as migration and human rights.

FBAs have access to EU governance, in particular, through the regular high-level
meetings between representatives of the EU institutions, religious communities and
philosophical and non-confessional humanist organizations. Both the European Par-
liament and the European Commission assign responsibility for these dialogues to
one of their vice presidents. With these high-level talks, the EU institutions attempt
to integrate the diverse religious voices from within the EU into the policy discourse.
Although the EU is perceived as mostly secularized, the meetings show that there
is room within the institutionalised processes for religious views and exchange. In-
deed, the Maastricht Treaty and, even more so, the Treaty of Lisbon structured and
intensified relations between the EU institutions and religious organizations. While
FBA engagement in EU governance was rare at the beginning of the European inte-
gration process, many FBAs maintain offices in Brussels and participate in various
fields of EU governance, today (Liedhegener 2013; Leustean 2013). Accordingly,
the question of the normative contributions of FBAs to EU climate governance is
a relevant one to ask.

We approach norms using the constructivist approach to norms that is prevalent
in the international relations literature. According to this literature, norms can be
defined as “[...] standards of appropriate behaviour of an actor [...]” (Finnemore
and Sikkink 1998, p. 891) or “[...] intersubjective understandings that constitute
actors’ interests and identities, and create expectations as well as prescribe what
appropriate behavior ought to be” (Björkdahl 2002, p. 21). From this constructivist
point of view, norms include both constitutive and constraining aspects. They bring
categories into being (e.g., categories of actors or actions) while also limiting action
and defining what is perceived as legitimate. Thereby, norms reflect intersubjectively
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shared understandings and ascribe values to material and immaterial objects (Wiener
2008). When examining norms, we pay attention to what they say about a problem,
value, and action (Winston 2018). The problem aspect of a norm identifies the
relevant context and issues to be addressed. This may include obstacles, reasons,
and outcomes that should be rectified. The value aspect is defined as beliefs that
give meaning to action or situations and give people orientation in their surroundings
(Hitlin and Piliavin 2004). Values can give moral weight to problems and actions.
Finally, the action aspect of a norm describes what is supposed to be done and may
represent the proposed solution for tackling a given problem. The action puts the
value of the norm into practice (Winston 2018; Carpenter 2007).

Importantly, norms are not as static as theorizing may suppose. They have a “dual
nature” (Wiener 2007), which means that they are both stable and flexible at the
same time. Norms exist in a particular form at any given point in time but constantly
evolve in between. Actors are constrained by norms but also shape them. In fact,
every reference to a norm also likely brings about a change in its substance—even
if that change is ever so slight (Graf 2016).

In line with this constructivist approach towards norms, we can also examine
how actors construct and shape dynamics between norms. Through discursive acts
connecting different norms, actors can attribute a broad range of meanings. This
agency can target positive forms of norm interplay (e.g., connections between norms
or additions) as well as negative forms (e.g., competition or conflict), thus broadening
or limiting the scope, validity, and application of specific norms (Fehl and Rosert
2020).

In our inquiry, we concentrate on references to religious norms by FBAs and other
actors. This includes norms that can be identified as religious in a narrow sense in
that they entail a reference to transcendence. It also includes broader norms, such
as “justice”, which FBAs tend to link to their normative traditions and beliefs but
which are just as likely to be referenced by non-FBA actors.

For the analysis of agreement or conflict, we focus on norm relations and dy-
namics between different norms or aspects of norms as guided by Fehl and Rosert
(2020), who differentiate between synergetic and conflicting norms. Both types of
norm relation describe the interplay of two norms with similar thematic, timely and
social overlap but also with divergences in the norm content (problem, value, ac-
tion). Fehl and Rosert argue that conflicting norm relations tend to occur between
norms with different definitions of underlying problems and/or actions. In contrast,
norms with similar descriptions of problems and actions but different values often
facilitate synergies between norms.

In sum, we expect to find that FBAs engage in the EU climate policy discourse
with normative arguments, drawing more or less explicitly on religious norms. We
are also interested in identifying discursive acts that establish common ground be-
tween faiths and other sectors of society or draw out differences. Thereby, we hope
to identify the potential for collaboration and conflict related to religious actors’
roles and arguments in climate governance.
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3 Data and method

In the course of our analysis, we conducted two separate investigations. First, we
identified FBAs active in European Climate Governance using the European trans-
parency register.1 The register, which is accessible online, provides filtering options
for different types of actors (e.g., professional consultancies, in-house lobbyists,
non-governmental organizations) and fields of interest, allowing us to measure the
presence and distribution of FBAs in European climate governance. To identify the
FBAs that work on topics related to climate politics, we built a subset of the trans-
parency register, integrating all actors with a religious affiliation in their corporate
name or motivation and who indicated an interest in the topic “climate action.”
Actors who register in the transparency register can sort themselves into their rele-
vant sections. We included most actors from the section “Organisations representing
churches and religious communities” (not including humanist organizations) and
also integrated FBAs from the section “Non-governmental organisations”. We then
categorized the resulting list of actors by religious affiliation, which we identified
through the actors’ websites.

Secondly, in order to investigate the specific contributions FBAs bring into the cli-
mate politics’ discourse and their potential for normative agreement or conflict, we
qualitatively analysed the transcript of a dialogue meeting between FBAs, represen-
tatives of the European institutions, and other actors. The dialogue was organized in
January 2020 by the European Parliament under the title “The European Green Deal:
Preserving our Common Home”. It brought together representatives from Christian,
Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, and Humanist organizations as well as scientific and
political representatives from the European Parliament and the European Commis-
sion. An audience also attended the sessions. The dialogue consisted of statements
presented by the panellists, a debate between the panellists, and questions and com-
ments from a larger audience. The meeting was recorded and the video was released
on the European Parliament’s website.2 We transcripted it and to evaluate it, we
conducted a computer-assisted qualitative content analysis following the rule-bound
procedure outlined by Mayring (2014). The process is appropriate for handling large
amounts of data while applying a qualitative-interpretive analysis of latent meanings
(Mayring and Fenzl 2019). Following this procedure, we deductively built the start-
ing categories according to our research interest and subsequently derived specific
subcodes inductively from the material. We carried out the coding process in several
rounds using three coders, implementing a qualitative validation process through
repeated discussion and adaptation.

The data presented in this article is part of the larger research project “Religion
as a Resource in European and International Climate Politics” at the Cluster of

1 Societal actors can enroll themselves in the register if they intend to interact with EU institutions and
decision-makers. The record aims to enable transparency in the lobbying process of the EU’s institutions.
Registration is a precondition for some activities. For example, members of the European Parliament are
only allowed to meet with lobbyists registered on the transparency register. https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-
european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/transparency-register.
2 https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/webstreaming?d=20200128&lv=OTHER_EVENTS.
Please note that the transcript partly consists of text from simultaneous translation.

K

https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/transparency-register
https://ec.europa.eu/info/about-european-commission/service-standards-and-principles/transparency/transparency-register
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/webstreaming?d=20200128&lv=OTHER_EVENTS


Religion: A resource in european climate politics? An examination of faith-based contributions... 89

Excellence for Religion and Politics at the University of Münster. In subsequent
phases of the project, we will compare the results discussed here with insights
we gain through interviews with representatives from faith-based and non-religious
organizations and data in the online texts of the organizations registered on the EU
transparency register.

4 The presence of FBAs in EU climate governance

In 2020, 12,000 organizations were listed on the EU’s transparency register. Among
them, there are 62 FBAs that name climate action as a field of interest. Among all
the organizations listed in this field, 1.21% are FBAs. Of course, the register is not
necessarily a complete listing of all the actors present in EU governance, as actors
are only required to register to participate in certain forms of political engagement.
Yet, it is unlikely that reality differs vastly from this picture. Thus, while FBAs
are active in this political field in the EU, they play only a minor role, numerically
speaking (Fig. 1).

However, these FBAs come from a range of religious backgrounds, with a strong
emphasis on the Christian faith (77%). Given that, according to data from the Euro-
barometer 2019 on Discrimination in the European Union, about 97% of the EU’s
population who affiliated themselves with a religion claim to be Christian this pre-

Fig. 1 Religious background of FBAs at EU-level
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Fig. 2 Distribution of Christian FBAs

dominance is not surprising.3 Among the Christian denominations, Catholic FBAs,
in particular, are present in this thematic field at the EU level (about 46% of the
Christian FBAs belong to this denomination), followed by Protestant Christians,
who amount to approximately 23%. In addition, Orthodox, Anglican, and Mormon
organizations seem to be active Christian FBAs in EU climate politics. It is striking
that about 21% of the Christian FBAs in the field of EU climate politics identify
as ecumenical and thus do not represent a single denomination or do not (openly)
affiliate with one specific Christian denomination. This could be the first evidence
of inter-Christian cooperation on the topic of climate action (Fig. 2).

In addition to Christian FBAs, there are many different religious backgrounds
among the FBAs working on climate action represented in the EU’s transparency
register. At 6%, the ratio of Muslim FBAs in this data is even higher than the per-
centage of Muslims in the EU’s population who affiliated themselves with a religion
(2% according to the Special Eurobarometer 2019 on Discrimination in the Euro-
pean Union). The higher percentage of Muslim FBAs may reflect the absence of an
overarching Islamic organization that centralizes and coordinates the interests and
concerns of Muslims within the EU. Similarly, new religious and spiritual move-
ments, which are mainly close to the Hindu tradition, and Pagan FBAs constitute
a greater portion of the registry than in the EU’s population. This may reflect a par-
ticular proximity to nature. However, this may also be the result of their overall
small number.

3 Participants were asked: “Do you consider yourself to be ...?”. Possible Answers were: Catholic, Or-
thodox Christian, Protestant, Other Christian, Jewish, Muslim-Shia, Muslim-Sunni, Other Muslim, Sikh,
Buddhist, Hindu, Atheist, Non believer/Agnostic, Other, Refusal. 66% affiliated themselves to a religion.
64% affiliated to Christianity (European Commission 2019).
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5 FBAs’ normative positioning in the dialogue

During the Article 17 dialogue “The European Green Deal. Preserving our Common
Home”, the participating FBAs notably emphasized two norm clusters that have the
value of responsibility for creation at their core. Indeed, the degree to which FBAs
present a homogenous picture in this regard is striking. On the one hand, they accen-
tuate a responsibility towards nature. On the other hand, they stress a responsibility
towards other humans and aspects of justice that are connected to this. Hence, the
similarities in their points of view, religious-based values and duties could easily
facilitate synergetic climate norms.

5.1 Responsibility towards nature

The statements made by the FBAs problematize climate change and point out its
human-induced character. From their perspective, the existing economic and soci-
etal system enables over-consumption, materialism, and emissions and leads to the
destruction of nature. Some of the statements further divide the problem into two:
a systematic aspect and an individual aspect. They consider the economic system to
be responsible for climate effects but also highlight problems arising from personal
attitudes and behaviour:

There is a lot of talk of decarbonization and the poison which carbon represents
vis à vis the atmosphere, but we don’t say what the Buddha said was a big
problem of humankind 2600 years ago: Greed. Avidity. And that’s why we
got to solve the problems of greed and cupidity. (Representative of the French
Buddhist Union)4

In order to end mankind’s destruction of nature, the FBAs unanimously promote
change on both levels. On the systemic level, they call for political action to affect
a paradigm shift and, on the individual level they demand a change of attitudes. They
connect the latter to a conversion to a faithful way of living and acting according
to one’s knowledge. According to their arguments, just talking about a climate
emergency would not be enough. Rather, religiously inspired change in our way of
life is what matters: “Calling ourselves Muslim is not enough. It says in the Koran
several times, it’s about believing AND doing good deeds” (Representative of the
Islamic Foundation for Ecology and Environmental Science).

At the same time, all FBAs who participated in the dialogue advocated for taking
immediate practical action and leading by example. Furthermore, the Muslim and
Christian representatives harmoniously stress the importance of hope as a specific
faith-based resource. They argue that, their faith inspires them to act in the right
way, even if situations seem hopeless.

The statements by FBAs connect both problems and required actions to underly-
ing values. In the FBAs’ views, deep-rooted values, faith, and religious traditions can

4 The quotes in this section all drawn from the transcript of the recorded Article 17 Dialogue “The Green
Deal: Preserving our common Home”, which can be rewatched here: https://multimedia.europarl.europa.
eu/en/webstreaming?d=20200128&lv=OTHER_EVENTS.
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motivate the radical change required to successfully tackle climate change. They pro-
mote the protection of nature as God’s creation and highlight God’s command that
humans should care for his creation. Nature is presented as an expression of God’s
work that has an intrinsic value. Consequently, living a faithful life should also
involve loving God’s creation and therefore respecting planetary boundaries. The
representative of the Vatican, as well as the Buddhist FBAs in particular, strongly
emphasize the need to have compassion for nature:

You cannot care or protect [...] what you don’t love. [...] If we want to care for
our common home, we need to start loving it. And loving is to discover how
it works, the marvelous nature, I think as religions, we need to connect people
with God as creator or God’s creation and in the contemplation of nature. All
our religions are based on nature. And we have disconnected a little bit. We are
responsible for that, but we have to start promoting it. Because if we love nature,
it is impossible not to care about it. (Representative of the Vatican Dicastery for
Promoting Integral Human Development)

However, the FBAs do not only mention positive emotions like hope, love, and
compassion as specific faith-based resources in this context. Some of them also
refer to negative emotions such as guilt and fear, if less frequently. The Muslim and
Orthodox representatives stress that people will be judged depending on their deeds
at the end of life, thereby reminding everyone of the need to live according to the
requirements of faith.

5.2 Responsibility towards other humans

The second norm cluster brought forward by the FBAs during the dialogue focuses
on responsibility towards humans. Here the statements highlight aspects of procedu-
ral, intergenerational, and global justice. The faith-based representatives underline
that social factors must be at the centre of each political decision. Policies should
rely on the values of responsibility and justice towards other humans, solidarity,
and the participation of affected people. Statements by both Christian and Muslim
representatives show that aspects discussed in the previous section on responsibility
towards nature, such as the divine command to do good deeds and the warning of
a judgment at the end of life, apply similarly here. These values add social weight to
the problems the FBAs identify in relation to climate change and the social impact it
imposes on humans. The Jewish representative even actively differentiated between
divine and human-induced actions, stating that the problem of climate change is
a consequence of the latter.

The FBAs promote comprehensive action that considers social aspects, or even
prioritizes them, when tackling these problems. Concerning procedural justice, the
FBAs draw attention to the social effects of climate-friendly adaptation measures
(e.g., unemployment of coal miners). To face this challenge, they promote facilitating
the participation of those affected in political deliberations. In their view, politicians
should enable dialogues with diverse societal groups and listen to their concerns.
Moreover, the faith-based representatives stress the importance of bringing people
on board with climate adaptation measures.
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Access, participation is all what it is about. Without having access to and partic-
ipation of people, there is no way that we can address the targets of the sustain-
able development goals. (Representative of the Vatican Dicastery for Promoting
Integral Human Development)
Policies and laws, even if important, they are not enough. They need to be
properly explained and people need to be brought on board. People need to
understand that caring for the environment is not against them, but for them.
(Representative of the Conference of European Churches)

As another aspect of responsibility towards humans, the FBAs focus on global
justice. In their view, climate change cannot be regarded solely on a European
level. Instead, its effects must be considered on a global scale. Accordingly, actions
for tackling climate effects must integrate the global perspective by, for example,
providing more affected countries with funds.

Finally, the faith-based representatives also talk about intergenerational justice.
They call on politicians to take immediate measures because the (lack of) action
today will have irreversible effects for future generations. Future generations should
not have to live with the environmental damage we cause today through our way of
life. Thus, the FBAs declare climate change an emergency and highlight the task of
integrating the losses of future generations into political considerations. The Islamic
representative again connects this aspect with a moral appeal:

Maybe you should reconsider your path and behave a bit better so that indeed
the aims of Sharia’h can be achieved, also for future generations. (Representa-
tive of the Islamic Foundation for Ecology and Environmental Science)

5.3 Potential for agreement

The exchange of opinions between the members of the panel demonstrates their
effort to emphasize the unifying aspects of their different points of view. Hence, they
construct and shape the dynamics between norms by adding religious meaning based
on a shared understanding of the problems and desired action. The dialogue’s title,
“Preserving our Common Home” already indicates a focus on joint interests. It also
links back to the title of the papal encyclical “Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common
Home.” Perhaps not surprisingly then, the metaphor of the “common home” evolved
as a central theme within the various statements: the political, humanist, scientific,
and religious representatives emphasized that in the light of climate change, there
is a common challenge to face, a common goal to achieve, and related courses of
action to take.

The noted commonalities notwithstanding, the speakers’ contributions also illus-
trate that there is an awareness of differences in their approaches. In part, they have
different backgrounds and offer different responses. This applies to the represen-
tative of the European Humanists Federation and the liberal Renew Europe Group
in particular, as they expressed the greatest ideological distance from any religion
during the dialogue. However, these differences did not seem to hinder agreement,
rather they were perceived as a natural and legitimate circumstance in a pluralistic
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society. In particular, the representative of the liberal Renew Europe Group seems to
allocate religion a role as a mediator able to reach conservative people and motivate
them to act in an ecologically friendly way.

In this vein, different actors highlight the potential contribution of various sources
addressing specific aspects of climate politics. For religion, as one of these sources,
the participants see a particular potential to articulate moral elements and appeal to
intrinsic motives. The FBAs themselves refer to their collective potential to moti-
vate people to change their way of life and act, even in hopeless situations, to do
something good. From their point of view, religions can give hope and appeal to
deep values. Thus, FBAs advocate cooperation and mutual learning between reli-
gions and between religions and other actors to realize this potential on a broader
scale. Likewise, non-FBA participants recognize the potential of specific religious
contributions to the environmental discourse in their contributions to the dialogue.
They agree that a different way of life will be necessary to fight climate change and
that this goal will only be achieved if people are inherently convinced. They ascribe
this task of convincing and motivating individuals, in part, to religious organizations.
The speakers emphasize the religious potential to address climate-related problems
through “deep values,” which means that they can give commonly shared ecological
values a deeper meaning through their specific worldview (e.g., references to God’s
creation). This seems to apply to questions concerning the relationship between
humans and nature in particular, as well as to associated questions of justice:

Your work and advocacy have allowed the promotion of a comprehensive,
holistic approach to ecology. You have in the past and you will be continuing in
the future to ensure that the spiritual, ethical, the social dimension of ecology
are better understood and taken into account when talking about the environ-
ment. [...] Your voice is a particular voice, and it needs to be heard by politicians
and by society at large. (Vice-President of the European Commission in charge
of the Art. 17 dialogues)

In some cases, the speakers even report on occasions when they have already
experienced this potential:

I know from experience that faith groups and leaders [...] played a big role
and have a big role to play. I can testify leading the negotiations for Paris how
much the Pope’s publication Laudato Si’ has played a role. It has resonated
with many. Even beyond, much beyond the catholic sphere. And on a day-to-
day basis, as communities transition away from fossil fuels, my organization is
very invested in Poland as well, we have seen the church playing a really big
role in countering the narrative that seeks to undermine the idea of alternative
pathways towards cleaner and decarbonized societies. I will always remember
before the COP in Katowice, how the Church in Poland have published a prayer
that was really putting climate change and action at the centre of their activities.
It has created a total difference around the COP 24 in Katowice. (Representative
of the European Climate Foundation)

Also, some politicians experience religion as a source of inspiration or motivation
in climate politics themselves. For example, a Representative of the Renew Europe
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Group indicates this when reporting that a member of the European People’s Party
(EEP) had identified the Pope’s appeal as a reason for her vote on climate change.
The same EPP member also referred to the emotions of love for nature and guilt
for acting in a non-sustainable manner—which the FBAs had raised earlier in the
dialogue—as a motivating force. Another indication is given by another member of
the European Parliament from the EPP parliamentary group, who indicates that he
was “[p]ersonally [...] very much inspired by the encyclical Laudato Si’ from Pope
Francis” (Representative of the Committee on Environment, Public, Health & Food
Safety, European Parliament). While other participants underline the potential of
religion to motivate and reach others in climate politics, these two members of the
European Parliament show that religious values may also reach the political process
via channels other than FBAs.

5.4 What could hinder agreement? Scepticism and conflicting values

All in all, the statements made by the main speakers during the dialogue have
a very diplomatic tone. They stress commonalities and the specific role of religion
in climate discourse, which they see, primarily, as the provision of “deep values.”
Nonetheless, there are also moments in the dialogue where participants, from the
audience especially, raise issues that could hinder agreement. This demonstrates that
conditions for facilitating understanding may differ across religions. In particular,
there is some concern regarding a lack of familiarity with non-Christian faiths. The
Muslim representative’s statement emphasized that this results in a higher pressure
to justify Muslim approaches in public:

[F]or some reasons Islam seems to be getting less positive reviews in the news
than some other faiths. I am not encouraging, or I am not expecting you to
convert, but let’s show some curiosity in each other’s faith-centred approaches,
opportunities for intrinsic motivation to work together on the current climate
emergency. [...] Let’s go for a joint Jihad. Yes, I am using that word purposely
because it actually means: striving for good. And by using that word also re-
claiming the hijacking of that word of this term by extremists and Islamo-
phobes. (Representative of the Islamic Foundation for Ecology and Environ-
mental Science)

The subsequent reaction from the political actor who chaired the discussion ac-
knowledges a lack of knowledge of prevalent Islamic concepts:

That was quite interesting, especially for me to listen to a very positive interpre-
tation of Sharia’h and Jihad. We know that it was abused, but I was not aware
that we can use it in such a positive way. (Representative of the Committee on
Environment, Public, Health & Food Safety, EP)

In addition, speakers from the audience openly address conflicts between FBAs
and other actors that could hinder agreement on climate change. Whereas the main
speakers at the meeting emphasized commonalities, questions from the audience
problematized religious “conservatism”. For example, one speaker from the audi-
ence drew attention to conservative religious values concerning family planning and
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conception. He argued that—in the context of an exploding world population—these
traditional values may hinder progress in climate protection. Another audience mem-
ber highlighted a contradiction between the FBAs’ statements and what he believed
he knew about God’s commands to humans in Genesis:

Can I suggest that there is a contradiction here somewhere. In the Bible, without
claiming to be steeped in these things, without being an expert, but in Genesis,
it refers somewhere, I don’t have it off the top of my head, but it’s about fish,
birds and all the creatures that live and crawl and die, it talks about them/it’s
really a command to human beings to exercise dominion over creation. And
I think that is contradictory to the injunctions we have been hearing around the
room this afternoon. (Person from the audience)

The Catholic representative acknowledged that he is aware of this and that, in his
view, this significant misunderstanding of Genesis has been used to legitimate an
anthropocentric worldview. He argues, however, that this interpretation is not valid
as, in a Christian understanding, it is not humankind but God who is at the centre
of everything (Representative of the Vatican Dicastery for Promoting Integral Hu-
man Development). Furthermore, the Muslim representative argued that there is an
equivalence of every species in the Koran. Therefore, from the Muslim perspective,
humans may not abuse nature because it is a manifestation of God’s divine actions.
They should learn from the creation about God’s will and his work, just as they learn
from the verses of the Koran (Representative of the Islamic Foundation for Ecology
and Environmental Science). However, the Jewish representative argued that there
is still a hierarchy of humans over nature, although this does not mean that humans
have the right to abuse nature (Representative of the Central Israelite Consistory of
Belgium).

Both examples, by demonstrating a lack of knowledge about Islamic concepts as
well as scepticism towards Christian and/or Jewish values and conservatism, reveal
the potential for open and hidden conflicting norm dynamics. In both cases, non-
FBAs perceive religious values and concepts as part of a problem (whether the
climate crisis or religion in politics in general), while the FBAs underline their role
as a part of the solution. By explaining their religious values, some FBAs try to
bridge those perceived divergences in the content of the norms.

6 Discussion and conclusion

This article aimed to identify the presence in and normative contribution of FBAs
to the EU’s climate policy discourse. Regarding the latter, we were particularly
interested in the potential for normative agreement and conflict among FBAs and
between FBAs and other actors. We wanted to understand to what extent religious
norms and ideas may function as a mobilizing resource in EU climate governance. In
pursuit of our objectives, we first assessed the presence of FBAs via the European
transparency register. We then evaluated the normative contribution of FBAs via
a qualitative content analysis of a 2020 high-level dialogue on “The European Green
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Deal: Preserving Our Common Home” involving representatives of FBAs, non-FBA
organizations, and EU institutions.

We focused on one specific dialogue. Further (comparative) research clearly is
necessary. Nevertheless, our findings suggest that religion, or more precisely reli-
gious actors and religious norms, may provide a specific contribution to the Eu-
ropean climate discourse by adding deep-rooted values that can give additional
weight to problems of climate change and motivate action. The results thereby re-
veal a solid correspondence to similar findings relating to the UN (Glaab et al. 2019)
while adding essential insight to that literature. In the dialogue analysed here, FBAs
emphasize the association of climate values with creation thereby giving special
meaning to nature and fellow humans and one’s responsibility toward them. Reli-
giously framed emotions of love and compassion for nature, as well as suffering and
guilt, emphasize this potential. In this context, FBAs highlight both individual and
systemic problems leading to over-consumption and the destruction of nature. Ac-
cordingly, they demand fundamental changes to our values and justify them through
the divine command to protect nature and vulnerable people while simultaneously
cautioning against being held responsible for one’s actions at the end of life.

Agreement and a sense of the collective potential for religion to positively con-
tribute to climate governance are also apparent in the views of representatives of
different religious actors as well as between religious and non-religious actors.
In particular, a consensus about the problems that must be faced regarding cli-
mate change appears to build a fundamental basis for such agreement. Discursive
acts in support of such normative agreement include emphasizing and constructing
commonalities and complementarity, i.e., the ability of religious organizations to
mobilize additional resources. Thus, at some points, we witness the translation of
religious norms and ideas into broader idioms, allowing them to be interpretable
from different points of view. Representatives simultaneously highlighted the value
of complementary approaches, with other actors and norms being considered more
effective at reaching different segments of society. Hence, we see how actors actively
shape the dynamics between norms and formed synergetic norms. On the one hand,
the closeness of the FBAs positions and climate-related values towards the obligation
to care for God’s creation makes it easy for them to find common grounds. On the
other hand, actors with broader ideological distance attempt to shape climate norms
by underlining the benefit of adding deep-rooted values (e.g., religious values) to
the shared climate norms.

While most contributions to the dialogue focused on the normative common
ground between FBAs or between religious and secular thought, a potential for
normative conflict also became visible. Interpretations of religious thought as en-
tailing a divine command for human dominion over nature, conservative religious
stances on family planning and birth control, and references to a lack of knowl-
edge and understanding, especially with respect to non-Christian faiths, reveal such
potential sources of disagreement. They also highlight the extent to which religion
may still function or be perceived as a barrier to tackling climate change. This is
more so the case, given that our material led to a bias towards “climate-friendly”
FBAs, willing to participate in the specific dialogue. Thus, future research will have
to assess the likelihood of inner-religious conflict and conflict between religious
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Table 1 FBAs from the EU transparency register and their religious affiliation

FBAs from the EU transparency register Religion

A Rocha International Christianity

ACT Alliance Advocacy to the European Union Christianity

Africa Europe Faith and Justice Network Christianity

Arbeitsgemeinschaft katholisch-sozialer Bildungswerke in der Bundesre-
publik Deutschland e.V.

Christianity

Arbeitskreis Kirchlicher Investoren Christianity

Associazione Centro Italiano Opere Femminili Salesiane—Formazione
Professionale

Christianity

Bektashi World Headquarters Islam

Bischöfliches Hilfswerk MISEREOR e.V. Christianity

Brahma Kumaris World Spiritual University New religious/spiritual
movement

Brot für die Welt Christianity

Büro Brüssel des Generalsekretariats der Österreichischen Bischofskon-
ferenz

Christianity

Caritas Europa Christianity

Chapel for Europe Christianity

Christian Aid Christianity

Christian Aid Ireland Christianity

Christliche Initiative Romero Christianity

CIDSE—International Alliance of Catholic development agencies Christianity

Committee of the Representatives of the Orthodox Churches in European
Union

Christianity

Conference of European Churches Christianity

Coordination Office of the Austrian Bishop’s Conference Christianity

Diakonie Katastrophenhilfe Christianity

DON BOSCO NETWORK Christianity

Dreikönigsaktion—Hilfswerk der Katholischen Jungschar Christianity

EKD-Büro Brüssel Christianity

EU-CORD Christianity

EUROPEAN ALEVI UNION Alevite

European Buddhist Union Buddhism

European Evangelical Alliance Christianity

European Office of the Church of Scientology for Public Affairs & Human
Rights

New religious/spiritual
movement

European Union for Progressive Judaism Judaism

European Union Office of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints Christianity

European Women of Faith Network Interreligious

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, Church Council Christianity

Evangelische Kirche Berlin-Brandenburg-schlesische Ober-
lausitz—Dienststelle des Länderbeauftragten

Christianity

Evangelischer Verband Kirche-Wirtschaft-Arbeitswelt Christianity

Fondazione Migrantes Christianity

HINDU FORUM EUROPE Hinduisms
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Table 1 (Continued)

FBAs from the EU transparency register Religion

International Movement of Catholic Agricultural and Rural Youth Christianity

ISKCON Communications Europe New religious/spiritual
movement

Jesuit European Social Centre Christianity

Kommissariat der deutschen Bischöfe—Katholisches Büro in Berlin Christianity

Muslim Hands Islam

Office of the Anglican Bishop in Europe Christianity

Pagan Federation International Deutschland e.V. Paganisms

Provincia de España de la Congregación Hermanas Hospitalarias del
Sagrado Corazón de Jesús

Christianity

Public Organization “Public Advocacy” Christianity

Quaker Council for European Affairs Religious Society of
Friends (Quaker)

Representation de l’ Eglise de Grece aupres d’ Union Europeenne Christianity

Représentation de la Old Roman Catholic Church auprès des Institutions
européennes

Christianity

Representative Office of the Islamic Community in Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina

Islam

Secretariat of COMECE Christianity

Serve the City Christianity

Stichting Cordaid Christianity

Stichting Pagan Federation International Paganisms

Stiftung Hilfswerk der Evangelischen Kirchen Schweiz Christianity

SÜDWIND Institut Christianity

Svenska kyrkan Christianity

Union des Conférences Européennes des Supérieurs/es Majeurs/es Christianity

Welthaus Diözese Graz-Seckau Christianity

Woord en Daad Foundation Christianity

World Council of Churches Christianity

Zentralkomitee der deutschen Katholiken Christianity

and secular perspectives more broadly. Of course, conflicting normative views are
not necessarily irreconcilable. Instead, such conflict is also subject to discursive
(de)construction. Thus, future inquiries will need to focus specifically on the con-
struction of (dis)agreement as well.

When looking at the potential for normative agreement and conflict, it is also
interesting to note that the EU’s dialogue with religious actors is separate from other
EU high-level climate dialogues with other stakeholders. FBAs are rarely invited to
or participate in these other events (except implicitly as members of a more extensive
societal network). Thus, access to FBAs in the EU is simultaneously institutionalized
and institutionally limited, something that needs to be kept in mind when interpreting
their potential influence. Given our findings on the specific contribution religious
norms and ideas can make to climate governance, this could be an indication of
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untapped potential for mobilizing societal support for climate policies in general
and the Green Deal in particular.
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