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Abstract 
This project seeks to contribute to a growing area of study in academic literature: the possible role of faith 

actors in promoting socio-ecological sustainability at the national level. This thesis project is embedded in 

a Canada Research Chair project entitled Faith Institutions Advancing Transformation (FIAT) and uses 

data collected for the purposes of this larger project to explore an independent research question. 

Preliminary exploration revealed two primary activities undertaken by Christian actors in Canada to 

promote sustainability: political advocacy and organizational greening. It was thus decided to organize 

this thesis around the following 3-part research question: (1) how does the church in Canada promote 

sustainability through political advocacy and organizational greening, (2) what challenges complicate 

these activities, and (3) why are they prioritized? This research question was designed to be broad 

enough to ensure a meaningful introduction to the landscape of sustainability work by Christian actors in 

Canada, a previously underexplored area. 

Based on prior awareness of the highly collaborative identity of faith-based environmentalism, this thesis 

project adopts the novel unit of analysis used in the larger FIAT project. The term “the church in Canada” 

will be used in this thesis to describe the diverse network of national churches, related aid organizations, 

faith-based Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs), social movements, and coalitions committed to 

promoting sustainability in Canada, and "Christian Civil Society Actor(s)” (CSAs) will occasionally be used 

to refer to one or more specific actors within the church in Canada. Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) with 

knowledgeable individuals from these organizations were conducted to provide a nuanced understanding 

of the institutional rationale for, and challenges associated with, political and organizational greening, 

alongside insights from grey literature. Inductive analysis of these two types of data provided many 

important insights, which are presented in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Chapter 2 presents key findings related to organizational greening. Three key justifications for 

engagement in this activity were revealed in the data: the desire to act on faith-based commitments to 

environmentalism, stewardship, or climate justice, saving money, and demonstrating cultural relevance. 

Key informants identified several barriers to successful organizational greening including challenges 

faced by paid staff and volunteers, bureaucracy, and a perceived (or real) lack of sufficient funds. 



iii 
 

However, key informants also explained how these barriers can be reduced or overcome when volunteers 

organize effectively or when greening is supported by higher levels of church leadership such as national 

churches and regional dioceses.   

Chapter 3 presents key findings related to political advocacy. It was found that political advocacy is 

promoted by the church in Canada for two primary reasons: belief in the necessity of policy change to 

promote sustainability in Canada and the importance of acting as a prophetic witness in the public sphere 

regardless of the impact on policy. Key informants pointed to several barriers to successful political 

advocacy including limitations faced by Christian advocacy organizations and challenges inherent to the 

Canadian political and economic context. However, further research is required to understand the extent 

to which the church in Canada is aware of these challenges and their potential impact on the outcomes of 

political advocacy. 

Discussing organizational greening and political advocacy together also yields important insights. While 

the data hints at a few potential points of connection between these two primary activities, it became clear 

in interviews that Christian CSAs in Canada have not established a firm connection (practical or 

philosophical) between organizational greening and political advocacy or how these activities may 

support one another. Of these two activities, advocacy is much more popular and is characterized by 

significant collaboration. In contrast, organizational greening is the primary domain of only two 

organizations that differ in their goals, scope, and approach. This thesis concludes by suggesting that the 

church in Canada would benefit from collectively discerning areas of overlap between organizational 

greening and political advocacy and creating mutually supportive connections to increase the impact of 

the church promoting sustainability in Canada. 
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Preface 
 
This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through a University of Alberta Research 

Ethics Board (Ethics ID: Pro00148077) under the project name “The Church Facilitating Sustainable 

Transition in Canada”, active until January 8, 2026. This work was supported by a Canada Graduate 

Research Scholarship- Master’s (CGRS M) from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

(SSHRC) that provided funding from May 2024- May 2025.  

 

All literature reviews and other uses of existing literature found in this thesis are my own work. The 

analysis and writing in all sections of this thesis is mine alone (Chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4), but the data used 

in this project that includes grey literature and transcripts from Key Informant Interviews (KII), was 

collected jointly by myself, Dr. Adrian Beling, and undergraduate members of the FIAT research team at 

The King’s University (Edmonton) for use in both the FIAT project and this thesis. 

 

The FIAT project seeks to explore two separate geo-political contexts, one of which is Canada. Elements 

of the methodology and framing of this thesis project that are borrowed (with permission) from the larger 

FIAT project, that I did not have a hand in creating, include the novel unit of analysis (“the church in 

Canada”), and the original FIAT coding structure (see Table 2) (which, as discussed, informed the focus 

of this thesis project, but not the analysis). As the coordinator for the Canada phase of the FIAT project, I 

was highly involved in the design of this project and all stages of data collection (see Chapter 1). 

 

No part of this thesis has been previously published. There are plans to adapt Chapters 2 and 3 into 

independent journal articles following the publication of this thesis.  
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Glossary 
 

Term Definition  

Church communities Describes local faith communities that worship together in a particular 
location or building. “Church community” is a synonym for congregation 
or parish but is free from any association with a specific denomination 
or tradition and is used in this project to differentiate local churches 
from their associated national churches.  

Christian Civil Society 
Actors(s) (CSAs) 

Describes Christian actors such as national churches, related aid 
organizations, Christian organizations, movements, and coalitions 
operating in Canada that are working to promote sustainability in 
Canada. 

Faith Based Organization(s) 
(FBOs) 

In this project, FBOs are a subtype of Christian CSAs; NGOs, 
movements, and coalitions that are primarily concerned with activities 
other than ministry or coordination, such as political advocacy, 
organizational greening, or community organizing. Excluded from this 
category are national churches and pan-church organizations.   

(Socio-ecological) 
Sustainability 

The shared goal of the organizations of interest in this project. This 
term is used to refer to a range of associated and interconnected goals 
with a social and environmental element including climate justice, 
ecological justice, and Integral Ecology.    

“The church in Canada” The diverse network of national churches, related aid organizations, 
Christian organizations, social movements, and coalitions committed to 
promoting sustainability in Canada. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction, methodology, and research framework  

Outline of thesis  
The goal of this thesis is to explore how and why the church in Canada is engaging in political advocacy 

and organizational greening to promote socio-ecological sustainability in Canada. This paper-based 

thesis is organized into 4 chapters to best explore this topic.  

 

Chapter 1 provides a foundation for the exploration of organizational greening and political advocacy in 

Chapters 2 and 3 respectively. This chapter will define the goals and scope of this thesis project, briefly 

describe the Canada Research Chair project it is affiliated with, and explore relevant literature. The 

methodology section will articulate how grey literature and Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) are used to 

understand not only why the church in Canada is addressing sustainability via political advocacy and 

organizational greening, but the rationale behind these actions and barriers to their effectiveness in the 

Canadian context.    

 

Chapters 2 and 3 use a combination of academic literature, grey literature, and insights from KIIs to 

explore how the church in Canada promotes sustainability through organizational greening and political 

advocacy, with particular attention paid to:  

● What the action is and how it is done;  

● The rationale or justification for the action;  

● The challenges or barriers faced in pursuing this action, and; 

● (In the case of organizational greening) opportunities or conditions for success.  

 

Chapter 4 is a shared conclusion chapter that explores points of connection between political advocacy 

and organizational greening, reflects on the findings and limitations of this thesis project, and shares 

suggestions for future research. 

Introduction to the FIAT Project 

This thesis project exists within the context of the Canada Research Chair project led by Dr. Adrian Beling 

(The King's University) titled “Faith Institutions Advancing Transformation” (FIAT). The goal of the FIAT 

project is to assess the conditions under which faith actors can effectively support or lead sustainable 

transformations- the radical political, economic, and social shifts required to achieve holistic socio-

ecological sustainability and avert ecological catastrophe (Bartosch et al., 2018; Köhler et al., 2019). In 

considering conditions for effective socio-ecological transformation, the FIAT project covers several 

interconnected topics including climate change mitigation, environmental protection, human rights 

defense, decolonization, climate justice, and anti-extractivism. The FIAT project is concerned with 
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exploring necessary changes in both material and cultural systems (i.e., the economy, social norms, and 

worldviews), and the possible roles of faith actors in pushing these changes. The basic assumption 

underlying the FIAT project is that Christian actors and their partner organizations have sufficient 

institutional agency to contribute to societal transformation by targeting social tipping points (Westley et 

al., 2011). Social tipping points are areas of intervention in a social system in which seemingly small 

changes can trigger whole-system change, reinforced by feedback loops (Eker et al., 2024; Westley et 

al., 2011). Social tipping points literature is essential to understanding how a relatively small group of 

actors (such as the church in Canada, or in the Amazon) could be expected to effectively lead societal 

transformation. To answer its research question (the conditions under which faith actors can effectively 

lead or support sustainable transformation) the FIAT project is studying the work of faith actors in two 

geopolitical regions: the Amazon (a diverse region that includes areas of Brazil, Peru, Colombia, 

Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia, Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana) and Canada. This thesis project 

comes out of the Canada “leg” of the FIAT project that began in August 2024 and is framed around a sub-

research question- what is the church in Canada doing (or not doing) to promote sustainability, and why? 

See below for a brief summary of the Canada leg of the FIAT project. 

 

FIAT Canada project timeline:  

Step 1: Identification of key organizations belonging to the church in Canada (Christian CSAs) 

(August 2024)  

Step 2: Desk research (collection and coding of grey literature from identified CSAs) (September- 

October 2024) 

Step 3: Development of an interview script based on insight from desk research and FIAT 

research framework, identification of potential key informants, and completion of Research Ethics 

Board (REB) applications (October 2024- February 2025) 

Step 4: Testing of interview script, reaching out to key informants, and scheduling interviews 

(March 2025) 

Step 5: Conducting interviews with key informants (March- June 2025) 

Step 6: Analysis and writing (completed separately for this thesis project and the FIAT project) 

(June- August 2025)  

   

As the FIAT project coordinator, I led the identification of key organizations, desk research, and 

scheduling of interviews, and was highly involved in all other activities alongside Dr. Adrian Beling. 

Following completion of interviews, I had the freedom to conduct analysis based on topics of my 

choosing. After careful thought, I decided to focus on political advocacy and organizational greening as 

key activities of the church in Canada to promote sustainability. Reasons for this choice of topic include:  

1. The results of desk research (Step 2) that highlighted advocacy and greening as the primary 

activities of the church in Canada to directly promote sustainability;  
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2. Awareness of the importance of advocacy and greening among faith communities in the broader 

literature; and,  

3. The value of exploring these activities in the Canadian context. 

 

To understand the nuances of how the church in Canada is working to promote sustainability through 

political advocacy and organizational greening, this project also considers why these activities are 

prioritized and what challenges reduce their potential impact. Thus, the central question of this thesis 

project is: how does the church in Canada promote sustainability concretely through political advocacy 

and organizational greening, what challenges complicate these activities, and why are they prioritized? 

Chapters 2 and 3 will explore these topics in depth.  

Literature Review: Faith actors contributing to sustainability 

In the age of the Anthropocene, climate change and other intimately related environmental problems 

including biodiversity loss and land use change are increasing in severity to the point of threatening the 

long-term existence of our species. For this reason, many scholars point to the need to reduce the 

severity of environmental problems by reducing greenhouse gas emissions and develop systems capable 

of enduring new environmental conditions (Urban et al., 2021). But while these goals are easily 

articulated and widely agreed upon, many physical, social, and political barriers are currently blocking 

processes of sustainable transformation in our societies (Seto et al., 2016). To overcome these 

challenges, growing research niches such as Sustainable Transition (ST) are working to identify nuanced 

pathways of societal change driven by a number of diverse and unexpected actors, one of which being 

faith actors (Koehrsen & Ives, 2025).  

  

The basic assumption underlying both the FIAT project and this thesis research is that faith actors have 

significant potential to push sustainability at different levels, in line with recent literature. Faith actors are 

often identified as potential transition agents because of their large number of adherents, relative 

economic and political independence, land ownership, moral authority, influence over collective beliefs 

and behaviour, and capacity to mobilize individuals (Beling, 2023; Ostheimer & Blanc, 2021). Please note 

that while this thesis project and the FIAT project focus specifically on Christian actors, this literature 

review will discuss the role of faith actors more generally, to reflect the shared capacity of formal religions 

to contribute to sustainability. There are two “families” of literature that will be discussed in this section: 

literature on the role of faith actors in promoting or leading sustainable transformation processes (the 

primary framing of the FIAT project) and more general literature about the work of churches to promote 

sustainability at different scales (the primary framing of this thesis project).  
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Faith actors, sustainable transition, and sustainable transformation 

In recent years, scholars have increasingly considered the role faith actors may play in fostering societal 

transitions towards sustainability (sustainable transformation). Current research suggests that faith actors 

can promote sustainable transformation in four major ways: (1) providing necessary resources for inner 

transformation (changes in individual values, attitudes, and worldviews), (2) developing and disseminating 

new discourses and social imaginaries of the future, (3) creating and popularizing alternative norms, and 

(4) engaging in experimentation alongside communities to develop new methods of social and economic 

organization. 

Role 1: Providing resources for inner transformation  

The power of religion over the values, attitudes, and worldviews of individuals and communities suggests 

that organized religions may play a central role in stimulating inner transformations as an essential basis 

for societal transitions to sustainability (Woiwode et al., 2021; Ives & Kidwell, 2019; Christie et al., 2019). 

Lestar and Böhm (2020) look specifically at the impact of eco-spirituality on the worldview and 

subsequent behaviours of believers, positing faith as a possible driver of sustainable transitions in 

everyday life.  

Role 2: Developing new discourses and social imaginaries  

Faith-based environmentalism is often hailed as a source of new ideas within the broader environmental 

movement and plays an important role in the development and dissemination of new discourses and 

social imaginaries of sustainability (Caldwell et al., 2022; Stacey, 2024). Religious actors are noted for 

their ability to craft climate narratives and envision climate responses that are “locally meaningful and 

morally compelling”, centering considerations of peace, justice, and responsibility (Fair, 2018, p.1; Lynch 

et al., 2025). Other authors explore how faith actors can consciously construct countercultural, justice-

centered visions of sustainability that redefine good living and the economy (Stacey, 2024; Sutherland, 

2023). Local and national churches as well as Faith Based Organizations (FBOs) are ideally situated to 

promote countercultural pro-environmental beliefs and values, demonstrating their compatibility with faith 

(Wiktor-Mach & Pędziwiatr, 2024). 

Role 3: Popularizing alternative norms  

In addition to these contributions to inner transformation and public discourses, global religious actors 

have the potential to create and popularise new ways of doing things by acting as norm entrepreneurs 

(Chu, 2022; Koehrsen, 2018). Evidence from Indonesia demonstrates that religion can provide inspiration 

for the creation and spread of new environmental practices and behaviours by grassroots environmental 

movements (Smith et al., 2024). Other authors highlight how faith actors can facilitate the naturalisation of 

novel ideas and practices in the mainstream by modeling novel behaviours and supporting new regimes 

(Koehrsen, 2015, 2018; Koehrsen & Huber, 2021; Koehrsen & Ives, 2025).  
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Role 4: Developing new forms of social and economic organization 

Some authors have identified the potential of the church to intervene directly in material conditions by 

participating in the design of new systems of organization, although fewer studies have focused on this 

topic (Koehrsen, 2018). Bock (2022) explores how faith communities in Oregon have become hubs of 

community resilience in the face of climate change, and in Malaysia, religious communities have been 

important actors in experimentation related to novel solid waste management schemes (Mohamad et al., 

2012). Ongoing research in the context of the FIAT project also focuses on this dimension. 

Faith actors and general sustainability: advocacy, greening, and education  

Literature on how faith actors can contribute to sustainability more generally (outside of sustainable 

transition or transformation research) recounts the engagement of faith actors in several activities to 

contribute to sustainability including advocacy, conservation, environmental education, community 

organizing, protest, lifestyle changes, and more. Of these activities, many authors point to the significant, 

frequent involvement of faith actors in education, advocacy, and greening specifically (Kerber, 2015; 

Hwang, 2024; Moyer & Brandenbarg, 2021) and Koehrsen and Ives (2025) emphasize how this trio 

impacts three essential intervention levels: value basis, policies, and material structures (p.1320). These 

3 activities will now be discussed in greater detail.  

Environmental Education 

Environmental education and formation activities are cited as the most natural and important way for faith 

actors to push sustainability by increasing environmental literacy and shaping the pro-environmental 

values and behaviours of individuals (Tomlinson, 2019; Biviano, 2012; Harmannij, 2022). Some authors 

suggest that faith-based environmental education can also have more transformative impacts by 

supporting inner transformation (Woiwode et al., 2021), reorienting individuals towards the community 

(Hwang, 2024), and contributing to broader cultural change (Koehrsen & Ives, 2025). Moyer and 

Brandenbarg (2021) found that “formation activities” are more common than other activities (such as 

political advocacy and organizational greening) because they are generally less contested (p.1267).  

 

While a major area of faith-based environmental work, environmental education will not be a primary 

focus in this thesis for two reasons. The first reason is that this topic already receives significant attention 

in academic literature, unlike political advocacy and organizational greening. The second reason is that, 

while important, environmental education does not directly further sustainability but provides the technical 

and moral foundation for concrete forms of engagement such as advocacy and greening. While education 

may cultivate concern for the environment, the relationship between environmental concern and 

environmental action is not as clear or direct as many assume (Harper, 2011; Lysack, 2013).  
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Political advocacy  

Many FBOs concerned with sustainability identify political advocacy as their primary activity (see Table 1 

and Figure 1). In 2020, the launch of For the Love of Creation (FLC), an interfaith advocacy coalition for 

climate justice, helped to cement advocacy as a primary activity of the church in Canada. As will be 

discussed in greater depth in Chapter 3, the church in Canada prioritizes political advocacy for many 

reasons including the desire to be a prophetic voice in the public sphere and contribute to policy change 

to promote sustainability. 

Organizational greening  

Organizational greening (the process of reducing the environmental impact of a church community, often 

by adopting sustainable technologies, potentially alongside an associated behavioural change) has 

become a significant focus for many Christian CSAs in Canada. Organizational greening most often 

happens at the level of church communities and is expressed as a way to live out faith based 

environmental ethics (Moyer & Sinclair, 2022; Caldwell et al., 2022; Kidwell et al., 2018). FBOs such as 

Faith & the Common Good (FCG), Zero Emissions Churches (ZEC), and previously the Green Churches 

Network (GCN) (-2024) have made it their primary mission to help churches undergo organizational 

greening and many national churches have begun to develop their own greening programs.  

Methodology  

As little is known about how the church in Canada is promoting sustainability via political advocacy and 

organizational greening, this research aims to explore these concepts in depth. A combination of grey 

literature and insights from KIIs are used to understand what these actions entail, why they are promoted 

by the church in Canada, and what barriers reduce their impact. The analysis in this project is designed to 

be inductive and exploratory, emphasizing key points and tensions discussed in interviews, to provide a 

nuanced overview of the topic and point out opportunities for further research.   

Positionality statement  

Practicing positionality involves taking stock of a researcher's identities and experiences that may 

influence their interpretation of the data and is a necessary first step towards reflexive practice (Sibbald et 

al., 2025). My identity is important in the context of this thesis project as a white Canadian woman who 

grew up going to church and currently sees myself as privately faithful. I am aware that I am the type of 

young person the key informants mentioned in interviews- socially and environmentally conscious, with 

the desire to see churches fully embracing their potential role as leaders of sustainability both locally and 

nationally. I decided to become involved with this project out of personal interest in this possibility, and for 

this reason, I need to be conscious not to overemphasize the extent or impact of the church promoting 

sustainability in Canada.   
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Methods 

As noted above, data was collected for use in this thesis project and the larger FIAT project 

simultaneously but was analyzed separately for each project. This section will describe the methods of 

this thesis project, all of which also apply to the FIAT project apart from the analysis plan. This study has 

been reviewed and received ethics clearance through a University of Alberta Research Ethics Board 

(Ethics ID: Pro00148077). 

Operationalizing “the church in Canada” and identifying relevant Christian CSAs 

Civil society is a diverse, heterogeneous group of actors independent of government and the corporate 

sector that allow the public to organize around shared values and activities, including NGOs, nonprofits, 

labour unions, and social movements (Lang, 2013; Kaldor, 2003). According to this definition, all of the 

faith actors that will be discussed in this thesis are members of civil society and many authors discuss the 

essential role faith actors play in this context (Vorster, 2015; Liedhegener, 2010; Davis et al., 2021).  

 
In Canada, a diverse group of Christian actors including national churches and FBOs operate as a 

network to promote sustainability (see Table 1 and Figure 1). All actors in the network fulfill different 

functions based on their stated mission and frequently support the work of other actors by partnering, 

sharing resources, or forming coalitions. In this context, evaluating the work of only one type of 

organization (i.e., national churches, aid organizations, or faith-based NGOs) would obscure many of the 

essential activities and emergent properties of the network. For this reason, the FIAT project and this 

thesis project adopt this network of actors referred to as “the church in Canada” as its unit of analysis. 

Where necessary, the term “Christian Civil Society Actor” (CSA) will be used to refer to one or more 

specific organizations within the network. Using this broad unit of analysis allows us to better understand 

areas of convergence (in terms of roles, issues, and actions) and assess common opportunities, 

strengths, and barriers that would not be possible using a different unit of analysis.  

 

Commitment to this novel unit of analysis required careful consideration of how to operationalize and 

identify actors within “the church in Canada” (Christian CSAs), leading to the development of the following 

four inclusion criteria.1 To be included, an actor must:  

 
1 Organizations that are important in the context of the project but don't meet all criteria include 
organizations primarily concerned with sustainability (and development) globally (i.e., Tearfund, World 
Renew, Thrive, Food for the Hungry, Mennonite Economic Development Associates) (D&P Can, MCC, 
and AH are included because they are members of KAIROS), secular sustainability organizations (i.e., 
Climate Action Network Canada, the Council of Canadians, the Canadian Green Economy Network), 
Canadian Christian universities (i.e., Redeemer University, Trinity Western University, Saint Paul 
University, Canadian Mennonite University, The King’s University, Regent College), and individual 
congregations and religious orders.  
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● Be affiliated with the Christian faith.2 This includes organizations that identify as Christian and 

interfaith organizations with a known Christian origin or presence that regularly collaborate with 

Christian actors; 

● Operate across Canada and/or seek Canada-wide impact;  

● Be committed to addressing one or more of the dimensions of socio-ecological sustainability 

considered in the FIAT project including environmental protection, sustainability, climate justice, 

or economic transformation, and; 

● Work to promote socio-ecological sustainability in the Canadian context.  

 

Organizations of interest were then identified via their websites using the following process: 

Step 1: Organizations previously known to researchers that meet the above inclusion criteria 

were identified (4 organizations).  

Step 2: Members and partners of the organizations in Step 1 that met the inclusion criteria were 

identified (16 organizations). Most of these organizations were identified through KAIROS, the 

largest ecumenic justice initiative in Canada.  

Step 3: Endorsing organizations of FLC (identified in Step 2) not previously identified that met our 

inclusion criteria were identified (3 organizations).  

Step 4: To ensure saturation, we did a google search (Canada + Christian OR faith + organization 

+ environment OR sustainability OR climate) and identified 2 movements not highly related to the 

other CSAs. No additional organizations were identified through the websites of these 

organizations, so it was determined that we had reached saturation. 

 

This process allowed us to identify at total of 8 national churches,3 3 church-affiliated aid organizations, 2 

pan-church organizations,4 and 12 Christian FBOs (NGOs, social movements, and networks)5 (n=25) 

(see Table 1 and Figure 1). These organizations are collectively referred to as “the church in Canada” or 

“Christian CSAs in Canada”, as the constellation of actors working collectively to push socio-ecological 

sustainability. The primary action of each organization is highlighted in the table, please note that the 

primary action of all formal churches is listed as ministry, and all pan-church organizations, coordination. 

 
2 Using the RELTRAD classification (Hackett et al., 2018) we are interested primarily in mainline 
Protestants, Evangelical Protestants, and Catholics. 
3 6 directly and 2 (MC Can and CCCB) through their affiliated aid organizations (MCC and D&P Can). 
4 These organizations represent and facilitate coordination between a number of national churches and/ 
or church communities across Canada. These include the Canadian Council of Churches (CCC), an 
ecumenic body representing 26 member churches or 85% of Christians in Canada (The Canadian 
Council of Churches, n.d.), and the Canadian Religious Conference (CRC), an association of 250 catholic 
congregations (Canadian Religious Conference, n.d.). These actors are not primarily concerned with the 
goals of this project, but release joint statements that help us understand where the church in Canada 
stands on  an issue.  
5 These FBOs have diverse goals and organizational structures, and may be steered by representatives 
of national churches or church communities (i.e., KAIROS, FLC, CPT, and ORCIE). 
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The primary actions of FBOs include advocacy (6 organizations), development and aid (3 organisations), 

greening (2 organisations currently in operation), conservation and agriculture (1 organisation), defense 

of land + human rights (1 organisation), and funding (1 organisation).  

 

In the context of this project, “the church in Canada” refers specifically to the collection of national 

Christian CSAs that are committed to promoting socio-ecological sustainability in Canada. This 

operationalisation is essential to answering the research question of this thesis, but it is important to note 

its boundaries and implications. While many faith communities within and beyond Christianity find socio-

ecological sustainability to be a salient issue, some Christian communities express disinterest in 

promoting sustainability or deny its value or necessity (Konisky, 2018). Notably, most of the organizations 

included in this study are rooted in major mainline Protestant churches or the Catholic church and there is 

a lack of representation by Evangelical churches within “the church in Canada” (the one exception being 

A Rocha). Evangelical Christians are often singled out as the least environmentally engaged Christian 

group, due to a range of factors including the prioritization of spiritual salvation, belief in human 

supremacy, and a lack of trust in science (Moyer & Brandenbarg, 2021, p.1278; Konisky, 2018). 

 

As the goal of this project is to understand how national Christian actors that are concerned with socio-

ecological sustainability are working to promote it, the absence of Christian actors which are not 

committed to this goal is justifiable. However, this research should not be misinterpreted as an attempt to 

obscure areas of conflict in the Christian community regarding socio-ecological sustainability or suggest 

that there is a unified Christian stance on the issue- these are important areas of inquiry that are simply 

outside the scope of this project. Further research from the FIAT project will work to expand the definition 

of “the church in Canada” to include voices that are absent from this thesis project. 
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Name Acronym Type  Primary action Step Articles 

A Rocha   FBO Conservation + 
agriculture  

1 9  

Alongside Hope (formerly PWRDF) AH FBO Development + aid 2 0 

The Anglican Church of Canada ACC Church Ministry 2 5 

Canadian Council of Churches  CCC Pan-
church 

Coordination 2 4 

The Canadian Conference of Catholic 
Bishops 

CCCB Church Ministry 2 6 

The Catherine Donnelly Foundation  CDF FBO Funding  2 8 

Citizens for Public Justice  CPJ FBO Advocacy  2 13 

Climatefast  FBO Advocacy  4 4 

Community Peacemaker Teams  CPT FBO Land + human rights 
defense 

1 3 

The Canadian Religious Conference  CRC Pan-
church  

Coordination  2 1 

The Christian Reformed Church in 
North America 

CRCNA Church Ministry 2 1  

Development and Peace (Caritas) 
Canada 

D&P 
Can 

FBO Development + aid 2 0 

The Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
Canada 

ELCIC Church Ministry 2 4 

Faith & the Common Good  FCG FBO Greening  2 11 

For the Love of Creation  FLC FBO Advocacy  2 5 

The Green Churches Network (-2024) GCN FBO  Greening  3 0 

KAIROS  FBO Advocacy  1 38 

The Mennonite Central Committee  MCC FBO Development + aid 2 1 

Mennonite Church Canada  MC Can  Church Ministry 2 5 

Mouvement Laudato Si' Movement 
Canada 

MLSM 
Can 

FBO  Advocacy  1 2 

The Office of Religious Congregations 
for Integral Ecology 

ORCIE FBO Advocacy  3 7  

The Presbyterian Church in Canada PCC Church Ministry 2 1 
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Table 1: List of Christian CSAs promoting sustainability in Canada 

 

 
Figure 1: map of actors within “the church in Canada”6 

 
6 Note: The Canadian Council of Churches (CCC) and For the Love of Creation (FLC) do not appear on 
the map because their structure and large membership make them difficult to display meaningfully. All 
national churches pictured on the map are members of the CCC and members of FLC are identified by an 
asterisk (*). 

The Religious Society of Friends RSF Church  Ministry 2 0 

The United Church of Canada UCC Church Ministry 2 13 

Zero Emissions Churches  ZEC FBO Greening  4 2 
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Data collection: Grey literature  

Two types of data were collected and analyzed for use in the FIAT project and this thesis project: (1) grey 

literature published by members of the church in Canada and (2) transcript data from KIIs with 

representatives from the above organizations. Grey literature was primarily used to provide background 

information, inform the content of the interview script, and adapt the FIAT project coding structure to the 

Canadian context. Interview data was collected to understand the rationale for, and challenges 

associated with pushing sustainability via political advocacy and organizational greening. The collection of 

this data and analysis for use in this thesis project will now be discussed.  

 
Grey literature was collected to provide essential context for the rest of the project. Three types of grey 

literature were collected from the websites of the above organizations: (1) publications (i.e., policy briefs), 

(2) web pages describing organizational goals, actions, or programs, and (3) educational materials 

intended for church communities on topics of interest (i.e., suggestions for church greening).7 A total of 

148 pieces of grey literature were collected and coded in NVivo: 143 from organizations of interest (see 

Table 1) and 5 at the suggestion of interviewees.8  How many articles were collected and coded from 

each organization depended on the accessibility of the organization's website and how much information 

they shared relating to our areas of interest. All grey literature was uploaded to NVivo and coded for use 

in this thesis project and the FIAT project. The codebook was borrowed from the Amazon phase of the 

FIAT project to ensure consistency across both project “legs”, and new codes were added inductively to 

adapt the codebook to the Canadian context (see Table 2). 

 

CODE GROUP MAIN CODE CHILD CODE  

 
Actor Details  

Actor  

Aims / Goals  

Means  

 
 

Canadian Context  

Event  *Canadian Legislation 

Trend  

 
7 Sources were identified via the websites of relevant Christian CSAs. Most sources were policy briefs 
and other informational sources intended for wide dissemination. All sources on topics of interest to the 
FIAT project were added to a spreadsheet and prioritised according to the insight they could provide.     
8 These sources came from federations of religious orders which were novel enough to justify inclusion: 
Centre Oblat, the Federation of Sisters of St. Joseph, the Jesuit Forum for Social Faith and Justice. 
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Counter-Trend  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Areas of Church Intervention  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Themes  

*Capitalism 

Commoning 

*Energy Transition 

*Eco + Climate Justice 

*Greening + Stewardship  

Indigenous Peoples  

Extractivism + Resources  

Global Economy  

Food + Ag + Water  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Analyst Reflections  

Critique  

Challenge / Threat  

Discourse  

Opportunity   

 
Roles & Functions  

*Advocacy  

*Individuals + Congregations  

Transformation   

*Theory of Change  

 
Table 2: FIAT Canada coding structure  

* codes added inductively based on content of grey literature 
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Data collection: Key Informant Interviews (KIIs)  

This project relies on Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) as a primary data source. A KII is a conversation 

between an interviewer and a person with significant experience in a specific area. Given their position 

and expertise, key informants may act as a proxy for the organization or group they represent (Akhter, 

2022). KIIs were essential in this project to illuminate the rationale behind organizational activities 

(advocacy and greening) and barriers to effective action, as such information is not published online in 

the same way as policy briefs and educational resources.  

 

When conducting KIIs, the goal is not to select a representative cross section of a community, but to 

identify experts who possess specific knowledge due to their position and experience (Akhter, 2022). 

Potential interviewees were identified through the bio pages of the websites of relevant organisations. 

The primary inclusion criteria for key informants was that they must be in a position where they are aware 

of or directly involved in the strategic mission and decision making of their organization (i.e., program 

coordinators and board or steering committee members), as it was assumed that these individuals would 

be privy to the rationale for different actions and aware of major barriers and challenges. Individuals who 

were known to have worked at or collaborated with more than one organization of interest were further 

prioritized. A contact email approved by the University of Alberta ethics board was sent to all potential key 

informants via the institutional email listed on their organisation’s website, inviting them to participate in 

the project. We received positive replies from 16 individuals who collectively provide insight into all FBOs 

of interest except for Community Peacemaker Teams, Climatefast, and the Green Churches Network 

(closed in 2024). Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams between March and June 2025.  

 

In line with best practice, we designed a script for a semi structured interview to best capture the 

informant's experiences and insight (Akhter, 2022; Gudkova, 2018). This generic script was tailored for 

each interviewee to reflect their organization(s), experiences, and known areas of focus. The interview 

script contained many types of questions (including open-ended, closed-ended, and ranking) and was 

divided into three sections. The first section sought to understand how the church in Canada understand 

what will be required to achieve sustainability in Canada, to provide insight into priority areas of work and 

a basic theory of societal change, for use in the FIAT project. The second section specifically probed the 

aims, goals, and self-given roles of the church promoting sustainability in Canada, with a particular focus 

on advocacy and greening. Most of the analysis in Chapters 2 and 3 is based on content from this section 

of the interview. The third section of the script dealt with the self-identified strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and challenges of the church in Canada, some of which are presented later in this chapter 

to provide context. See Appendix A for the full version of the generic interview script. 
 

The interview script was tested with the undergraduate members of the research group and a trusted 

colleague in advance to evaluate the clarity of questions and general flow of the script. In line with best 
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practice, the interview began with an introduction to the interviewers, the objectives of the study, use of 

collected data, and value of the research (Akhter, 2022). Participants were given the chance to ask 

questions before verbal consent was obtained and recorded. At the conclusion of the interview the 

participants were reminded about their choice in the use of their data and informed about the member 

checking process (McKim, 2023). After the interview an automatic transcript was generated, checked 

against the interview recording, cleaned for readability, and sent to the participants, who were given a 2 

week (extendable) window for feedback, corrections, and additions. In addition to this member check 

process, participants who are quoted directly in this thesis were given a choice about how their quotes 

are attributed and were allowed to remain anonymous if they wished (McKim, 2023).  

Analysis 

Interview transcripts were coded inductively in NVivo. As the interview script reflects the stated research 

question (how the church in Canada promotes sustainability concretely through political advocacy and 

organizational greening, what challenges complicate these activities, and why are they prioritized), the 

interview content naturally fell into similar categories for both advocacy and greening and was coded 

inductively into the following themes for each topic:  

 

● What the action (political advocacy or organizational greening) is and how it is done;  

● The rationale or justification for the action;  

● The challenges or barriers faced in pursuing this action, and; 

● (In the case of organizational greening) opportunities or conditions for success.  

Research Framework  

This section will explore the essential context for the discussion in Chapters 2 and 3 that emerged from 

the analysis of grey literature, interview transcripts, and relevant literature. Specifically, this section will 

discuss the relationship between political advocacy and organizational greening and some of the major 

challenges that shape the impact of the church in Canada working to promote sustainability through these 

activities.  

Possible connections between political advocacy and organizational greening 

It was difficult in interviews to get participants to articulate (or confirm the existence of) a practical or 

philosophical relationship between political advocacy and organizational greening. As these two actions 

are the domain of different FBOs, it could be that no firm connection exists between them. However, the 

data did indicate two potential relationships between advocacy and greening, which will now be 

discussed. The first potential connection is that organizational greening represents one way in which faith 

communities can model the changes they would like to see the government support with comprehensive 

public policy. As will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 3, most Christian CSAs believe that public 
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policy change is the most promising pathway to achieve sustainability in Canada, but express discomfort 

at the prospect of calling for change at such a high level without making an effort to model the changes 

that they would like to see. In this way, organizational greening can be understood as a complementary 

activity to political advocacy that demonstrates that churches are willing to institute the type of changes 

they call on governments to promote (to not appear hypocritical) (Biviano, 2012; Carlson, 2017). 

Participants emphasized how modeling desired changes at the local level can also give the government 

an idea of what types of changes the public would like to see. The second possible connection between 

political advocacy and organizational greening identified is that, in light of the slow process of policy 

change in Canada (see Chapter 3), organizational greening is an essential way for actors to contribute to 

sustainability at the local level while waiting on transformative policy changes. Organizational greening is 

intimately tied to stewardship, an environmental ethic that calls on people of faith to take practical actions 

to protect the earth and conserve (steward) its resources. Thus, organizational greening is often 

expressed by faith actors as a meaningful way to “do their bit” (Kidwell et al., 2018, p.3) regardless of 

changes in public policy.  

Challenges facing the church in Canada working to promote sustainability 

Analysis revealed that the church in Canada faces several challenges that threaten the impact of their 

work to promote sustainability. The two primary challenges identified through analysis include declining 

church attendance (which reduces resources and capacity) and the prominence of fossil fuel discourses 

in Canada, which contributes to political division and increases public resistance to policy change. 

Declining church attendance  

Secularization and other factors have led to a drastic reduction in reported religious affiliation and 

attendance since their peak in the 1960s, a trend that is expected to lead to the closure of many 

Canadian churches in the coming decades (Haskell et al., 2016; Clarke, 2021; FCG et al., 2020). National 

churches, local church communities, and FBOs are feeling the effects of this decline, and key informants 

noted two primary impacts on the work of the church in Canada to promote sustainability: reduced 

capacity and fear of losing members or support. Participants reported that many mainline churches have 

had to cut non-essential staff focused on ecological justice (as well as the funding for these activities) to 

save money, which makes it difficult for churches to engage in advocacy and greening (Lysack, 2013; 

Harmannij, 2022; Hearn et al., 2024a). Koehrsen (2015) similarly finds that when institutional resources 

are limited, environmental activities may be crowded out by other priorities. Key informants also pointed 

out that many national churches and local church communities are wary of taking a strong stance on 

environmental issues for fear of causing division and accelerating membership decline. This is a real 

threat, as working to promote sustainability within and outside of the church (particularly via advocacy) 

can bring up many tensions and divisive questions in faith communities (Hearn et al., 2024a; Waterman, 

1983). Thus, while FBOs remain consistently committed to promoting sustainability via political advocacy 



17 
 

or organizational greening, the extent to which national churches and local church communities support 

this goal (or the work of FBOs) is dependent on many factors.  

Prevalence of fossil fuel discourses  

Canadian society is divided on support for fossil fuels, with many voices advocating for the continuation of 

fossil fuel extraction even in the face of climate change (Knight, 2018; Schimpf et al., 2022). While there 

is strong evidence that fossil fuel discourses are promoted by fossil fuel producers (more on this in 

Chapter 3), for individuals these ideas become deeply intertwined with personal concepts of identity and 

masculinity (Letourneau et al., 2024) and perceptions of meaningful work (Egler & Morse, 2025). Many 

participants brought up that the dominance of fossil fuel discourses in Canada are a major barrier to the 

work of the church in Canada that contribute to political division, inhibit the spread of alternative solutions, 

and hinder the effect of advocacy on public policy. The dominance of fossil fuel discourses in Canada 

significantly impacts the socio-environmental work of the church in Canada by creating cultural resistance 

at all levels of society and stifling the public imagination of climate-compatible futures (Marquardt & 

Nasiritousi, 2021; Hitzhusen & Tucker, 2013). Chapter 3 will discuss these discourses in greater detail. 

Conclusion 

Recent literature suggests that faith actors are ideally situated to promote sustainability and often work to 

do so by providing environmental education, engaging in political advocacy, or facilitating organizational 

greening. However, a formal connection between these two primary actions and how they may support 

one another has not been established, and the efforts of the church in Canada are limited by challenges 

such as declining church attendance and the dominance of fossil fuel discourses. This is the context in 

which the church in Canada engages in political advocacy and organizational greening to promote 

sustainability.  
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Chapter 2: Organizational greening 

Introduction 
In this chapter, the term “organizational greening” refers to the process of a church community working to 

reduce their environmental impact by adopting new technologies and in some cases, changing their 

behaviours. This concept borrows some elements from the study organizational sustainability (Kiesnere & 

Baumgartner, 2019; Thakhathi et al., 2019) and green retrofit literature (Khalid et al., 2023; Induni, 2019; 

Nair et al., 2022), but the unique way in which church communities in Canada promote sustainability via 

greening and the challenges and opportunities they face as faith based institutions made it necessary to 

create a new concept instead of relying on an existing approach. The term “greening” is used strategically 

to reflect the language used by the church in Canada and church communities, and the addition of 

“organizational” highlights greening as an internal process. While investigations into the so-called 

“greening of religions” hypothesis have focused on the relationship between faith affiliation and individual 

attitudes and behaviours towards the environment (Konisky, 2018; Vaidyanathan et al., 2018), this 

exploration seeks to understand how church communities undergo organizational greening with the help 

of greening-focused Faith Based Organizations (FBOs), and the barriers and opportunities that impact 

their success. This focus will allow us to assess factors that could be leveraged to help the church in 

Canada as a whole undergo greening, with particular attention paid to how national churches, dioceses, 

and FBOs can facilitate this process (Hearn et al., 2024a; Hearn et al., 2024b; Monnot, 2022).  

 

Organizational greening is promoted by the church in Canada for many reasons including the desire to 

act on faith-based commitments to climate justice and stewardship, save money, and demonstrate 

cultural relevance. Barriers to effective greening include challenges facing staff and volunteers, 

institutional bureaucracy, and (perceived) lack of funds, but in some cases these barriers can be 

successfully overcome when volunteers organize effectively (through the creation of green teams), 

partner with greening-focused FBOs, and successfully advocate for national churches and dioceses to 

create policies to support greening. This chapter will thus fill major gaps in the literature by exploring the 

nuances of how and why church communities undergo greening and contribute to the greening of national 

churches. 

Literature Review  
This section will provide essential context for the findings of this chapter by describing popular greening 

activities for faith communities globally (including retrofitting, recycling programs, and church gardens) 

and establishing the current state of organizational greening of church communities in Canada. Please 

note that in this paper, organizational greening is understood to involve changes to both physical 
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structures and the behaviours of the people who inhabit the building, although existing literature 

disproportionately reports on the former. 

Greening activities by faith communities globally  

Greening happens primarily at the level of local churches as essential spaces where church communities 

contemplate their responsibility to act as stewards of the earth and take locally meaningful action to live 

out this ethic (Biviano, 2012; Caldwell et al., 2022; Kidwell et al., 2018). In most cases, organizational 

greening involves retrofitting, the process of modifying, updating, or re-engineering buildings or their 

component parts to increase their efficiency and conserve resources (Iwuanyanwu et al., 2024). While 

retrofits can address any system in a building (heating, energy, water, waste), much of the literature 

prioritizes energy related retrofits that reduce energy needs and greenhouse gas (ghg) emissions, and 

literature on church greening also follows this pattern (Sharma et al., 2022; Schyberg, 2025). To achieve 

optimal energy efficiency, retrofit projects often involve passive design measures (to seal the building 

envelope and eliminate sources of heat loss) and the installation of energy efficient technologies to 

reduce total energy needs (Gondal et al., 2019). Specific retrofits to achieve these goals include: installing 

new insulation, LED lights, and more efficient appliances, and draught-proofing windows and doors. Once 

these changes are made, a church community may choose to address more expensive problems such as 

the heating system, or install a renewable energy system (Sharma et al., 2022). Many church 

communities that undergo greening follow this suggested process in combination with behavioural 

changes such as turning down the thermostat and turning off lights when the building is not in use (Khalid 

et al., 2023; Induni, 2019; Nair et al., 2022). Churches that can afford to do so often advocate switching to 

renewable energy as a way to save money, make money, or visibly demonstrate their commitments to 

sustainability (Harper, 2011; CTV Atlantic, 2015).  

 

In addition to these energy-related retrofits (which are the most popular or most reported action by church 

communities (Schyberg, 2025; Kidwell et al., 2018)), church communities are involved to a lesser extent 

in other actions such as waste reduction and gardening. Waste reduction activities by faith communities 

range from efforts to sort waste and recycle within worship spaces (Hearn et al., 2024a; Caldwell et al., 

2022) to the development of local solid waste management programs (Mohamad et al., 2012). Many 

churches also develop edible or ornamental gardens that can provide ecosystem services, recreational 

space, improve community resilience, or contribute to food security (Kaczyńska, 2020; Onose et al., 

2021; De Marco et al., 2016).  

Greening activities of the church in Canada  

This section will highlight the current context of organizational greening by church communities in Canada 

and introduce the greening-focused FBOs and programs that support church communities in their efforts 

(see Table 3).  
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Moyer and Brandenbarg (2021) report that many national churches and FBOs in Canada promote 

greening at the level of church communities, with the most popular greening actions being “auditing, 

retrofitting… recycling and waste management initiatives, installing solar panels, and obtaining LEED 

certification” (p.1277). Churches frequently consult with and rely on FBOs that specialize in greening 

including Faith & the Common Good (FCG), Zero Emissions Churches (ZEC) (originally Net Zero 

Churches), and previously the Green Churches Network (GCN) (closed 2024) to advise their greening 

plans. FCG is the largest and most established actor in this space that administers the long-running 

Greening Sacred Spaces (GSS) program. ZEC is a comparatively new movement (2022) started by 

Anglican dioceses in Montréal and Niagara that helps churches to achieve zero emissions by promoting 

heating solutions that do not rely on fossil fuels. Even organizations primarily focused on advocacy 

promote greening on occasion; KAIROS has hosted conferences to promote greening retrofits9 and the 

Faithful Climate Conversation program of FLC helps faith communities to discern meaningful ways to take 

climate action, which can involve greening. In addition, four national churches in Canada including the 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada (ELCIC), the Christian Reformed Church in North America 

(CRCNA), the United Church of Canada (UCC), and Mennonite Church Canada (MC Canada) have 

developed greening programs that provide inspiration, educational resources, services (i.e., energy 

audits) or funding to support organizational greening (Moyer & Brandenbarg, 2021).  

 Organization or program  Acrony
m 

Administere
d by  

Notes 
 

 
 
 
Greening 
-focused 
FBOs 

Faith & the Common Good  FCG N/A See GSS for details.  

The Green Churches 
Network  

GCN N/A Not active as of 2024, but practical and 
spiritual resources remain available on 
the website.  

Zero Emission Churches ZEC N/A Provides spiritual + practical resources, 
expert advice, and connects 
communities to local resources and 
funding opportunities.   

 
 
 
 
 
Greening 
programs 
of 

Climate Witness CW CRCNA Provides spiritual + practical resources, 
and (in the US), coordinates energy 
assessments. 

Emissions Reduction Grant ERG MC Can Provides practical resources and 
grants. 

Faithful Footprints FF UCC + FCG Provides practical resources and 
grants. 

 
9 “Creation Care in our Places of Prayer: Energy Retrofits and other Faith-based Climate Action” hosted 
by KAIROS Regina 
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Christian 
CSAs in 
Canada 
 
 

Greening Faith 
Communities 

GFC ELCIC Provides spiritual and practical 
resources, a GHG calculator tool and 
accreditation program. 

Greening Sacred Spaces  GSS FCG Provides practical resources, guides, 
expert advice, and services (green 
audits and energy benchmarking), and 
coordinates a greening certification and 
awards program. Local GSS chapters 
help to connect church communities to 
local resources.  

Table 3: Greening-focused FBOs and greening programs of Christian CSAs in Canada 

Methods 

All participants interviewed in the study were given the opportunity to discuss organizational greening, 

however, as most participants from advocacy-focused organizations were unable to discuss this topic in 

depth, most of the information in this chapter was provided by key informants representing FCG, ZEC, or 

a national church. The following questions were asked to understand what greening means to the church 

in Canada, why this action is prioritized, and what barriers reduce its impact (see Appendix A for full 

generic interview script):   

 

(Question 5.1) How does your organization define “greening”? 

(Question 5.2) Many national churches and Christian CSAs are concerned with greening. Why do you 

think this is a popular focus- what is the value of greening?  

(Question 5.4) What do you consider when developing a greening plan? (i.e., is it more important to 

achieve efficiency or net zero? Is there a regional consideration of energy sources and ideal renewable 

options?)  

(Question 5.5) What barriers has your organization (or other organizations engaged with greening) faced 

when delivering programs? What challenges have you faced in achieving your mission?    

(Question 5.6) What does it take for a congregation to green successfully? What are the important 

factors in success (for church communities OR your organization delivering programs)? 
 

The results section will now dwell on the following points about organizational greening by church 

communities in Canada:    

 

● What it is and how it is done;  

● Its justification(s);  

● The challenges or barriers that inhibit successful greening, and; 

● Opportunities or conditions for success.   
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See the Methodology section in Chapter 1 for more details about the design and testing of the interview 

script and analysis plan. Participants were invited to choose how they wanted to be represented in this 

thesis. No pseudonyms are used in this section, all key informants are referred to by their real name and 

organization, their organization, or an anonymous number based on their preference.   

Results 

What is organizational greening? 

Table 4 displays the specific types of greening actions and behaviours promoted by the church in Canada 

divided into two categories: energy related greening and other greening. These greening actions align 

with those identified by other authors including energy-efficient retrofits, community gardening, waste 

reduction, and more (Caldwell et al., 2022; Kidwell et al., 2018; Torgerson, 2012; Harper, 2011). 

Depending on the priorities, capacities, and resources of a church community, they may target a few 

activities and behaviours or embark on a large retrofit project that incorporates many. Both situations (and 

everything in between) is described as "organizational greening”.  

 

 System  Suggested greening actions/ behaviours10  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Energy-related 
greening   

Heating and 
cooling 

● Turn down the thermostat when rooms are not occupied 
● Get a programmable thermostat 
● Use fans to assist with heating/ cooling 
● Install a new efficient heating system (furnace or heat 

pump)   

Appliances + 
fixtures  

● Install efficient water taps/ hand dryers, low flush toilets, 
and LED bulbs with motion sensors or dimmable 
switches 

● Switch to Energy Star appliances  
● Unplug/ turn off appliances and fixtures when not in use    

Sources of 
energy and 
energy waste 

● Do an energy audit 
● Seal building envelope by improving insulation and 

addressing sources of heat loss 
● Consider installing a renewable energy system 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Other greening  

Physical waste  ● Practice the 3 or 5 R’s (reduce reuse, recycle, repair, 
refuse) 

● Separate solid waste into appropriate streams 
(recycling, compost, garbage) 

● Opt for reusable rather than disposable items such as 
dishes  

● Go digital to reduce paper waste 

 
10 A primary list of suggested actions and behaviours was compiled based on greening activities two 
sources: “50 Creation Care Ideas for Your Church” (Tearfund & A Rocha, n.d.) and “Faith Community 
Tips” (FCG, n.d.) and complemented with actions and behaviours recommended in other sources. 
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Transportation  ● Promote alternative methods of transport for 
congregants including public transit, biking, walking + 
carpooling  

Outdoor 
greening  

● Capture rainwater + consider xeriscaping  
● Plant trees and pollinator-friendly native plants  

Food  ● Buy local food for church events (100-mile picnic) 
● Buy ethically + sustainably produced global foods (i.e., 

coffee, chocolate) 
●  Start a church/ community food garden  

 

Table 4: Greening actions and behaviours suggested for church communities 

 

As seen in Table 4, suggested greening actions and behaviours not relating to energy involve waste 

reduction, the promotion of non-car transportation, outdoor greening, and food. Suggested greening 

actions and behaviours relating to energy include addressing fixtures and appliances, heating and cooling 

systems, sources of energy, and energy waste. While this study cannot confirm which type of greening 

activity is most popular among church communities, the focus of most greening programs suggests that 

energy-related greening is the bigger priority, in line with the literature on this topic (Woroniak & 

Piotrowska-Woroniak, 2014; Hearn et al., 2024a; Hearn et al., 2024b; Schyberg, 2025). Many church 

communities likely prioritize energy-related greening activities because energy use represents the 

greatest expense and most significant source of ghg emissions for many churches. The next section will 

provide insight into how greening-focused FBOs support churches undergoing energy-related greening.  

How FBOs assist church communities with energy-related greening  

When we do the green audit, we create opportunities for people to continue to worship within their 
spaces… It's gotta be painless and it's gotta be easy. … If we can empower them within their 
existing worship, they can take steps as it makes sense to them in their own personal and 
collective journeys. Um, and if that's like better recycling, that's great (Stephen Collette, FCG) 

 

As the only greening-focused FBOs operating in Canada, FCG and ZEC deserve special consideration 

(see Table 5 for key similarities and differences between FCG and ZEC). What FCG and ZEC have in 

common is that they work to help church communities to undergo greening effectively by providing expert 

advice and helping church communities to develop and execute a greening plan. These FBOs often help 

church communities through the following process (Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) & FCG, 

2020; Gibson, n.d.):  

 

1. Data collection. Information about the church building and its energy consumption is collected by 

the church community, the FBO, or an external group using thermal imaging, a building or energy 

audit, or energy benchmarking. Major issues and sources of energy waste are identified.  
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2. Assessing needs and goals. The FBO works with the church community to determine their major 

goals relating to greening (i.e., their emissions reduction target or community priorities).  

3. Creating a greening plan. The FBO helps the church community to develop a feasible greening 

plan that addresses their needs and priorities. It is usually recommended that church 

communities begin with cheaper and easier greening activities (i.e., switching to LED lights) 

before making more invasive changes, in line with the Pyramid of Energy Conservation. FBOs 

may also provide estimates of how much each action will cost upfront and save in the long run 

and encourage church communities to explore different funding opportunities. 

4. Executing a greening plan. Once the greening plan is created, FBOs may connect church 

communities with local contractors and companies that will carry out the retrofits. 

5. Follow-up. After a greening plan has been carried out, FBOs may offer additional support, 

evaluate the impact of the greening activities (i.e., determine actual emissions reduction), or 

encourage church communities to obtain green certifications.  

 

 FCG ZEC 

Affiliation  Interfaith  Interfaith  

Organizational structure  NGO  Movement  

Year established  2000 2022 

 
Area of focus   

Energy-related greening and other 
greening 

Energy-related greening with a 
particular focus on heating and 
cooling systems  

Emissions-related goal  Emissions reduction  Zero emissions  

Energy-related goal  Achieving optimal energy 
efficiency 

Achieving independence from 
fossil fuels 

 

Table 5: Comparing FCG and ZEC: key similarities and differences    

Justifications for church greening 

There are many reasons for church communities to undergo organizational greening as cited in the 

literature (Woroniak & Piotrowska-Woroniak, 2014). The three justifications that came up most frequently 

in this project are: (1) acting on commitments to stewardship, environmentalism, or climate justice, (2) 

saving money, and (3) demonstrating cultural relevance.    
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Acting on commitments to stewardship, environmentalism, or climate justice  

Christian faith communities can be engaged on issues of climate and greening and resilience 
because it says so in the Bible, and their acting on that reflects their values (Stephen Collette, 
FCG) 

 

Stewardship is an environmental ethic based on the idea that humans are meant to take an active role in 

protecting the earth rather than exploiting it, highlighting the need for responsible use and conservation of 

resources in many contexts including organizational greening (Armstrong, 2014; Carlson, 2017; Caldwell 

et al., 2022; Shin et al., 2012). Participants point out that churches tend to engage in practical activities 

such as greening less often than other actions (i.e., education, advocacy) and suggest that greening is an 

essential way for churches to take a break from eco-theological reflections and “get their hands dirty”. In 

the grey literature, greening is most often promoted as a way to engage in stewardship, live out 

environmental commitments or contribute to climate justice, and participants stressed that church 

communities should undergo greening because it's the right thing to do from a faith perspective 

regardless of its other benefits (i.e., saving money). One participant suggested that some churches try to 

stress these motivations even after a greening project is completed by incorporating them into worship.  

Saving money  

… And even with the curmudgeons. I ran into one of them the other day at a church visit, and he 
was one of the people responsible. It took three meetings to get him from “you're never gonna get 
rid of fossil fuels. Come on, I worked for an oil company, I know that this is always gonna be 
here”, to “Yeah, geothermal would be a good thing, we'd save a bunch of money.” I just had to 
simply stay there and keep pressing the point. And maybe now he might be onto the greenhouse 
gas part, but saving money was critical (Mark Gibson, ZEC) 

 

Saving money is another key reason why churches decide to undergo greening. As will be discussed 

later, many church communities (particularly those that meet in their original, historic church buildings 

(Cichowicz et al., 2025) are crippled by their operational costs, to the point of considering closure (CBC, 

2014; MacNamara, 2024). Increasing the energy efficiency of buildings can significantly reduce energy 

needs and monthly operating costs, which appeals to declining, money-stressed congregations (Hearn et 

al., 2024a; Hearn et al., 2024b). As illustrated by the above quote, participants note that saving money is 

a particularly essential motivation for organizational greening because it appeals to congregants that are 

not environmentally concerned or are resistant to environmental action. This may be particularly important 

in the Canadian context, where pro fossil fuel discourses are popular and churches may not agree about 

the value of greening on environmental grounds (see Chapter 1 for more on fossil fuel discourses).  

Demonstrating cultural relevance and attracting young people  

So that again goes back to sort of responding to the world and what's happening in the world. … 
A lot of churches are losing young people and there's this sort of, I don't know, common wisdom 
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that one of the things young people care about is the environment. So if the church is doing 
something about the environment, maybe they'll stay. … I'm not sure how active that particular 
approach is… but it's certainly something you hear people saying (Joanne Moyer, MC Canada 
Sustainability Leadership Group) 

 

In line with literature on this topic, participants discuss that undergoing organizational greening can help 

to demonstrate the cultural relevance of the church in the time of climate crisis (Monnot, 2022; Koehrsen 

& Huber, 2021; Hearn et al., 2024a; Koehrsen & Ives, 2025). Key informants helped us to understand that 

churches are hopeful that undergoing greening and visibly demonstrating their commitment to 

sustainability will give them more in common with the environmentally conscious sector of society and 

potentially increase the attendance of young people. One participant went so far as to say that visibly 

getting on board with issues of sustainability and social justice (i.e., by undergoing organizational 

greening) is “the only way churches are going to survive”.  

Barriers to greening 

These compelling motivations for organizational greening have led to much excitement in the literature, 

but despite this interest, concrete actions are slow to be implemented, particularly compared to education 

and advocacy (Wilkins, 2020; Harmannij, 2022; Hearn et al., 2024b; Monnot, 2022). Caldwell et al., 

(2022) found that only 33.3% of congregations in the Greater Toronto Area engaged in actions related to 

building operations, and other authors describe that some congregations demonstrate resistance even to 

simple, inexpensive greening actions (Hearn et al., 2024a; Wilkins, 2020). Reflections from scholarly 

sources and The United Church suggest that major barriers to organizational greening include challenges 

of relying on both paid staff and volunteers, bureaucracy, and limited financial resources (Hearn et al., 

2024a; Wilkins, 2020). These challenges will now be discussed.  

Trade offs: greening driven by staff vs. volunteers  

Paid staff just have too many other demands on their time and the job doesn't get done. If we find 
a volunteer who is passionate about this, they can do things at their rhythm and the work gets 
done. Uh, it helps to have a paid staff who can liaise with the structures, but the real work gets 
done, almost always by a volunteer (Mark Gibson, ZEC)  

 

Participants informed us that organizational greening can be pushed in church communities by either paid 

staff or volunteers, each of which is associated with its own challenges. As discussed in Chapter 1, most 

churches do not have dedicated staff to coordinate and spearhead greening projects due to limited 

financial resources, meaning that (like many other church activities) greening is often driven by a small 

group of committed volunteers. All participants spoke passionately and positively about the dedicated 

volunteers who push greening within their churches but also recognized the unique barriers that inhibit 

their efforts. Volunteers may be able to push a greening project further than dedicated staff (depending on 

how motivated they are) but they face many of the same challenges that staff members do (lack the 
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expertise) (Caldwell et al., 2022) as well as greater difficulty navigating church bureaucracy. While it is 

natural to assume having a staff person lead greening efforts would make the process more efficient 

given their ability to navigate church bureaucracy, this is not always the case. As the quote above 

indicates, paid staff in churches tend to be stretched fairly thin, and may not be able to allot the amount of 

time necessary to lead greening projects.     

Bureaucracy 

Hierarchies can be disempowering to the person who’s like “I wanna change the light bulbs, I 
wanna get a heat pump” … And I'm not saying any [church structure] is good or better or best, 
they're just different. But the levels of bureaucracy change the capacity of people in that building 
to be able to engage and worship in the way they wish (Stephen Collette, FCG) 

 

Churches, like other types of organisations run the risk of becoming increasingly bureaucratic, meaning 

that they are governed by rigid, high level rules and procedures, with core tasks and decisions divided 

among several different people. Harper (2011) and Hearn et al., (2024a) highlight that institutional inertia 

compounds and perpetuates bureaucracy, making it difficult to change the structures and policies that 

block greening. Our participants identified church bureaucracy as a major barrier that inhibits church 

greening in a few different ways. 

 

One of the main ways that bureaucracy inhibits greening is by complicating decision-making processes, 

particularly when those decisions involve spending money. In many churches, relevant information is 

divided among many different people and there is a disconnect between the people who use the building 

and the people who see the heating bill. In such cases, the long-term use of inefficient appliances and 

wasteful behaviours such as leaving lights on pile up easily, but a lack of discussion among relevant 

parties means that churches often end up paying more for energy each month without questioning why 

the bill is increasing or how to address it. For this reason, in line with the literature, participants attest that 

church heating and its significant cost is driven at least in part by ignorance (Induni, 2019). Participants 

suggested that the bureaucracy in many churches means that it takes a “really serious situation” for 

church communities to act on greening because “action costs money, and it's not their money” and if 

often has to go to a vote. 

 

Bureaucracy also inhibits greening by complicating the planning and implementation of greening 

solutions. If a proposed greening plan does not align with institutional policies relating to building use or 

renovations, the process may be halted for a significant period of time, or indefinitely (Monnot, 2022; 

Roccia, 2024; Lysack, 2013). For this reason, it is also important to discuss building ownership, as a 

major determinant of greening (Hearn et al., 2024a; Monnot, 2022). Church communities that own their 

own buildings will generally have an easier time undergoing organizational greening because they 

possess the authority to make changes to their building. However, many churches in Canada are 



28 
 

organized in such a way that national churches or regional dioceses own church buildings, and church 

communities must abide by the policies set at higher levels. It must be noted here that conventions 

relating to building ownership vary between and within the national churches discussed in this project. 

However, it can be generally said that in MC Canada, the ELCIC, and the CRCNA individual church 

communities own their buildings and retain the authority to make changes to them, while in the UCC, 

Presbyterian Church in Canada (PCC), Anglican Church of Canada (ACC), and Catholic church, land 

titles most often reflect the national church (UCC and PCC) or regional diocese (ACC and the Catholic 

church) and the freedom of church communities to make changes to their buildings varies. As will be 

discussed in the next section, whether building ownership at higher levels poses a barrier to or an 

opportunity for greening depends entirely on the specific policies of national churches or dioceses. In 

cases where national churches and dioceses do not have greening policies in place, church communities 

may be disempowered by a lack of control over their buildings and will have to fight through an additional 

layer of bureaucracy to get their plans approved. For this reason, participants from greening focused 

FBOs highlight the vital importance of understanding the polity of each denomination and who owns their 

buildings to determine the best way to promote greening.  

(Perceived) lack of funds  

Our church is shrinking demographically in terms of membership numbers, and it's aging. As the 
age of the membership skews older, there becomes that sort of existential “are we gonna be able 
to survive?” And operating from a place of fear and worrying about paying the bills… it doesn't 
necessarily generate a sense of creativity. As soon as you say “renovate” they worry it's going to 
cost too much money and “we can't do it because all we're doing is trying to survive” (Paul Gehrs, 
ELCIC) 

 

A common theme in both the literature and our interviews was that while greening can save church 

communities a lot of money over time, and is often justified for this reason, the upfront cost of greening 

projects may be prohibitive (Hearn et al., 2024a; Harmannij, 2022; Caldwell et al., 2022). However, our 

participants highlighted that the more significant barrier to greening is not the inability of churches to 

secure funds, but the difficulty of justifying such a large expense to money-stressed church communities 

and their leadership, as highlighted in the above quote. While participants admit that some church 

communities are in a dire financial situation that makes greening impossible, they emphasize that for 

communities committed to greening, there are many options to secure funding, including increasing 

giving, looking for environmentally conscious special donors, sharing the building with a renter or 

community group, or applying for grants from municipal or provincial governments. As one participant 

puts it: 

 

The problem isn't that you can't afford insulation, or you can't afford a furnace, but really that 
there are too few people using this building… So, let's make it so the building is used seven days 
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a week again. Then you've got enough income that you can afford to have a new furnace and 
you've got a reason to have both a furnace and air conditioning (Mark Gibson, ZEC) 

 

In interviews it became clear that one of the most vital roles of greening-focused FBOs is to help church 

communities that are operating from a place of fear to move into a space of creativity by “thinking outside 

the box”. For this reason, organizations such as FCG and ZEC put significant effort into educating church 

communities about how much money green retrofits will save them in the long run and how they can 

secure funding for greening projects in creative ways. 

Factors for successful greening  

This section will recount what the literature and key informants suggest are necessary conditions for 

successful organizational greening by churches. These include: the need for volunteers to organize into 

“green teams” and the need for national churches and regional dioceses to create greening policies to 

reduce bureaucratic barriers.  

The need to organize an effective “green team”  

Having a group of committed volunteers is an essential precondition for church greening, but in order to 

be effective they need to organize. Common to all greening resources provided by the church in Canada 

is the need for church communities to develop a “green team”, “green committee”, or "stewardship team", 

a core group of dedicated volunteers who drive greening projects in the church community. The green 

team is responsible for many essential tasks including highlighting the faith justifications for greening, 

promoting green behaviours in the church (i.e., turning off lights when not in use), discerning greening 

goals, educating the church community about greening plans, and liaising with FBOs and external 

contractors (Moyer & Brandenbarg, 2021; Christenson et al., 2021; EPA & FCG, 2020). In this way, the 

green team drives all steps of the greening process.  

The need for support from national churches and regional dioceses  

So there's some difficulties because in the Catholic gang, we don't have that kind of a national 
body. So I take my hat off to the United Church people for doing that [the Faithful Footprints 
program]. And people will say that it's because of our structures, right? Boy! Diocese- the 
Anglican side or the Catholic side. All you know is that it’s up to the diocese to do it (Joe Gunn, 
ORCIE Treasurer) 

 

Many authors suggest that internal pressure for greening specifically at the level of church leadership 

(i.e., national churches and diocese) is necessary to reduce bureaucratic barriers and make church 

greening mainstream (Chaves, 1996; Hearn et al., 2024a; Monnot, 2022; Djupe & Neiheisel, 2025). This 

is particularly true in cases where national churches or regional dioceses retain ownership of church 

buildings. This is the reason why ZEC targets dioceses when promoting greening, it is more efficient than 
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working congregation by congregation, because when the Bishop sets a policy all churches within the 

diocese must follow it. High level policies set by national churches or dioceses can support greening by 

streamlining the greening process, reducing financial barriers, or (in some cases) requiring that churches 

undergo some form of greening. For example, ZEC advocates that dioceses set policies that ensure that 

when a church's gas furnace dies, it is replaced with an efficient electric furnace or heat pump. Many 

participants suggest that we look to the Faithful Footprints (FF) program of the UCC (a partnership with 

FCG) and the Emission Reduction Grant (ERG) of MC Canada for ideas on how national churches can 

empower congregations to steward their resources and save money.  

Discussion 
The results presented above clarify how church communities in Canada are engaging in organizational 

greening, why they choose to do so, the barriers they face, and factors for success. This section will add 

nuance to this discussion by critically considering the following two points: 

(1) the different approaches to energy-related greening embodied by FCG and ZEC in conversation 

with the literature, and;  

(2) the ways in which organizational greening can contribute to the status quo if not accompanied by 

deeper discussions by church communities.  

Achieving energy efficiency, emissions reduction, or zero emissions, what's the 
difference?   

The specific goal of an energy-related greening project depends on the resources and objectives of the 

church community and their national church or regional diocese. While the discussion thus far has 

avoided distinguishing between different decarbonization goals (i.e., achieving energy efficiency, 

emissions reduction, net zero, or zero emissions), it is now time to discuss the assumptions that underlie 

these approaches. The easiest way to do this is to compare the philosophy and work of FCG and ZEC 

(see Table 5 for a summary of key similarities and differences between ZEC and FCG).  

 

The approach of FCG more closely mirrors best practice in energy-related greening, taking primary 

inspiration from the EPA Energy Star program (EPA & FCG, 2020). The goal in this case is to achieve 

optimal energy efficiency:  

 

No energy source is perfect, so ultimately we have to reduce all of our energy to the minimum 
possible using passive strategies. If I get it tight enough, I can have a couple of cats and a candle 
and we'll be good (Stephen Collette, FCG) 

 

On the other hand, ZEC prioritizes achieving zero emissions, stating that energy efficiency is not 

ambitious enough. This would require ending our reliance on fossil fuels, as explained in the following 

quote:   
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The historical, traditional way has been to focus on energy efficiency because there was no real 
way to get to zero emissions. … We think times have changed and that we're in a climate crisis, 
not in an energy crunch, therefore, actions need to be aimed at greenhouse gases [and] the goal 
is to achieve zero emissions for all the institutions within our purview … I think if a church is still 
producing 80% of its [original] greenhouse gas emissions, that's not responding to the crisis. That 
means they're locked into that [gas] furnace for the next 20 to 30 years (Mark Gibson, ZEC) 
 

ZEC emphasizes that achieving zero emissions is possible if churches are encouraged to replace defunct 

gas furnaces with electric furnaces or high efficiency heat pumps. The rationale is that while fossil fuels 

will always generate ghg emissions, the greening of electricity grids (which is a realistic prospect in some 

locations) would allow churches to achieve zero emissions in the future (Zhang, 2024). 

 

The difference between reducing emissions by increasing energy efficiency and achieving zero emissions 

brings up many questions about what is required to respond to climate change (Johnsson et al., 2018). A 

source from KAIROS articulates that reducing rather than eliminating carbon emissions is a compromise 

that fails to respond to calls for justice, and that we should prioritize “solutions that will last into a 

decarbonized future”, echoing the approach of ZEC (Mitchell-Walker & Stewart, 2022). However, it should 

be noted that the current consensus is that at the global level, emissions reduction, net zero, and 

absolute reduction are all insufficient to mitigate the effects of climate change, and that negative 

emissions are required to meet current global targets (Fawzy et al., 2020; McLaren et al., 2019; Coffin, 

2022). Feasibility is also an important consideration. Prioritizing energy efficiency allows for the use of a 

broader range of green technologies, and it must be noted that in some locations, an efficient gas furnace 

is the most cost-effective solution to reduce carbon emissions.  

 

Seeking to reduce or eliminate emissions both involve trade-offs, and it is important that church 

communities are aware of the differences between these two greening philosophies. Whether one 

approach is preferred over the other depends on the perspective and goals of a specific church 

community, and it must be noted that in most cases (i.e., in all cases except when a greening plan 

involves the installation of a new gas furnace) a similar result will be achieved, and ideally a greening plan 

will be able to achieve both goals. There is a lot of “buzz” in both the grey literature and interviews around 

air source and geothermal heat pumps for their incredible efficiency and compatibility with 

decarbonization, and participants suggest that heat pumps will become increasingly popular in the future.  

The need for radical, faithful responses to climate change  

When the environmental impact associated with our current way of life is reduced (such as, by 

undergoing greening) it becomes easier to avoid critical discussions about how people of faith ought to 

live in the context of climate change. Authors note that conventional decarbonization approaches are 

designed to respond to climate change only; they are not equipped to address the root causes of the 
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climate crisis and may be used as a crutch to perpetuate these systems (Coffin, 2022; Curral, 2024). For 

this reason, church communities must critically consider how and why they undergo organizational 

greening. Dwelling too much on the specifics of energy-related greening without discussing deeper 

questions about sufficiency and cultural ideas of good living may hinder the development of more holistic 

climate responses by churches. One participant brings to our attention the diversity of perspectives on 

greening within one national church: 

 

There are those who are saying “let's put solar panels on a roof” and those who are saying “let's 
not use as much electricity”. And then there are some much more radical voices saying “let's just 
live right from the land” (Sandy Plett, MC Can) 

 
Each perspective highlighted in this quote represents a deeper, more transformative look at what 

organizational greening could be, but only the first two tend to be seen as legitimate and feasible. While 

most secular discussions of organizational greening circumvent important conversations about modern 

ways of life and the roots of the ecological crisis to focus on carbon emissions alone, this comment 

highlights that churches are natural sites for conversations of what holistic, faith informed greening looks 

like.  

Conclusion  
This chapter has explored how and why the church in Canada engages in and promotes organizational 

greening. According to insights from key informants, greening is not only motivated by the desire of 

church communities to live out their commitments to stewardship and climate justice, but also to save 

money and demonstrate cultural relevance, potentially attracting new people to the church. The fact that 

there are multiple incentives for churches to engage in greening helps to explain its increasing popularity. 

Challenges faced by paid staff and volunteers, institutional bureaucracy, and a perceived (or real) lack of 

funding were mentioned as key barriers to greening that can be overcome in some cases when 

volunteers organize effectively into green teams and are supported by policies from national churches 

and regional dioceses. This chapter concludes by emphasizing the need for church communities to 

critically consider what greening goals are the most appropriate for their communities (i.e., increasing 

energy efficiency, achieving zero emissions, or both) and how these greening activities can be an integral 

part of a faithful response to the climate crisis.
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Chapter 3: Political advocacy  

Introduction 
The church in Canada is a major advocate for public policies that address socio-ecological sustainability. 

With the establishment of For the Love of Creation (FLC) a faith-based advocacy coalition in 2020, 

advocacy by the church in Canada has intensified with the goal of mobilizing the public and developing a 

faith-based movement centered around common frameworks such as climate justice and just transition.  

 

Advocacy is cited in the literature as an essential activity that ensures government accountability and 

transparency. It is also assumed that in a democratic society governments are receptive to public 

demands (as communicated by CSAs via advocacy) and will change policies to appease publics and 

increase their chances of re-election (Rasmussen et al., 2017). This mechanism is strengthened when a 

policy goal is supported by the general public or taken up by a social movement that increases the 

diffusion of new ideas and pressure on governments (Piggot, 2017). However, there is disagreement in 

the literature about the extent to which these democratic conditions are met in Canada. While climate 

advocacy is a popular activity of the church in Canada (Desantis & Mulé, 2017), environmental policy 

remains largely unchanged in most countries (Berny & Rootes, 2018; Carter et al., 2017) and there is 

reason to believe that interference by corporate interests may eradicate the democratic conditions 

necessary for effective advocacy by the church in Canada. The extent and power of corporate lobbying 

(Rasmussen et al., 2017), deep government-corporate partnerships (Graham, 2025; Neubauer, 2018; 

Graham, 2019), rhetorical attacks on charitable organizations who oppose government policies (Eliadis, 

2016; Mulé & Desantis, 2017), and the global process of neoliberal NGOization (Mulé & Desantis, 2017; 

Kaldor, 2003) all point to this possibility. In this context, semi structured interviews were conducted with 

key informants from Christian CSAs in hopes of clarifying how the church in Canada:  

 

● Understands and engages in advocacy;  

● Believes that advocacy will lead to public policy change, and; 

● Perceives barriers to effective advocacy rooted in the Canadian economic and political context. 

 

This chapter will address these questions in a way that gives credit to the significant advocacy work of the 

church in Canada, the many institutional and political challenges they face, and the value of advocacy 

beyond policy change.  

Literature Review   
This section will establish the 4 contexts necessary to understanding the findings presented in this 

chapter:  
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● How political advocacy is assumed to impact public policy;  

● How public mobilization and social movements increase the impact of political advocacy; 

● The Canadian political and economic context as it relates to political advocacy, and;  

● A brief summary of the advocacy work of the church in Canada.  

 

Advocacy is a broad concept that can be used to describe “any attempt to influence the decisions of an 

institutional elite on behalf of a collective interest” (Jenkins, 1987, p. 297). In this chapter we will 

foreground the narrower definition of political advocacy as “intentional activities initiated by the public to 

affect the policy making process” (Gen & Wright, 2013, p.165). Many different activities can be used as 

part of political advocacy including lobbying, policy analysis, public mobilization, public education, and 

information campaigning (Leroux & Goerdel, 2009; Desantis & Mulé, 2017). Authors tend to classify these 

activities into 2 groups: those that seek to influence the policy process through official channels such as 

lobbying and consultation (insider advocacy) and those that seek to affect the policy process from outside 

of the system through media work, public education, and mobilization (outsider advocacy) (Gen & Wright, 

2020).   

Theorizing the relationship between political advocacy and policy change 

Advocacy plays many essential functions in a democracy by providing a mechanism for legitimation, 

transparency, and accountability, but the primary goal of advocacy is usually to contribute to concrete 

policy change (Gen & Wright, 2013). A strong civil society is thought to be an essential element of a 

healthy democracy that functions to make governments aware of the needs and desires of their citizens, 

so that they can be addressed via public policy (Dolšak & Prakash, 2022; Lang, 2013). There are many 

different theories about how advocacy can influence policy outcomes in a democracy with the literature 

converging around two interconnected theorized pathways:  

 

(1) Effective political advocacy can shape public opinion and voter preferences, leading indirectly to 

policy change when new governments are elected that are more responsive to public needs or 

more willing to create certain types of public policies (Burstein, 2021). 

(2) Under the right conditions political advocacy campaigns can develop or draw support from 

existing public mobilizations and social movements that put sufficient pressure on governments to 

result in direct policy change (Rasmussen et al., 2017; Curry-Stevens, 2006; Böhler et al., 2022; 

Piggot, 2017).  

 

Both of these pathways focus on how outsider advocacy activities including policy monitoring and 

information campaigning can effectively shape public opinion and priorities. While political advocacy 

groups have long worked according to the first proposed pathway, scholars and practitioners alike are 

becoming increasingly aware of the second pathway and seek opportunities to develop or collaborate 
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with social movements (Curry-Stevens, 2006). When properly governed, social movements can have 

significant impacts on culture, discourse, and public policy by drawing collective attention towards specific 

problems and policy solutions (Piggot, 2017). Authors posit that social movements and other types of 

grassroots activism will be particularly essential to the future of climate advocacy by shaping public 

attitudes towards the fossil fuel industry, highlighting the advantages of a low carbon economy, promoting 

possible transition pathways, and encouraging citizens to vote for pro-environmental candidates (Cheon, 

2020; Piggot, 2017).  

 

But despite theoretical elaboration on the impacts of political advocacy on public policy, these effects are 

notoriously difficult to evaluate (Arensman, 2019). Taking into account the “nonlinear and political 

character of advocacy and its policy change successes”, some authors recommend evaluating the impact 

of political advocacy campaigns based on the skills and capacities of advocates (Arensman, 2019, 

p.217), extent of mobilization, or impact on public discourse (Luhtakallio et al., 2022). While advocacy is 

widely promoted for its ability to change public policy (Burstein, 2021), more critical authors such as 

Longhofer et al., (2016) and Berny and Rootes (2018) note that evidence of the impact of advocacy on 

domestic policy is limited and often exaggerated.  

Challenges to effective political advocacy embedded in the Canadian economic and 
political context: Carbon lock-in, fossil capitalism, and deep oil  

As stated above, conventional theories about political advocacy assume ideal democratic conditions 

under which citizens and CSAs advocate for the government to address socio-environmental problems 

and governments, acting in the interest of the people, create policies to do so (Gen & Wright, 2013). 

Unfortunately, research into the Canadian political and economic context suggests that these 

assumptions do not hold, and the government often acts in the interest of corporate actors instead of the 

interest of the people. We will now explore this literature in the Canadian context to understand what 

political advocates in Canada are up against.   

 

Canada is a paradox, a major oil producer that is simultaneously committed to achieving net zero by 2050 

(Massé, 2025). For this reason, Canada represents a unique case study for exploring how a complex 

mixture of carbon lock in, capitalism, corporate power, and fossil fuel hegemony works against actors who 

advocate for comprehensive socio-environmental policy (Kraushaar-Friesen & Busch, 2020). Scholars 

agree that Canada demonstrates carbon lock in,  

a type of path dependency in which a society's infrastructure, institutions, and norms relating to fossil 

fuels are so deeply embedded that they create serious social and technological barriers to energy 

transition (Haley, 2016; Seto et al., 2016; Groen et al., 2023). However, some authors go a level deeper, 

and identify how the Canadian government and aligned corporate actors are working to maintain the 

conditions of carbon lock in. Authors refer to the constellation of politicians, government departments, 
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companies, corporate elites, environmentally oriented corporate foundations, and neoliberal think tanks 

working collaboratively to uphold Canada’s fossil fuel economy financially and culturally as a “petrobloc” 

(Neubauer, 2018), “subgovernment” (Carter et al., 2017), or “entrenched oligarchy” (Carroll, 2017, p.225). 

It is well documented that this network frequently interferes in the policy process to ensure that climate 

and energy policies remain conducive to capitalist resource extraction (and increase its profitability), 

particularly in times of economic instability or downturn11 (McCormack & Gordon, 2020; Böhler et al., 

2022). Interference of corporate actors in the policy process takes a few different forms, which will now be 

discussed. 

 

To increase their political impact and demonstrate public support, corporate actors sometimes engage in 

outsider advocacy and mobilize the public. For example, Jacques et al., (2008) find that in the United 

States, climate skepticism “is a tactic of an elite-driven counter-movement designed to combat 

environmentalism” that has successfully weakened environmental protection (p.349). However, most 

political advocacy by corporate actors goes on behind the scenes using insider strategies such as 

lobbying and policy co-creation. In Canada, corporations and business organizations accounted for 

almost 70 per cent of all federal lobbying contacts between 2011 and 2022 (Graham et al., 2023). This is 

significant, as while many authors find that public support and mobilization can effectively lead to climate 

policy, lobbying by powerful opponents weakens this effect and can “twist policy outcomes” away from the 

public interest (Rasmussen et al., 2017, p.140; Böhler et al., 2022; Cadoret & Padovano, 2016). For this 

reason, corporate actors often choose to visibly support climate and environmental policy proposals so 

they can collaborate with governments to draft policies that do not undermine resource extraction (Carroll 

et al., 2021). Corporate actors frequently lend their support to “clean growth” and “green growth” 

proposals grounded in ecological modernization that shift public and government attention away from 

more radical, transformative solutions that would undermine capitalism (Grote & Zook, 2022; Gutstein, 

2018; Neubauer, 2018; Carroll et al., 2021; Graham, 2019, 2025). Identifying this system of “extreme oil” 

(Pineault, 2018), “fossil capitalism” (Carroll, 2021, p.3), or “carbon capitalism” (Carroll, 2017) helps us to 

understand why environmental regulation in Canada is a “race to the bottom” with significant barriers to 

public involvement (Carter et al., 2017, p.62), and gives a convincing reason why this situation is unlikely 

to change in the near future.  

Restrictions on the political activities of registered charities  

Political advocacy in Canada exists in an ever-fluctuating context depending on how threatened the 

current government feels by the advocacy work of CSAs (De Shalit et al., 2024; Mulé & Desantis, 2017). 

 
11 For example, during a time of economic recession, the Harper government (2006-2015) helped 
Canada to become an ‘energy superpower’ by relying on unconventional fossil fuels such as bitumen and 
fracked shale gas (Carroll et al., 2021, p.289).  
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Pacheco-Vega and Murdie (2021)12 proposes that advocacy can be effective at changing public policy 

when four conditions are met: the domestic political climate is hospitable to citizen participation, 

governments believe that NGOs can sway public opinion, CSAs have the resources necessary to 

mobilize publics, and the country is susceptible to international pressure or repercussions (p.186). It is 

notable that the Canadian government has tried to undermine some of these conditions in the past by 

discouraging CSA participation in the policy process and decreasing their capacity to do so by reducing 

available funding. Most of the Christian CSAs of interest in this chapter are registered charities,13 a legal 

designation that comes with financial benefits (i.e., tax-exempt status, the ability to give tax receipts for 

donations, and access to unique funding opportunities) but restricted the ability of organizations to 

engage in "political activities"14 such as advocacy (Mulé & Desantis, 2017; Cameron & Kwiecien, 2019).  

 

Governments can control the engagement of registered charities in political advocacy directly (i.e., by 

reducing available funding or making changes to the Income Tax Act15) or indirectly by launching 

rhetorical attacks on their reputation, legitimacy, or effectiveness (Eliadis, 2016; Cameron & Kwiecien, 

2019). Many authors highlight that the period between 2006-2014 was particularly inhospitable to the 

work of CSAs due to a series of systemic funding cuts combined with discursive attacks that labeled 

environmental organizations as incompetent, radical, and dangerous (Eliadis, 2016; De Shalit et al., 

2024). Government action during this time significantly reduced the capacity of Canadian citizens to 

organize and advocate and is often referred to as the “advocacy chill” or “charity chill” (Laforest, 2012; 

Desantis & Mulé, 2017; Eliadis, 2016). In response to these attacks, many CSAs mobilized to draw 

attention to the situation, such as through the “Black Out" protest on June 4, 201216 (Lysack, 2013). With 

the introduction of Bill C-86 in 2018, the political climate has become more hospitable to CSAs and their 

advocacy work (Carter & Prendergast, 2019), but scholars emphasize that the events of the last 40 years 

have left CSAs weakened and risk averse (Cameron & Kwiecien, 2019).  

 
12 Pacheco-Vega and Murdie (2021) note that most research of this kind focuses on global human rights 
or environmental advocacy at the international level and only a handful of studies focus on effectiveness 
of environmental policy at the national level. 
13 “Registered charity” is a legal term used by the Canadian Revenue Agency (CRA) that denotes a non-
profit organization with a specific charitable mission approved by the Income Tax Act (Cameron & 
Kwiecien, 2019, p.332) 
14 These authors note that the specific definition of “political activity” changes over time, making this 
situation still more complex. 
15 Prior to 1978, the political climate in Canada was hospitable to advocacy and the federal government 
funded many advocacy organizations. New legislation in 1978 stipulated that registered charities could 
not engage in “political activities” and changes to the Income Tax Act in 1985 prohibited charities from 
putting more than 10% of their resources towards political activities (“the 10% rule”) (De Shalit et al., 
2024, p.227-228). Philips (2012) explores the retrenchment of Canada’s welfare state between 1985 and 
2005 that significantly weakened the influence of Canadian CSAs before the time period discussed here.  
16 Lysack (2013) notes that faith based organizations were notably absent from these activities, with the 
exception of KAIROS and CPJ. 
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Political advocacy by the church in Canada 

Faith actors worldwide have a long history of advocacy on a range of issues including refugee settlement 

and immigration (Boudou et al., 2021; Foret & Mourão Permoser, 2015), nuclear disarmament (Welty & 

Chalk, 2020), poverty (Bedford-Strohm, 2008) and recently climate change (Christiansen, 2011; Hague & 

Bomberg, 2023; Tobin et al., 2023; Moyer & Brandenbarg, 2021). Authors agree that faith actors have an 

important role to play in shaping public policies that respond to interconnected ecological issues and may 

be uniquely positioned to engage in advocacy due to their reputation/ credibility, public visibility, 

resources, political influence, mobilization capacity, and connection to both decision makers and 

communities (which allows them to act as "climate intermediaries") (Koehrsen & Ives, 2025; Hearn et al., 

2024b; Linde & Scaramuzzino, 2018; Hague & Bomberg, 2023; Hwang, 2024; Tobin et al., 2023; Lysack, 

2013).  

 

Today faith actors in Canada are highly involved in political advocacy at the federal level for several 

issues relating to socio-ecological sustainability, calling for more ambitious emissions reduction targets, a 

just transition to a low carbon economy, and stronger corporate accountability measures to reduce the 

negative social and environmental impacts of Canadian companies operating abroad (FLC, n.d.; 

KAIROS, n.d.a). Current advocacy work by the Church in Canada builds on a long history of ecumenic 

and interfaith environmental engagement and movement building. The Canadian Ecumenical Jubilee 

Initiative (2000), a national response to the global Jubilee movement, saw the church in Canada (in 

partnership with other faith actors) effectively mobilize publics around the global campaign for 

international debt cancellation, with great success17 (Gunn, 2025; KAIROS, n.d.b; Curry-Stevens, 2006). 

By the conclusion of “the most successful faith-driven advocacy effort in Canadian history”, 640,000 

Canadians had signed petitions demanding debt cancellation for low-income countries and impacted 

Canada’s approach to debt forgiveness (KAIROS, n.d.b). Lysack (2013) explains how faith-based climate 

action in Canada entered a new era in 2011 when leaders representing the Christian, Muslim, Hindu, 

Baha’i, and Buddhist faiths produced a joint document calling on the Canadian government to provide 

leadership in COP 17. Specific calls to action included creating a national emissions reduction plan, 

encouraging renewable energy, and contributing to the UN Green Climate Fund (Lysack, 2013). Many 

denominations used this document (and resulting interest in faith-based climate action) to advocate with 

their local MPs (Lysack, 2013).  

 

To advocate for policy changes relating to socio-ecological sustainability, the church in Canada often 

focuses on outsider tactics such as policy analysis, information campaigning, and public mobilization 

(Moyer & Brandenbarg, 2021). See Table 6 for examples of relevant advocacy campaigns involving 

public mobilization between January 2020 and June 2025. 

 
17 The global Jubilee movement (2000) is credited with the cancellation of $100 billion of debt in 35 
nations. 
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Advocacy program  Year(s)  Christian CSA Details  

 
Pilgrimage for the Planet   

 
2025 

Eastern Synod 
ELCIC + 
partners 

Bike ride, rally + meeting with 
government to endorse the Fossil Fuel 
Non-Proliferation Treaty. 

 
Give it up for the Earth!  

2020, 2022,  
2024 

CPJ  
(promoted by 
FLC) 

Asks individuals to commit to a 
behaviour change + write to their MP 
calling for action. 

 
House of Commons e-
petition 

 
2020 

 
FLC 

E-petition calling on the Canadian 
government to reduce emissions, 
invest in a just transition, and respond 
to issues in the Global South 

Faith-in-action campaign 2021 FLC Based on “Give it up for the Earth!”  

 
Strengthening Voices for 
a Just Transition  

 
2024 

 
KAIROS 

Intended to train the next generation of 
advocates + give them a chance to 
speak to the government about just 
transition.   

 
Climate Justice for Peace  

 
unspecified 

 
MCC  

Intended to get Canadians and 
Americans talking about, acting on, and 
advocating for climate justice.  

 
Jubilee 2025: Turn Debt 
into Hope campaign  

 
2025 

D&P Can, 
KAIROS, CPJ, 
ORCIE + more 

 Petition calling on the Canadian 
government (and many other actors) to 
address unjust ecological debt. 

 
Table 6: Advocacy programs of Christian CSAs that involve public mobilization (2020-2025)  

Methods  

All participants interviewed in the study were given the opportunity to discuss political advocacy 

undertaken at the federal level. The following questions were asked to participants from organizations 

that prioritize advocacy to understand how political advocacy is approached by the church in Canada, 

why it is prioritized, and what barriers reduce its impact (see Appendix A for full generic interview script). It 

is notable that some of these questions sought to introduce tensions, such as by asking participants to 

respond to popular criticisms of advocacy. This was deemed necessary to assess whether participants 

were aware of possible barriers to their engagement in political advocacy or its effectiveness. It was found 

that asking questions primarily about the challenges and barriers to effective advocacy naturally led to the 

discussion of its strengths and justifications.   

 

(Question 4.0) if sufficient information was not available online) Please tell me about the advocacy 

strategy of your organization. 
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(Question 4.1) Advocacy is a popular tool among Christian organizations in Canada to promote 

sustainability/ climate justice/ ecological justice/ stewardship/ Integral ecology. What are the benefits/ 

drawbacks of advocacy as a strategy? What can you reasonably expect to achieve from advocacy in the 

Canadian context?  

(Question 4.2) Some people criticize advocacy as a strategy because they believe that governments are 

corrupted by corporate actors or are more invested in ensuring stability than creating radical change. How 

would you (on behalf of your organization) respond to these criticisms?  How do you balance working with 

the government and opposing them? 

 

See the Methodology section in Chapter 1 for more details about the design and testing of the interview 

script and analysis plan. Participants were invited to choose how they wanted to be represented in this 

thesis. No pseudonyms are used in this section, all key informants are referred to by their real name and 

organization, their organization, or an anonymous number, according to their preference.  

Results 
Inductive analysis of the interview data revealed a complex picture about how the church in Canada uses 

advocacy to promote sustainability and navigates the complicated economic and political context. The 

interview content naturally fell into a series of interconnected themes:  

 

1. The church in Canada prioritizes outsider advocacy and is working to mobilize the public and 

create a social movement around goals such as climate justice and just transition. 

2. There is broad agreement that changing policy (and discourse) via advocacy is a slow, tedious, 

and often frustrating process, as the Canadian government is slow to adopt socio-environmental 

legislation, and when such legislation is adopted, it is often a watered-down version that is in 

danger of being cut when a new government is elected. Participants are aware that Canadians 

themselves are part of the reason for this slow adoption, as pro fossil fuel discourses are 

embedded in all levels of Canadian society.  

3. The church in Canada faces unique barriers and challenges that constrain its advocacy efforts or 

reduce the impact of its work. These challenges include organizational change (NGOization), 

limited funding, and trade-offs inherent to working for transformative change within the existing 

political system. 

4. In spite of these challenges however, most participants expressed that advocacy is a necessary 

and valuable activity for the church in Canada to participate in due to its potential to impact policy 

and its relation to prophetic witness.  

 

These points will now be discussed in greater detail. 
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The church in Canada's approach to political advocacy: public mobilization and 
movement building 

There is something to say about the groundswell of grassroots mobilization. I think it sends a 
signal to government that people are ready for change (key informant, KAIROS) 

 

The language of collective action, public mobilization, and movement building are inherent to the 

discourse of the church in Canada and a core element of its advocacy strategy. Participants highlight that 

concern for the environment is “coming from the grassroots again” and that harnessing this power by 

engaging in intentional movement building will be the most effective way to build pressure for 

comprehensive socio-environmental policy (Kerber, 2015). Participants are also in agreement that the 

church in Canada has a wealth of theological and ethical resources that create a strong platform for 

movement building, and that under the right conditions the church could build a strong movement for 

socio-ecological sustainability.   

 

As part of its public mobilization strategy, the church in Canada devotes significant resources to activities 

such policy analysis, public education and advocacy training to equip individuals with the knowledge and 

skills necessary to engage in advocacy (Desantis and Mulé, 2017; Gen & Wright, 2013). Examples 

include training programs like the “Climate Witness” project of the Christian Reformed Church (Moyer & 

Brandenbarg, 2021, p.1276) and the KAIROS “Strengthening Voices for a Just Transition” project 

(KAIROS, n.d.c) as well as resources such as the CPJ Advocacy Toolkit (Citizens for Public Justice, n.d.). 

In addition to information and training, the church in Canada also provides the public with concrete 

opportunities to mobilize around specific issues and policy solutions (Desantis & Mulé, 2017; Gen & 

Wright, 2013). Most of the advocacy campaigns in Table 6 including Give it up for the Earth, Faith in 

Action, and Climate Justice for Peace involve direct engagement by citizens in advocacy. Participants 

expressed that collective action and public mobilization are essential when advocating for transformative 

policy because it allows the public to directly communicate to the government what they want Canada to 

look like and create a social mandate (and significant pressure) for policy responses. A resource from 

FCG suggests that individuals can get involved in advocacy by writing to politicians and newspapers, 

creating petitions and organizing demonstrations, and supporting organizations that engage in advocacy.  

Political advocacy as a tedious, slow, and incremental process 

Participants expressed feeling frustrated or disappointed about the impact of their advocacy work on 

public policy, noting that there's a long history of government promises not kept. They called attention to a 

few common experiences: 

  

(situation 1) advocacy does not lead to any policy action;  

(situation 2) advocacy leads to a policy action that does not reflect the demands of the church in 
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Canada and fails to meaningfully address the socio-ecological problem, and;  

(situation 3) advocacy leads to a policy action that is reversed or diminished prior to or following an 

election.  

 

A concrete example of this second situation brought up by many participants is the Canadian 

Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise (CORE), a mechanism to investigate reported human rights 

abuses associated with Canadian extractive companies (Global Affairs Canada, 2019). The church in 

Canada is united in their concern about the conduct of Canadian companies operating abroad and have 

been advocating for strong corporate accountability mechanisms for decades alongside partners such as 

the Canadian Network on Corporate Accountability (CNCA). Unfortunately, the government response to 

these demands (the current CORE) is widely understood to be ineffective, toothless, disempowered, 

bureaucratic, and slow- failing to meet any of the demands of advocates (CNCA, 2023). Participants 

described feeling disheartened that decades of advocacy work contributed to a program that “checks a 

box” but doesn't actually address the problem and are now unsure if they should encourage their 

international partners to use it. Thus, advocacy for stronger corporate accountability measures and an 

empowered CORE continues.  

 

Participants also note that political division in Canada often motivates governments to pull back on hard-

won environmental goals in advance of elections to appeal to a greater number of voters (situation 3). 

This theme was particularly salient in our data, as many of our interviews were conducted in late March 

and early April 2025 ahead of the Canadian federal election on April 28th. As one participant states:   

  

It's somewhat heartbreaking at this time to see the backslide in politics on the programs that we 
had in place. Again, I understand that it might be just for the sake of getting elected, you know, 
saying the right thing that will get the most votes so we can get on with running a government in 
the face of other threats, but still (key informant, MLSM Canada) 

 

As this quote illustrates, many participants discussed that elections are an important and stressful time for 

Christian CSAs as political division means that whether environmental legislation will be a priority in the 

coming years or not depends on who is in power (Piggot, 2017). For this reason, many CSAs feel that 

they can't put anything in action until they know who the next government's going to be, which aligns with 

evidence from the literature (Piggot, 2017).  

Challenges faced by the church in Canada engaging in political advocacy 

Participants brought up two major challenges they face when engaging in political advocacy: 

(1) Institutional challenges relating to the loss of radical social movement roots, NGOization, and 

limited funding, and; 

(2) Challenges of advocating for the transformation of systems “from within”   
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Loss of social movement roots and changes to institutional identity  

The NGO "primal soup" of the 70s was really spicy and really wild, full of yeast and crazy things. 
But it purified with the passing of the generations, and now we have these new organizations 
(Silvia Vasquez Olguin) 
  

When asked to clarify the primary focus of their organization in interviews, many participants naturally 

drifted towards discussing how their organizations used to be, painting a lively picture of their more 

radical work in times past. The common story that we heard from these participants is that many Christian 

CSAs in Canada began as social movements and smaller, community-focused organizations and have 

developed over time into large, professional NGOs, losing their radical roots in the process. This 

observation describes “NGOization”, an ongoing trend in global civil society in which “social movements 

professionalize, institutionalize, and bureaucratize in vertically structured, policy-outcome –oriented 

organizations” (Lang, 2013, p.63-64). As one participant notes: 

 

Our work is more on affecting government policy, government spending decisions, government 
regulatory decisions, that's where the work primarily goes. Its days as being a significant 
contributor to community organizing are probably behind it and I think they'd largely recognize 
that it doesn't have a constituency for that kind of stuff [anymore] (key informant 10) 

  

One participant provided valuable insight into how the decline of Christian social movements has 

impacted the identity and actions of Catholic CSAs in particular: 

 

Social movements are really, really important. And there used to be many, many social 
movements in Canada that came from faith communities. … When Development and Peace was 
started in ‘67… all the staff in Canada were from the Young Catholic Worker movement, mostly in 
Quebec, and the people working on international projects were returned missionaries- priests and 
sisters. Where do we have those people anymore? … Social movements worked as incubators 
for people to get involved. And if we take that transmission line out, you have fewer people in the 
church who have come through these various social struggles and a whole life of being a Catholic 
in a certain way (Joe Gunn, ORCIE Treasurer) 

 

NGOization can be understood either as the harmless, natural result of organizational growth and 

collaboration with government (Salamon & Toepler, 2015) or as the taming of radical actors into inert 

organizations that fulfill government functions and compete with one another for scarce resources 

(Kaldor, 2003). In either case, NGOization is highly related to funding, the major limiting factor of the work 

of the church in Canada, as noted by many participants. Participants emphasized that most Christian 

CSAs rely on donations- “the most unreliable of all sorts of money” according to one participant, and 

became registered charities to allow them to give tax breaks and incentivize donation. While some 

organizations such as FCG generate some income by delivering services like green audits, partnerships 

are “tenuous” in times of economic uncertainty and money often still comes from the government 

indirectly.  
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Being non-partisan in line with the requirements of registered charities is a complex challenge when you 

belong to an advocacy organization that understands elections to be a major determinant of advocacy 

impact and policy change. Participants discussed how organizations such as KAIROS and CPJ have to 

“bend over backwards” to avoid looking like they are pushing voters in certain directions when making 

election bulletins. As established in the literature review, the restrictions placed on charitable 

organizations are ever changing, which means that Christian CSAs must constantly be on guard against 

changes that will limit their funding. One participant drew our attention to an example: a proposal to 

remove “promoting religion” from the list of charitable aims in the Income Tax Act (Bussey, 2022). As this 

participant explained, this could impact the work of many organizations with ties to churches or other 

sponsors with strong positions on reproductive rights or marriage, even if the CSAs in question do not 

share their views on these issues. In March 2025, the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops (CCCB) 

sent a letter to the Finance Minister Dominic Leblanc to express their concerns about these proposed 

changes (CCCB, 2025), which suggests that this is a major concern. There is also an understanding 

among participants that receiving money from the government impacts what organizations feel they can 

say and do, even beyond restrictions. This reflects a critical reading of NGOization that understands that 

bringing civil society into close quarters with the state and the market can change the character of these 

organizations (Ana, 2024), as reflected in the following quote:  

 

I remember listening to people that had been at [the organization] longer than me, saying that 
they remember at the beginning [the organization] was- forgive my English- a "shit shaker"- they 
wanted to shake the shit in a way that everybody got splashed and felt uncomfortable. They were, 
you know, like rioters and changemakers, OK? But with the passing of time, the actual current 
[organization] is more of a negotiator, because, for example, one of the biggest limitations is you 
cannot be too revolutionary if you're receiving money from the government (Silvia Vasquez 
Olguin)   

Challenges of transforming the system “from within”  

A decolonial response is hard to advance when you are trying to ask the colonial government to 
do something right? So that is very much a tension that we're always kind of facing (key 
informant, KAIROS) 

 

Many key informants emphasized that the goal of their organizations was to improve or transform current 

systems and power structures “from within” rather than trying to “fundamentally reorder” Canadian 

society. They describe how this strategic choice allows them to advocate for transformative policies 

without raising alarm bells in government or with the public, who would wish to uphold the status quo. To 

pull this off, the church in Canada must emphasize the political feasibility and social acceptability of their 

policy proposals (Luhtakallio et al., 2022) and “speak in the language of that system” to appeal to their 

audience. This is particularly true when talking about “the economy”, a key topic for the church in Canada 

working to promote sustainability that must be discussed very generally (and gently) to avoid upsetting 
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the public and government alike. Participants expressed that while their members are comfortable 

identifying “the economy” as the root cause of many socio-ecological problems (as also found in Biviano 

(2012)), to attribute any facet of this problematic economy specifically to capitalism, or critique capitalism 

in any way would impact the perceived legitimacy of the church in Canada and the feasibility of their 

policy recommendations. Thus, while many people within these organizations agree that capitalism is 

fundamentally incompatible with sustainability, this language does not (and cannot) leave meeting rooms. 

This situation reminds us that, regardless of the terminology used, the transformative goals of the church 

in Canada would undermine the status quo that the government works actively to uphold.  

Arguments for the value of political advocacy as an activity to promote sustainability  

I certainly think that there's evidence that advocacy can and does change public policy. To what 
degree? That's a very big question mark, but I certainly think it does. And I do think that there are 
reasons beyond simply changing public policy. (Katharine Sisk, PCC)  

 

Despite the interviewers introducing tensions and critiques about the value of advocacy, most participants 

remained firm that despite its challenges (and in many cases, its inability to produce concrete policy 

changes) advocacy is a meaningful and important action for the church in Canada to engage in to 

promote sustainability. This position was justified for one of two reasons: 

(1) Belief that the government is the only societal actor capable of promoting sustainability, through 

the creation of comprehensive public policy, making intervention in the policy process via political 

advocacy a necessary action for the church in Canada, and; 

(2) The need to act as a "prophetic voice” in the public sphere via advocacy regardless of its effect 

on public policy.  

The need for policy change  

Society has experienced, humanity has experienced transformational change through policy 
changes, right? Like ending slavery. So, I think we really do believe in the value of interacting at 
that level in that space. Um, but we also recognize that it's like extremely frustratingly slow, 
sometimes (key informant, KAIROS) 

 

In line with the beliefs of most Canadians, the church in Canada believes that the government is the actor 

most capable of promoting sustainability in Canada because it alone holds the power to create policy that 

will regulate the activities of all actors in society (Stoddart et al., 2012; Fang, 2021). Thus, the church in 

Canada alongside most Canadians look to the federal government as the actor with the power to address 

socio-environmental problems. In interviews, participants emphasized the vital importance of policy 

change by highlighting major societal shifts that have been brought about by policy changes, such as the 

end of slavery in the United States. Based on this common foundation, most participants agree that 

advocacy does shape public policy and the way that governments work even though this process feels 

incremental and slow, with policy demands sometimes left unmet. Participants also agree that while major 



46 
 

systemic change is the goal, if an incremental policy change changes someone's life, it is worthwhile. In 

addition, participants emphasized that advocacy could have unexpected consequences and that there is 

no telling when an incremental policy change that comes from within the system can “spiral” into 

something more transformative. 

The need to act as a prophetic voice 

Advocacy is a prophetic voice… that is also a function of advocacy, to really help the wider 
community to discern the best way to move forward (Allyson Carr, PCC) 

 

Faith based environmental groups often prioritize advocacy as a conduit for prophetic witness, frequently 

critiquing “business-as-usual approaches” and promoting transformative discourses and policies that 

highlight social justice (Henry, 2015; Adkin, 2016; Carroll et al., 2021; Teelucksingh et al., 2016). 

“Prophetic voice” refers to the obligation of the faithful to speak out against powerful actors (i.e., 

governments and corporations) and systems (i.e., colonialism, patriarchy) that perpetuate injustice. Being 

a prophetic voice usually involves speaking out against or challenging the status quo in line with faith 

values at the risk of personal repercussions, as historic prophets did. The desire to be a prophetic voice in 

the political context is a key justification for the church in Canada's involvement in advocacy beyond 

public policy change as it demonstrates a commitment to speak forth and against injustice (Le Duc, 

2023), hold governments accountable, and develop new visions of what a just and sustainable world 

looks like (Randolph, 2011). Acting as a prophetic voice is thus highly related to the imaginative element 

of advocacy as described by Gen and Wright (2020), in which CSAs are challenged to consider how 

society would ideally operate, instead of perpetually dealing with problems stemming from the status quo. 

Discussion 

The insights presented in the last section are invaluable for understanding the rationale for and value of 

advocacy work by the church in Canada. However, just as much can be learned from what wasn’t said. 

This discussion section will point out a few major gaps in the interview transcripts and grey literature that 

should be noted, including:  

 

(1) Lack of discussion about the influence of corporate actors in the policy process, and; 

(2) The connection between advocacy and institutional identity (institutional inertia).   

Gaps in the discussion of the Canadian political and economic context 

In interviews, two major gaps emerged relating to the Canadian policy context. The first was that 

participants did not readily acknowledge the influence of corporate actors in the policy process 

(Neubauer, 2018; Carroll et al., 2021; Graham, 2019; Curry-Stevens, 2006) or how this power is used to 

block the adoption of transformative policies that would address the underlying causes of socio-
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environmental problems (Böhler et al., 2022; Graham et al., 2023; Graham, 2025). Instead, participants 

attributed the slow adoption of climate policies to pro fossil fuel discourses and political division in 

Canada, resistance towards “shaking up” the fundamental order of Canadian society while other threats 

(i.e., economic recession, tariffs) demand attention, and government reliance on money from oil. While 

some participants noted that the popularity of fossil fuel discourses (and associated political division) are 

driven in part by corporate actors, many others suggested that support for fossil fuel discourses is more 

related to personal factors (i.e., personal employment history).  

 

The second gap observed in interviews was that (most) participants did not bring up or dwell significantly 

on government restrictions on advocacy activities in contrast to the experience of Moyer and 

Brandenbarg (2021), who had many participants discuss the charity chill of the early 2010s. It was 

noticeable that the need to remain non-partisan was the only limitation noted, and most participants 

appeared to accept this as a necessary and fair limitation that they had to work around. Participants did 

not suggest feeling limited by government restrictions, but it must also be noted in this context that the 

primary advocacy activities of the church in Canada, such as policy analysis, public education, and 

coalition building are considered relatively “safe” advocacy activities by many authors (Mulé & Desantis, 

2017; Leroux & Goerdel, 2009; Berny & Rootes, 2018). The current study cannot ascertain if these 

actions are prioritized because they are safe, but key informants revealed that most CSAs with the church 

in Canada make an effort to work within the means they have been given and not rock the boat. It is 

therefore important that organizations consider how to balance the need for funding (which requires “good 

behaviour”) with the desire to spark transformative change.  

Advocacy, institutional identity, and inertia  

The reality that organizations tend towards stability in their activities and mission even when their 

surrounding context evolves should not be overlooked as a major reason why advocacy remains a 

popular activity for the church in Canada even in the face of increasing challenges (Samadi et al., 2024). 

This institutional inertia may be compounded further by institutional identity, in the case of self- identified 

“advocacy organizations”. The comments of many key informants suggest that advocacy-focused 

organizations generally take a positive view of the role government can play if they are encouraged to act 

on specific issues, in line with the idea that government exists to help communities and institutions 

contribute to the common good. Such organizations should thus be aware of the assumptions implicit in 

their approach (Luhtakallio et al., 2022) and critically consider whose interests the government is most 

interested in upholding. 

Conclusion 
This chapter has explored how the church in Canada navigates Canada’s complex political and economic 

context while advocating for policies to promote sustainability. By asking participants to respond to 
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criticisms of advocacy it becomes clear that the church in Canada is aware of some of the antagonistic 

elements of the political and economic context but are committed to advocacy as a core activity due to its 

potentially transformative impact and connection to prophetic voice. The church in Canada is committed 

to mobilizing publics around their advocacy concerns in the hopes of sparking a social movement that will 

increase pressure on governments. However, in line with the musing of Mulé and Desantis (2017), while 

the determination with which the church in Canada engages in advocacy despite its challenges is 

admirable, it should consider other activities and pathways to promote sustainability in addition to 

advocacy.  
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 
The goal of this thesis project was to inductively analyze data from Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) 

relating to the two primary activities of the church in Canada to promote sustainability- organizational 

greening and political advocacy. To better understand the rationale for the activities undertaken by the 

church in Canada, the interview questions sought to understand the reason for different actions and, 

where appropriate, introduce key tensions to generate more nuanced responses. 

Connecting political advocacy and organizational greening  

Organizational greening and political advocacy are identified as essential actions for the church in 

Canada to promote sustainability that target change at different levels (national vs local). Political 

advocacy is prioritized due to its potential to influence public policy, which the church in Canada 

understands to be essential to achieving sustainability. Greening is prioritized as a way for church 

communities to live out their commitments to stewardship and climate justice and create a strong 

foundation for advocacy addressing macro level change (Lysack, 2013). But despite the potential synergy 

between these goals, there is little overlap between the organizations and programs that promote them, 

and while most participants spoke positively of both advocacy and greening regardless of what type of 

organization they represented, we did get at least one criticism of each activity. One participant from an 

advocacy-focused FBO described greening activities as “small potatoes” compared to actions such as 

political advocacy with the federal government because they aim to create change at a much more local 

level, while another participant noted that engaging in advocacy sometimes means “talking the talk” rather 

than contributing to practical solutions.  

 

The lack of conversation between these two activities (and the fact that they are the primary domain of 

different organizations) leads to major differences in approach and execution. Advocacy by the church in 

Canada is highly organized through groups such as KAIROS, CPJ, ORCIE, and FLC that rely on shared 

discourses and tactics. In contrast, greening is more like the wild west- relevant FBOs have different 

approaches to greening and there is disagreement about whether the end goal should be to achieve 

optimal energy efficiency or zero emissions. The multiple justifications for greening (living out environment 

commitments, saving money, and demonstrating cultural relevance), while a major selling point, also 

cloud these waters. In this context it stands to reason that both activities would benefit from conversation 

to establish connections that would increase the impact of both activities.  

Reflection on findings, limitations, and areas of future research  
The research questions and methods of this thesis evolved significantly over the course of this project, in 

response to the data. A major challenge of this research was the disproportionate focus on advocacy by 
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the church in Canada, which is evident in the number of advocacy-focused FBOs and the limited ability of 

most key informants from these FBOs to meaningfully discuss greening. This contributes to the 

hypothesis that organizational greening and political advocacy are distinct goals pursued by different 

networks of FBOs that are not often put in conversation. The disproportionate focus on advocacy in the 

data made talking meaningfully about greening very difficult. While my original plan was to conduct a 

proper thematic analysis of the interview data related to advocacy and greening, it was determined that 

there was not enough data on the topic of greening to justify the creation of codes, let alone to make 

generalizable claims. 

 

As research of this kind hasn’t been done before in the Canadian context, it was also difficult to anticipate 

what types of probing questions to include in the interview script, and if I could go back and do it again 

there are many that I would add. However, this statement just goes to show that this preliminary research 

was successful in revealing several key themes that require further exploration in the FIAT project and 

other research. Key ideas from Chapters 2 and 3 that require deeper exploration are summarized below. 

 

Chapter 2 of this thesis discussed church greening as one of the two primary actions of the church in 

Canada to promote sustainability and the most appropriate way for church communities to live out 

commitments to stewardship and climate justice. While this remains true, interviews with key informants 

suggested that greening can also be understood in an entirely different way as part of a deeper narrative 

about the changing role of church communities in Canadian society and how in the face of both church 

decline and interconnected socio-environmental crisis they are working to reinvent and revitalize 

themselves by meeting the needs of their local communities. While outside of the scope of this thesis 

project, this points to an important area of consideration and research, and a key component of the FIAT 

project.  

 

Chapter 3 identifies that Christian CSAs are aware of some barriers to effective political advocacy in 

Canada (as noted in the literature) but remain committed to political advocacy as an essential activity to 

promote sustainability in Canada. Additional exploration would be required to better understand all the 

relevant elements of this finding, specifically:  

 

● if / to what extent the church in Canada is aware of the interference of corporate actors in the 

policy process. A new interview script would include questions such as: “what is your perception 

of the role and influence of corporate lobbyists in the Canadian policy process?” and “why are 

fossil fuel discourses so deeply embedded in Canadian society?”.  

● the extent to which the church in Canada feels (or has felt in the past) limited by government 

restrictions on political activities. A possible interview question would be “how is the work of your 

organization limited by government restrictions on political activities”? 
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There are also many other relevant questions about the work of the church in Canada that require 

exploration at different scales. The narrow inclusion criteria of this study, while essential to answering the 

questions of the FIAT project, likely led to the exclusion of several organizations and initiatives that are 

doing transformative work at the local and intermediate levels with the potential for diffusion or upscaling. 

In light of the significant barriers to achieving effective policy change at the national level, it would be 

beneficial for future research to consider the work of faith actors at a different level, such as municipalities 

(Ives & Baker, 2024). In short, directions for future research on how the church in Canada is working to 

promote sustainability abound. 
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Appendix A: Generic interview script  
 
Note: For questions 1 and 3, the tables were shared with the participant in an additional information 
document in advance of the interview and shared in a powerpoint presentation during the interview to 
facilitate conversation. For participants representing organizations concerned with only one issue (i.e., 
greening) questions 2 and 3 were sometimes removed to avoid gathering personal opinions. Sometimes 
rather than sharing table 2, we selected roles of interest to the participants organization and focused the 
conversation on those. 
 
Section 1: Organizational definitions and understandings of sustainability and sustainable 
transition  
 
(Question 1) Your organization has goals related to ________ (sustainability/ climate justice/ ecological 

justice/ stewardship/ Integral ecology- insert word found on website / in documents). What does this term 

mean?  

 
(Question 2) There are many factors that could help Canada to achieve sustainability/ climate justice/ 

ecological justice/ stewardship/ Integral ecology. The table below displays some of these possible 

considerations. Please reflect on which of these your organization or the church in Canada more broadly 

is focusing on, and which ones they should perhaps focus more on. Feel free to rank these 

considerations from 1-8 if that is helpful.  

 

Response/ Rank (1-8) Consideration  

 (Consideration 1) Comprehensive public policy (the need for a Green New 
Deal or Just Transition framework) 

 (Consideration 2) Efficient technologies/ and the need for technological 
innovation to reduce waste/pollution/GHG emissions  

 (Consideration 3) Individual behaviours (i.e., overconsumption and the need 
for sustainable/ ethical consumption) 

 (Consideration 4) For-profit businesses (and the fact that they do not take 
their social and environmental responsibility seriously enough (i.e., 
externalities))  

 (Consideration 5) The need for local based systems of production that 
empower communities (i.e., energy democracy, agroecology, food 
sovereignty)   

 (Consideration 6) The need to find alternatives to the capitalist system (and 
its associated reliance on economic growth).  
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Probe: Do you see it as the church’s business to transform the economic 
system?   
Probe: is capitalism compatible with sustainability? Can you elaborate on 
how/why? 

 (Consideration 7) The need to seek decolonial, Indigenous-centred solutions.  
Probe: Is decolonization a priority for the church in Canada?  
Probe: To what extent does the church’s current approach to social justice or 
sustainability reproduce imperial/ colonial systems?  

 (Consideration 8) The need for significant changes in culture (i.e., new ideas, 
worldviews, values) as a precondition for changes in specific areas 
(everyday life, politics, and the economy). 
Probe: Do you see it as the church’s business to change or create a new 
culture in society at large? 

 

(Optional) What do you think is the main thing(s) that are preventing Canada from achieving 

sustainability? Why has Canada not experienced Sustainable Transition yet? 

Possible probe: Are these barriers cultural, social, economic, political, personal, etc.? 

 

Section 2. Aims/ goals, means/ resources, and self-given roles of the church promoting 
sustainability    
 

(Question 3) There are many possible roles that the church can play to promote sustainability/ climate 

justice/ ecological justice/ stewardship/ Integral ecology. The table below presents some possible roles 

based on the literature in this area, our observations of the church in Canada, and the goals of the FIAT 

project. Please discuss the following potential roles and indicate how important they are to your 

organization or the church in Canada. Feel free to rank from most essential (1) to least essential (4) if that 

is helpful.  

 

Classify (1-4) Possible roles of the church in Canada 

 (Role 1) Engaging in greening (i.e., churches investing in solar panels and efficient 
appliances) to reduce one's carbon footprint or act as a role model to the rest of 
society (observed). 

 (Role 2) Promoting sustainability through official government/ legal/ policy channels 
such as advocacy + policy analysis (observed).  

 (Role 3) Developing and sharing resources (i.e., new worldviews, norms, practices, 
eco theologies) for inner transformation and individual behaviour change (from 
literature + observed). 

 (Role 4) Engaging in community organizing and direct defense of lands. Leading 
bottom-up movements for sustainability (from literature + project).  
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 (Role 5) Engaging directly in the conservation, preservation, or scientific study of the 
natural world (observed).  

 (Role 6) Bringing new ideas to the political stage and shaping discourses. Calling out 
problematic structures + politically legitimizing alternatives (i.e., questioning 
capitalism, promoting degrowth) (from literature). 

 (Role 7) Creating alternative economic systems. Promoting experimentation, 
creativity, and the collective pursuit of alternative visions of development / 
sustainability (from literature + project).  

 (Role 8) Engaging in strategic political organizing in civil society to confront vested 
interests blocking necessary changes (project).  

 

* The remaining questions in this section were asked to relevant participants only * 

 

(Question 4) Advocacy 
 
(Question 4.0) if sufficient information was not available online) Please tell me about the advocacy 

strategy of your organization. 

(Question 4.1) Advocacy is a popular tool among Christian organizations in Canada to promote 

sustainability/ climate justice/ ecological justice/ stewardship/ Integral ecology. What are the benefits/ 

drawbacks of advocacy as a strategy? What can you reasonably expect to achieve from advocacy in the 

Canadian context?  

(Question 4.2) Some people critique advocacy as a strategy because they believe that governments are 

corrupted by corporate actors, or are more invested in ensuring stability than creating radical change. 

How would you (on behalf of your organization) respond to these criticisms?  How do you balance 

working with the government and opposing them? 

 

(Question 5) Greening 
 

Share definition: we use the term “greening” to refer to physical and behavioural changes that impact the 

sustainability of church buildings, including by not limited to decarbonization/ emissions reduction, 

insulation, renewable energies, reducing water consumption, and the creation of green spaces and 

community gardens.  

 

(Question 5.1) How does your organization define “greening”? 

(Question 5.2) Many national churches and Christian CSAs are concerned with greening. Why do you 

think this is a popular focus- what is the value of greening?  
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(Question 5.3) Your organization, and many others, use a scientific, carbon-focused framing of greening, 

using terms like “decarbonization”, “net zero”, and “energy efficiency”. Why is this? 

(Question 5.4) What do you consider when developing a greening plan? (i.e., is it more important to 

achieve efficiency or net zero? Is there a regional consideration of energy sources and ideal renewable 

options?)  

(Question 5.5) What barriers has your organization (or other organizations engaged with greening) faced 

when delivering programs? What challenges have you faced in achieving your mission?    

(Question 5.6) What does it take for a congregation to green successfully? What are the important 

factors in success (for congregations OR your organization delivering programs)?  

 

Section 3. Self identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and tensions of the church 
promoting sustainability (“SWOT” analysis)  
 

(Question 6) What key tensions, barriers, or challenges has your organization/ the church in Canada 

faced in promoting sustainability? 

Probe: what kind of changes within the church (or its theology) would be required to overcome these 

challenges?  

 

(Question 7) What do you believe are the strengths of the church in Canada working towards 

sustainability? Are they doing anything particularly well?  

Probe: Are there any windows of opportunity on the horizon?  

 

Section 4. Wrap up  
 

(Question 8) That is all of the questions I have prepared. Is there anything you would like to add to this 

conversation that we haven't touched on, or answers you would like to change? 
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