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Salmon and steelhead are iconic symbols of this great region. Stretching from British Columbia to Northern California, this geographic
biome is referred to by some as the Cascadia Bioregion. Combined with Alaska and Southern California, it forms the area that Ecotrust
has dubbed “Salmon Nation.” 

Salmon Nation is an intriguing concept that highlights the connections between humans and wild salmon on the Pacific coast.
Perhaps it is also an indication of growing public awareness of the current state of wild salmon runs and a positive sign of shifting public
values.

Nevertheless, a forthright analysis of the current state of salmon is not encouraging. The Northwest Power Planning Council has
estimated that historic runs of salmon and steelhead on the Columbia River numbered between 10 and 16 million fish. Today, we are
elated if we get more than a million—and that number is misleading as most of the fish are produced in hatcheries. 

What does this precipitous decline of wild salmon mean for our region?  As an indicator species, the decline of wild salmon means
that the ecological health of our biome has deteriorated. This decline and the specific reasons behind it are well documented by Jim
Lichatowich in the book, Salmon Without Rivers. 

The decline of wild salmon also means that we humans have not been good stewards of the land. The concept of stewardship is
widely used in religious and secular forums to refer to the human responsibility to care for the environment. Over the last decade or two,
religious communities have become increasingly attentive to environmental degradation, and many have issued formal statements on
the responsibility to care for the earth.

In the Pacific Northwest, an interesting example was a Roman Catholic Church project during the late 1990s that led to the pas-
toral letter titled, The Columbia River Watershed: Caring for Creation and the Common Good (2001). In this document, the region’s
bishops state, “The presence and health of wildlife is in many ways a sign of the health of our ecosystems, of the well-being of the peo-
ple and communities dependent on the ecosystems for their livelihood, and our respect for God’s creatures and creation.” 

The Old and New Testaments contain twenty-six explicit references to the steward or stewardship. In the Old Testament, the term
is used in a technical fashion to denote a specific office or a vocation in society. According to the Protestant Canadian theologian,
Douglas Hall, “the steward is one who has been given the responsibility for the management and service of something belonging to
another, and his office presupposes a particular kind of trust on the part of the owner or master.” 

The biblical verses that have had a prominent role in shaping—and perhaps obfuscating—our understanding of stewardship are
Gen. 1:26-28. Humans are created in the image (selem) and likeness (demut) of God and are to subdue (kabash) and have dominion
(radah) over the earth. In this context, human beings are “living reminders” of the Creator. Eugene March insists that humans, created
in God’s image and likeness, “have been given the responsibility of representing God in the midst of God’s creation.” The word domin-
ion is often used in a royal context, and the Israelite king was to care for those over whom he ruled. Dominion, therefore, does not mean
to exploit but to exercise care and responsibility for God’s domain, particularly in the interest of those who are poor and marginalized. A
typical contemporary interpretation is this passage from the Presbyterian policy statement, Hope for a Global Future (1996): “We regard
dominion to mean the entire stewardship of nature.”

Another Old Testament image of stewardship is found in Gen. 2:15. A primary insight in this text is the bond humanity shares with
the rest of creation. All creatures share the common source of coming “out of the ground” (ha adama). In this context, the place of
humanity in relation to creation is characterized by the vocational activity of farming or shepherding. Human beings are to cultivate
(adad) and care (shamar) for the garden. This organic model of stewardship is the “ecological” vocation of humanity.

From a Christian perspective, sustainability is the difficult ethical work of re-structuring the way we humans live on the land in the
hopeful anticipation of the renewal and restoration of creation. The stewardship of creation, guided and informed by the practice of sus-
tainability, is an earth ethic that embraces the commitment that life and all that supports and sustains it, is fundamentally good.

As it applies to the salmon crisis in the Cascadia Bioregion, sustainability will have to embrace such principles as better growth
management, renewable energy; and ecological restoration. The changeover that William McDonough refers to as “the next industrial
revolution” is already underway. Our task is to ensure that this transition happens in time to prevent the extinction of wild salmon. And
so the work of stewardship is the work of living sustainably, to save our wild salmon and maybe, just maybe, ourselves as well.

a theological perspective
salmon, stewardship and sustainability in the pacific northwest

Russell A. Butkus, Ph.D.
Department of Theology
Associate Director, Environmental Studies
University of Portland
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