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Editorial

Introduction to the Special Issue “Practical Theology Amid
Environmental Crises”

Pamela R. McCarroll * and HyeRan Kim-Cragg *

Emmanuel College of Victoria University, University of Toronto, Toronto, ON M5S 1K, Canada
* Correspondence: pam.mccarroll@utoronto.ca (P.R.M.); hyeran.kimcragg@utoronto.ca (H.K.-C.)

By most accounts, the world we live in has entered the epoch of the Anthropocene,
the period in which human activity has irrevocably altered the geology, biosphere and
climate of the planet. Not only do humans experience the impacts of environmental crises
in their daily lives, but people’s dreams for the future are also haunted by the spectre of
ecological apocalypse. Some suggest that compared to other fields and disciplines, practical
theology so far has offered little to the interdisciplinary conversations on climate and the
environmental crises (McCarroll 2020; Miller-McLemore 2020). This Book seeks to change
that perception.

Practical Theology, broadly speaking, has been described as a field that privileges,
engages and transforms human experience and practices with its guiding motif of the living
human web (Miller-McLemore 2018), and its focus on human suffering, flourishing and jus-
tice. The human-centered givens of the field highlight its anthropocentric ethos. No doubt,
this ethos has contributed to the delay in fulsome engagement with the environmental
crisis through the research, teaching and practice of practical theology. Indeed, when
we as co-editors consider the methodological, theological and practical implications of
shifting the field away from human-centeredness and towards earth-centeredness, it can
be quite overwhelming (see also McCarroll 2020; LaMothe 2021; Pihkala 2018). Practical
theology also prioritizes context or situatedness as it seeks to discern the divine presence
and call in the very midst of life. Unlike some other theological disciplines, it engages
realities of inequities, oppression and the struggle for justice as it carves out pathways
to renewed ways of living and being in the world. It is notable that despite its focus on
context and situatedness, the dire realities of our context of environmental crises have yet
to be fulsomely taken up in the field even as these realities press in upon all of life at the
micro, meso and macro levels of being.

While over the last decade within the field there has been an increase in the amount
of research produced on the topic, other than a few exceptions within specific guilds (see
Clinebell 1996; Moore 1998; Ayers 2019), this literature is spread across several journals and
books and can be challenging to find (Kim-Cragg 2018; McCarroll 2020; Miller-McLemore,
forthcoming). A quick look at the tables of contents over the last five years of our field’s pre-
mier journals (International Journal of Practical Theology and Practical Theology) demonstrates
the extent to which concern about environmental and climate crises has been peripheral to
practical theology. From a total of two hundred and forty-two research articles, only four
focus on climate change and the environmental crisis. These numbers suggest that, while
there is some awareness of the theme, it is hardly a focus for research (see Williams 2018;
McCarroll 2020; Ayers 2021; Marlow 2022). Thankfully, some practical theology associa-
tions recently have begun to identify climate change as an emerging priority. For example,
the 2022 meetings of the Association for Practical Theology hosted a roundtable on climate
change, chaired by Bonnie Miller-McLemore and Jennifer Ayers, which generated much
inspiration and dialogue with practical theologians across several guilds. Also, the 2023
meetings of the International Academy of Practical Theology will focus on practical theology
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in the Anthropocene. Additionally, within various guilds of the field, there are some signs
that interest is beginning to build.1

Even as these signs are promising, it is clear, that there is yet to be a sustained con-
versation in the field on the theme of the climate and environmental crises. We believe
this book, Practical Theology Amid Environmental Crises, will make a significant contribution
and mark the beginning of a generative and creative conversation. The volume brings
together the voices of many around the world who have begun to wrestle with the realities
and implications of climate and environmental crises for their own research, teaching and
practices from their various social locations. In bringing these voices together, we seek
not only to model a collaborative and interactive conversation and contribute to the larger
multi/ interdisciplinary conversation, but to begin to discern the primary contours and
themes of the conversation within the field.

In envisioning this project, we as co-editors first identified some key leaders in the
various guilds of practical theology whose research demonstrated interest in the area. We
then put out a call for papers more widely. We invited research that “contributes to prac-

tical theological approaches to the multilayered environmental crises”. We sought out
submissions to help construct a sustained conversation on climate change in the practical
theological literature and to contribute to the ongoing interdisciplinary conversation regard-
ing the environmental crises. We identified a need for papers that engage practical theology
from intersectional perspectives with a concern for justice and for work that reimagines the
field beyond its anthropocentric foundations. We encouraged researchers to retrieve earth-
centered resources through texts and practices from the various sub-disciplines of practical
theology and identified our interest in action-based, narrative and other practical theologi-
cal approaches that highlight human embeddedness, dependence and interconnectivity
within and as a part of creation. The call went out and we were positively overwhelmed
by the response. We cannot be more pleased with this final product. Not only does the
enthusiasm of our contributors and the quality of their work suggest that a sustained
conversation is emerging through this publication, but the volume also demonstrates depth,
insight and creativity, offering much toward continuing the conversation.

When we inductively explore the content of the chapters of the volume, we are not
surprised to see concentrations on methodology, theology and practice. In some cases,
practices are starting points that generate theological and methodological reflection. In
other cases, authors present critical and constructive theological-methodological content
that leads to renewed practices. In still other cases, authors share what we will call eco-
practical theological models and narratives that invite the reader into new forms of practice
and imagination. In all cases, authors seek to address realities of living in the context of
environmental and ecological change and instability and to consider this in relation to
theology and practices of people of faith and their respective communities. We are delighted
to have most of the guilds of the discipline represented within our authorship—religious
education, preaching and worship, community and congregational leadership, pastoral
and spiritual care. Throughout the book there are several repeated themes that emerge
including a focus on embodiment and materiality, on specific populations such as children,
youth, students and women, on the impacts of ecological emotions such as eco-anxiety
and climate trauma, on the interconnections between Earth justice and social justice, and
between the climate crisis and colonialism. The book is rich with convergences, but also
includes creative tensions between and among issues represented in the chapters.

In terms of the flow of content in the book, we have ordered the chapters into three
distinct groupings or sections following one after the other. The first section is made up of
chapters one to four, each of which is addressed to the field of practical theology as a whole
and focuses on the intersections of methodology, epistemology, theology and practice. The
second section includes chapters five to eight. Each of these chapters present theological
reflections on lived experiences of climate and environmental crises, and through this
lens reimagine some key theological concepts and practices. The third section includes
chapters nine to thirteen. These final chapters look toward the future by presenting models
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and approaches for renewed eco-integrated practice, teaching and research across the
different guilds.

Addressing Intersections of Methodology, Epistemology, Theology and Practice

In each of the first four chapters, the authors identify how the climate crisis demands
a complete re-imagining of the givens of the field of practical theology—the methodolo-
gies, epistemologies and theologies central to its research, teaching and practice. Each
chapter is addressed to the field as a whole and calls for change in response to the climate
crisis. Chapter one, by Mary Elizabeth Moore, identifies the extent to which practical
theology has always been concerned with change and explores the how the climate cri-
sis demands radical change across the field. Drawing from eco-theologians and other
ecological thinkers, from Indigenous wisdom and from the wisdom of the Earth itself,
the chapter identifies challenges, practices and alternative worldviews and concludes by
offering up life practices to direct and re-shape life and the field toward climate justice.
In chapter two, Pamela McCarroll examines the literature on climate trauma in terms
of its interpretation of public discourse, denial and (in)action in relation to the climate
crisis and by unearthing the theologies and epistemologies embedded in this literature.
She explores and proposes the conceptual architecture required for an earth-centered,
de-colonizing, trauma-informed approach for the field. Chapter three, by Un-Hey Kim,
draws from ecofeminist theologies and the new materialism for her theo-ethical reflection
on the climate catastrophe, re-interpreting humans in terms of the interdependence and
inter-relationality of all reality. She explores moves to liberate the human subject from
the bondage of human exceptionalism and toward Earth’s justice. In the fourth chapter,
Mary Hess offers a creative exploratory essay that weaves through multiple narratives
from diverse contexts. In her generative narrative weaving, she seeks out “sacred ground
within which to root embodied, theologically astute pedagogies” (abstract) for the field.
Together, these chapters offer perspectives, resources and approaches to re-imagine the
epistemology, theology and methodologies of practical theology.

Theological Reflection on Experiences of Environmental Crisis and Reconceiving Theology

The second cluster of chapters, chapters five through eight, all reflect theologically on
lived experiences of climate and environmental crises and seek to reconceive theological
concepts through these disruptive experiences. Chapter five, by Christine Tind Johannessen,
presents ethnographic theological research on university students’ experiences of climate
stress. Drawing on her data, and theories from anthropology, psychology and theology, she
proposes a model for pastoral care that re-imagines an experiential Trinitarian theological
framing for experiencing and perceiving the Divine. In chapter six, Danielle Tumminio
Hansen draws on Sallie McFague’s body of God metaphor and explores what is at stake
theologically when we interpret environmental crises as sexual violation of the Earth.
Drawing this metaphor further, she proposes trauma-informed practices for living that shift
us away from hierarchical notions of creation. Ryan LaMothe, in chapter seven, interprets
environmental crisis theologically as a disruptive revelation of a non-sovereign God. He
considers the political, existential and ontological implications of a non-sovereign God and
calls readers to reimagine political theologies that frame how we live together. In chapter
eight, Tallessyn Zawn Grenfell-Lee draws on a case study from a Swedish experience of
crisis to re-interpret experiences of climate disruption in ways that serve resilience and
creativity. She concludes with an exploration of hope through a Eucharistic theology of
abundance in the face of planetary catastrophe. All these chapters engage either micro- or
macro-experiences of climate disruption and explore creative theological constructs and
practices to serve life.

Future-Leaning Models for Renewed Eco-integrated Practice, Teaching and Research

The five final chapters, chapters nine to thirteen, all present models or approaches for
renewed eco-integrated practice, teaching and research among the different guilds of practi-
cal theology. Together, they represent a forward-thinking trajectory that seeks to transform
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tools of the field toward Earth-centered practices. In chapter nine, Jeane Peracullo and
Rosa Bella Quindoza examine how a Catholic Filipino faith-based community addresses
multiple environmental crises within their context. They draw forth the wisdom of the
community’s practices to present a viable model that moves beyond anthropocentrism and
builds capacity for ecological social justice. Chapter ten, written by Leah Shade, presents a
case study of the author’s development and use of a pedagogical tool designed to teach
ministry students about ecological interconnectivity and habitat. The tool, called “Who is
My Neighbor?”, supports students to engage with issues of environmental justice and to
integrate these into their ministry practices. In chapter eleven, HyeRan Kim-Cragg draws
on Paul Ballard’s work to build a practical theological model for preaching that integrates
Scripture as a resource and source to engage with the environmental crisis. Not only does
she draw out the elements of the model, but she also shares a sermon that utilizes the
model in its construction, demonstrating how it can be adapted into homiletical practice.
In chapter twelve, Panu Pihkala presents an in-depth review of the pastoral theological
literature on eco-anxiety. He itemizes distinct areas of focus for the discipline at present
and projects areas for further research. He also identifies helpful conversation partners for
the further development of a body of research for the discipline. Chapter thirteen, written
by Joyce Ann Mercer, like the chapters in the first section, includes a call to the field as a
whole through an ecofeminist practical theological perspective. We chose to place it here
because, with its focus on children and change, it leans towards the future by offering a
lens for “toward participatory empowerment for change” (abstract). Mercer examines the
experiences of children in terms of the distress they carry and the need for a theology of
oikos—of home, of habitat—to support them toward engagement and justice, even in the
face of environmental chaos. The five chapters in this section all provide concrete examples
and specific foci for re-imagining ministry and congregational practices to serve ecological
and social justice.

Conclusions

We wish to extend our gratitude to all the authors for their committed and creative
engagement of the topic. It has been a joy to work with you. We also wish to thank our
Associate Editor with MDPI, Ms. Gloria Qi, whose gracious guidance and support has
enabled the coming together of this publication. With deep passion and sense of calling we
in practical theology are ready to engage with you in the journey of re-imagining our field
from outside its anthropocentric roots. This book is an invitation to enter into this difficult
conversation with courage, openness and a sense of realistic and grounded hope—a hope
inspired by the Earth, our mother, who generously holds and nurtures all creatures, calling
forth new life even in the face of overwhelming destruction and death.

Author Contributions: Both authors contributed equally to the paper. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

Notes

1 For example, the recent meeting of the Society for Pastoral Theology included the inaugural gathering of a special interest
study group devoted to Pastoral Theology and Climate Change, chaired by Christine Tind Johannessen and Pamela McCarroll;
Beginning in December 2022, The Academy of Homiletics will have a new workgroup on climate crisis and creation in preaching,
chaired by HyeRan Kim-Cragg and Leah Schade. Jennifer Ayers’s recent book, Inhabitance, has garnered much attention within
the disciplines of religious education, preaching and ministry. In the area of spirituality there appears to be the most publications
in relation to climate and environmental crises (Miller-McLemore, forthcoming) though these, again, are distributed across several
books and journals.
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Article

Responding to a Weeping Planet: Practical Theology as a
Discipline Called by Crisis

Mary Elizabeth Moore

School of Theology, Boston University, Boston, MA 02215, USA; memoore@bu.edu

Abstract: Practical theology is by nature a discipline of crisis, standing on the edge of reality and
potential, what is and what can be. Crises can be gentle turning points, opportunities for radical
transformation, or catastrophic moments in time. In the geological age of the Anthropocene, people
face devastating planetary effects of human agency, which have created and escalated a climate
crisis beyond the boundaries of imagination. Practical theology belongs at the epicenter of ecological
crises, which have already produced harsh results, ecological despair, and a time-dated urgency for
daring decisions and actions. Change is knocking at global doors—the necessity, foreboding, and
hope for change. This article probes practical theology’s role in change, giving primary attention
to changes in practical wisdom (phronesis) and life practices. Methodologically, the article draws
from ecological scholars and activists, philosophers and theologians, indigenous communities, and
the earth itself, presenting descriptions and analyses of their shared wisdom across time, culture,
and areas of expertise. From these sources, the study identifies challenges, practices, and alternate
worldviews that can potentially reshape practical wisdom and climate action. In conclusion, this
paper proposes life practices for climate justice: practices of attending, searching, imagining, and
communal living and acting.

Keywords: practical theology; crisis; practical wisdom; ecological justice; life practices; climate change

1. Background and Methods

One day in the summer, I walked down the street in my Boston home, where smoke
filled the sky and burned my eyes. The smoke had traveled here from Canada and the
Western United States, where wildfires were storming across the land. Smoke and fire
debris had etched the skies across North America, and the western fires continued to break
records in terms of heat produced and land destroyed. A few days later, the Dixie Fire in
Northern California was depositing smoke and ash in a continual flow within a 1000 mile
radius of its flames. Weeks later, the western fires had further heightened the vulnerability
of the atmosphere to extreme weather conditions, including raging rains and floods, and
culminating yet again in mud slides and radical damage to soil, clean water, hillsides,
forests, habitats for animals, and plants. As fires speed deforestation across the world,
rising temperatures increase drought conditions, and dramatic increases of evaporation
escalate catastrophic rainfalls, some of which are in the very regions where the heat has
risen and forests and foliage have dramatically decreased, and some many miles away.
Compound events continue to rise.

We in North America are facing ecological crisis on a massive scale, as are lands and
peoples across the world. On our shared continent, we face crises of water and habitats as
well as forests aflame, intensifying storms, and dramatic changes in temperatures and rain
and snow falls. Consider the rivers that no longer provide habitat for salmon and other
fish, the aquifers that have diminished or disappeared, the land that has been stripped
of its nutrients in the quest for industrialization and corporate and individual profit, and
the habitat networks that have been diminished and separated by industrial or human
development so that animals and plants are less and less able to travel between habitats in
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changing conditions. All these issues are interconnected both physically and socially, and
are well documented in international scientific studies (IPCC—Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change 2021; IPCC—Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2022).

A striking example is the Keystone XL (KXL) Pipeline, an extension of Keystone
that was stopped after more than 10 years of struggle; it would have run through five
provinces and states and through tribal lands. The southern portion of that pipeline
extension had already been completed, running through two new states, as it added to
the existing pipeline that already ran through eleven provinces and states, carrying tar
sands oil from the borealis forest of Alberta, Canada, for conversion into flowing oil in the
United States. The KXL project, if completed, would have dramatically increased the rate
of tar sands extraction, destruction of the boreal forest, rate of leakage and spills (higher
than for other kinds of oil), destruction of farms and habitable land, and greenhouse gases
and carbon released in processes of extraction and refining. In all these escalations, the
pipeline threatened to escalate the poisoning of indigenous lands and peoples. These are
the same people who have been affected by other industrial development projects that
have dammed and diverted rivers, leading to water shortage in some areas and flooding in
others. Politically, the people most affected—indigenous communities, farmers, ranchers,
and others—are rarely included in decision-making before projects are formulated, or even
before projects are set in motion by industries and governments. The dangers and disasters
described here represent a complex of crises that date back to the arrival of European
settlers, displacement of indigenous peoples, and hundreds of decisions that benefited
industry and harmed the people who live on this land, while wreaking havoc on the land
itself. Innumerable activists protested the KXL crisis with words and actions and helped
stop the extension from becoming a reality (Gilio-Whitaker 2019, pp. 10–24; McKibben
2013, pp. 17–44).

What is the nature of these crises, and how do they relate to practical theology?
Methodologically, I will focus on the nature of crisis and then turn to the practical wis-
dom (phronesis) of ecological scholars and activists, theologians and philosophers, and
indigenous communities as they approach earth wisdom and earth caring in their unique
ways. By analyzing these sources, I will portray their shared wisdom across time, culture,
and areas of expertise. Curiously, their various approaches all include some version of
reflection on practices for the sake of future practice, disclosing a resonance with the work
of practical theology. On the other hand, indigenous people and many of the activists
reflect on practices of the entire natural world, not just human beings, thus challenging the
dominant anthropomorphic focus of practical theology. The entire study illumines how di-
verse scholars and activists contribute to practical wisdom, or phronesis, through reflection
on their unique experiences, and how they contribute to human ways of being in and with
the world. In particular, the study identifies challenges, practices, and alternate worldviews
that can potentially reshape practical wisdom and climate action, and it concludes with
proposals for practice toward climate justice.

2. Crises

Crises are turning points or moments when forces meet, facing people and other
beings with critical decisions that will shape the future. They are often associated with
dramatic or disastrous moments, but the term is also broad. Crises exist in daily lives when
people live detached from God’s creation and from communion with other people and trees
and soil. Crises appear when people face choices whether to continue their customary life
patterns or consider alternative ways of relating with the earth, with other creatures, and
with themselves. These daily crises (often unrecognized) are connected with catastrophic
ones. The catastrophic crisis of climate change was set in motion by countless decisions
made in everyday life over countless years to suck life from the planet for human gain and
without regard for the life of the planet and all that lives on it. Likewise, the catastrophic
plight of indigenous peoples in North America did not emerge in one traumatic moment,
but in millions of traumatizing acts of war and murder; kidnapping and enslavement;
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colonialization; displacement; broken treaties; and destruction of lands rich with fish, clean
water, plants, soil, and game.

Crisis moments often go unnoticed without conscious reflection, especially when they
are part of prevailing life patterns and worldviews that are taken for granted; yet people
make small and large decisions to act in certain ways, which affect both the immediate and
long future. Consider how theories of individual autonomy and individual well-being,
taken for granted in most Western Christian cultures, have conflicted with indigenous
theories of relationality and communal–ecological well-being, leading to the overtaking
of land for individual gain or the economic gain of industrialists. These actions can be
cataclysmic over time, creating and reinforcing patterns of injustice that destroy peoples,
cultures, and the earth. The actions often appear innocuous at first, but the narratives
of European settlements in North America reveal how settler communities, individuals,
churches, and state/provincial and federal governments have contributed to the amassing
of injustice toward indigenous peoples and toward the earth.

Beneath these actions are theologies or worldviews that generate and reinforce the
actions. The interplay of practices and worldviews reveals the dynamic of what Don
Browning describes as theory-laden practice and practice-laden theory, as well as “tradition-
saturated ideals and practices” (Browning 1991, pp. 5–7, 10–12, 45–49). For him, any ethical
or theological question needs to be explored with these complex relationships in mind:
theory, practice, and tradition. I add poesis to this list to acknowledge the role of creativity
and beauty.

Whether far-reaching or small and local, crises were turning points for European
settlers in North America as they made daily judgments and decisions: how best to live
in this land; whether and where to clear forests for farming; how to keep their people
“safe” from peoples they feared or considered less than themselves; how to establish
Christianity in this land; or how to ensure control over land, water, and peoples different
from themselves. The decision points took many forms. They were habitual, continuing
engrained patterns; anticipatory, seeking to build or protect a future; and/or reactive to
immediate situations. All of these together have brought the world to a point of catastrophe.

Practical theology is by nature a discipline of crisis, standing on the edge of reality and
potential, what is and what can be. The multiple meanings of crisis are all relevant in this
geological age of the Anthropocene in which human agency is the dominant determinant
of the fate of the climate and earth. Crisis can be understood as a troubling situation, a
moment for decision-making, and/or a moment in which a bad situation is likely to become
markedly worse or better. Within macro-crises are also micro-occasions or events described
in process-relational theologies in which the objective past and habits of being are met
with God’s initial aim and the potential of a new decision. An emerging event, through
its subjective aim, sets a direction and a new occasion is formed, only to be followed by
billions of others. This micro process also takes place in more complex organisms as a fox or
forest or human being, as they carry their respective pasts, relationships, and accumulated
wisdom into a new moment of time, making a new decision for this moment. The decisions
may be repetitive of the immediate and dominant streams of the past, or they may move in
novel directions. I propose that we recognize all these decision moments as crises, each
representing change (however small or large) and each revealing the necessity, foreboding,
and hope for change.

The challenge is for practical theologians to attend even more intentionally to the
dynamics of change, building on current movements. For example, practical theologians
regularly respond to habituated practices with proactive responses, encouraging people to
examine their habitual patterns for the sake of comprehending, critiquing, and reshaping
or reinforcing them. Consider the work of public practical theologians, cultural analysts,
pastoral counselors and caregivers, educators, and homileticians. Climate crisis underscores
the need for these same theologians to reflect on engrained habits that have contributed
to ecological crises, and the habits that are needed to prevent further destruction in the
future. Closely related, practical theologians also engage crises with anticipatory responses,
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analyzing historical and contemporary trajectories of practice (e.g., practices of destructive
human relationships or ecological neglect) and anticipating alternative futures. Finally,
practical theologians often offer reactive responses, addressing threats of disaster, analyzing
actions and underlying causes, and posing immediate responses to large-scale threats. In
this Anthropocene age, all three responses are needed, as they flow in and out of one
another and often take place simultaneously.

Practical theologians have largely focused on crises in the individual and community
lives of human beings, but the time has come when that focus needs to be amplified with
sustained attention to all the natural world and to ecological crises, seeking to protect and
regenerate a threatened planet. What is tragically clear in the global climate crisis is that
reactive responses are urgent, but the necessity for proactive and anticipatory responses is
clear as well. Urgency cannot turn people away from the important work of proactivity and
anticipatory action, as it often does. In all this work, practical theologians have an important
role to play with their specialized attention to theory-laden practice, practice-laden theory,
and tradition-saturated ideals and practices. To play that role requires that we attend to the
relationship of practical wisdom and life practices.

3. Practical Wisdom: Reshaping Theology, Worldviews, and Relational Patterns

One of the profound challenges for addressing climate crises is the inadequacy of
dominant theologies and world views, intertwined with inadequate relational patterns,
as in colonial structures, patterns of dominance of some people over others, emphases on
individualism and progress, and the dominance of humans over the land and sea. A prime
example is the anthropocentricism of most Christian theologies, focusing on the superiority
of humans over all other life forms, the salvation of human beings without reference to
other beings, and the accompanying idea that the nonhuman natural world is a resource for
humans to use and enjoy, or to tend as an inferior “other.” Such views are often intensified
in their ecological effects by elitist social structures in which individuals, social groups,
and companies with the most economic and political power determine the “uses” of the
eco-system and the limits to its protection. In anthropocentric, hierarchical worldviews,
the flourishing of the planet is set aside, and the world’s complex patterns of mutuality
and interdependence go unrecognized. Such views lead to environmental strategies based
on what appears best for people (or for people with power) without regard to the value of
other beings, like animals, plants, and bodies of water.

What is needed is a deeper engagement with practical wisdom (or phronesis), or
deeper understandings of the world as formed in the process of living, relating, and reflecting
over time. Phronesis is a word with a complex of meanings. Different translations of
Aristotle’s phronesis highlight different emphases, most prominently practical wisdom,
practical reason, practical virtue, prudence, or moral understanding. Each of these has
unique nuances, but each represents a large view of the world. In my effort to capture the
full-bodied, guiding force of phronesis, I use the term practical wisdom, which is shaped by
relationships, practices, worldviews, and moral understandings. It thus includes a capacity
to discern common good or ethical futures, and to discern pathways toward goodness.
When practical theologians attend to crises of climate change, the turn to practical wisdom
is critical—attending to practice and reflection on practice, to moral issues in the practices,
and to the potential of alternative futures and actions that contribute to those futures.

The turn to phronesis is not new to practical theology. We see it in Don Browning, who
emphasizes practical reasoning in the tradition of Aristotle and many later philosophers,
recognizing the interpenetrating relationship between philosophies, theologies, and world-
views and the practices of human beings. Bernard Lee and Thomas Groome also accent
phronesis, but with emphases on future good and ethical action toward that good. I stand
more in the tradition of Lee and Groome, but I also accent the fullness of knowing through
all the senses and with all one’s being, a view more closely aligned with Jennifer Ayres
(Ayres 2013, pp. 37–38). Such holistic knowing is vital as people question and transform
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theologies and worldviews to reflect more fully on God–world relationships and evoke
visions of ecological justice.

My working definition of practical wisdom is the embodied, accumulating knowledge
and ethical insight that arise from human and creaturely experience of the world and
the numinous. Note that I include the experience of both humans and other creatures,
thus recognizing that trees and grasses and animals and people are knowing creatures,
albeit in diverse ways, and they have capacities to communicate with one another. Further,
all beings have multiple ways of relating with the earth—through senses and sensors,
fact-gathering, intuitive or instinctive impulses, esthetic experience, and analysis. Both
human and earth knowledge accumulate over time, and values are inherent in the knowing,
e.g., the value of preserving life. For humans, practical wisdom is never complete, and it
is never without ethical influence. It is a way of knowing and being in the world, and is
critically important if we are to understand and respond well to the climate crisis.

3.1. Challenging Practical Wisdom

The dominant forms of practical wisdom neglect much of the world, often justifying
social, economic, and ethnic stratifications and human abuses of land and seas for the sake
of monetary or techno-industrial progress. Ecologists have long recognized the need to
question dominant world views and theologies, seeking to replace individualistic views
with communal ones; accents on progress with accents on well-being; anthropocentric
views with ecocentric or cosmocentric ones; technological solutions with holistic ecological
ones; focus on economic expansion with focus on sustaining and regenerating the ecology;
political competition with communal collaboration; and hierarchies of power with deep
listening to all beings of creation. I will focus here on the issues and insights posed by some
of the most influential ecologists of the past 80 years, recognizing that equally important
challenges and alternatives are offered by indigenous peoples, to whom I turn in the next
section.

Aldo Leopold was an early pioneer in the modern ecological movement, especially
with the posthumous publication of his seminal A Sand County Almanac (1949). He was
far beyond his time in his understanding of the urgent need for compassion and justice
for the whole natural world, including human beings, who were both a beneficiary and
a danger to the rest of the natural world. Leopold’s land ethic was a guide for human
understanding and responsibility, though seriously marred by a lack of racial sensitivity and
racist comments. He saw a contrast between conservation and Abrahamic concepts of land,
which he identified with commodification. In his foreword, he argued, “We abuse land
because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a community to
which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect” (Leopold [1949] 2013, pp. 16–
17). Herein lies a major challenge to practical wisdom—to reject worldviews of commodification and
to understand the land as community. An additional challenge has to be addressed to Leopold
himself, namely the challenge to question hierarchies of value, including those that value some
peoples over others.

Rachel Carson carried a different, but complementary, message. She was a marine
biologist, ecologist, and science writer, who had a gift for communication in scientifically
accurate, poetic prose, thus catching the attention of a broad public. In her earliest book,
Under the Sea Wind, she told stories of sea animals—birds, fish, turtles, and other creatures—
as they lived their daily lives (Carson [1941] 2007). This is a series of narratives that invite
readers into the actual worlds of these creatures and their waters. Carson challenges the
practical wisdom of viewing the world from human perspectives by narrating an ecology
of life among animals related to the sea and one another. In sum, she challenges dominant
forms of practical wisdom by decentering human experience. Carson ([1962] 2002) offers another
challenge in her most famous book, Silent Spring, in which she explains the effects of
chemicals and pesticides on humans and other living beings, focusing particularly on DDT
and its uses in agriculture. Here her challenge is twofold, revealing the permeability of humans to
chemicals, to poisons and contaminants outside themselves, and revealing the enormous damage
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that can be done to people, plants, and land by chemical pesticides. This particular work won
widespread attention and eventually led to the elimination of DDT and other pesticides
from U.S. agricultural use, but sadly not from exports.

Others continued the accents of Leopold and Carson. One of the people who explicitly
raised issues of worldviews and practices was the educator Chet Bowers. He sought to
connect ecojustice with educational practices in childhood, youth, and higher education
(Bowers 1995, 1997, 2001, 2016). From 1974 to 2016, Bowers addressed worldview challenges,
explicitly worldviews grounded in individualism, progress, economic–political power, and human
dominance over the earth. He argued for a “deep cultural” movement, critiquing education
for reproducing the very cultures that are destroying the earth by perpetuating the cultural
myths that magnify ecological crises. Bowers decried simple answers, even the practice of
blaming capitalism; he made a case that all assumptions need to be questioned (Edmundson
2017). As a fierce advocate for changes in worldview, he drew especially on indigenous
traditions and values to discern and encourage cultural alternatives.

Many other advocates for ecological justice and flourishing have offered ecological
alternatives and reshaped worldviews, drawing upon Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism,
Confucianism, indigenous traditions, and others (Grim and Tucker 2014; Tucker 2003;
Vaughan-Lee 2016) and upon particular theological traditions such as African American
(Baker-Fletcher 1998); Lutheran and ecumenical (Rasmussen 2015; Chicka 2019; Santmire
2020); and process–relational (Cobb 2020; Cobb and Castuera 2015; Birch and Cobb 1981). In
all these and more, people have questioned and proposed alternatives for the development
of practical wisdom, echoing the challenges named above.

Some ecological authors of the past 40 years have also highlighted the close relationship
between environmental destruction and the ideological or physical crushing of women and
the poor. Women have frequently raised issues of the mutually reinforcing oppression of the
earth, women, and marginalized peoples (Johnson and Wilkinson 2020; Shiva 2015, 2016a,
2016b; Ruether 1995, 1996, 2006; Gebara 1999, 2003; Halkes 1989). Some compilations have
brought together voices of women across the world (Ruether 2006) and activist women
in diverse cultures and roles (Johnson and Wilkinson 2020). In addition to analyzing
gender, gender identities, and environmental perspectives, these women often identify
with and speak strongly on behalf of the poor, as do liberation theologians across the
world (Boff [1997] 2000). The cries of the earth and the cries of the poor are intertwined.
The challenge is to explore ecological crises from the perspective of multiple religious and cultural
traditions and multiple oppressions.

I have portrayed some of the early work associated with the ecological justice move-
ment to reveal the wide range of concerns and ideas from the 1940s to the present. What is
still lacking is the hard work of listening deeply to one another and the earth itself, and
the close questioning and reshaping of practical wisdom. What is also lacking is attention
by practical theologians to issues of ecological justice and the climate crisis in particular.
Pamela McCarroll has diagnosed the situation well, identifying the anthropocentrism of
methods and goals in practical theology and in Western theologies more generally, to-
gether with the spreading of eco-anxiety that can stimulate defensiveness and thwart action
(McCarroll 2020). HyeRan Kim-Cragg’s critique is similar, with an emphasis also on the
destructive forces of colonialism (Kim-Cragg 2018), as highlighted above by Gilio-Whitaker
and others. While practical theologians have made a case for the field’s engagement with
public theology (Graham 2013; Forrester 2004) and social witness (Ayres 2019b), direct en-
gagement with ecological injustice and crises is limited to fewer works (such as (Ayres 2013,
2019a, 2019b; McCarroll 2020; Kim-Cragg 2018)), even in the face of climate catastrophe.
The challenge now is to study both human and nonhuman practices—practices of trees and rivers
and antelope—and to assess and reshape practical wisdom accordingly, so that daily life, community
activism, and political action will be transformed.
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3.2. Stretching Practical Wisdom

To live toward a new future, we need to do more than analyze challenges; we need to
stretch the largely white Western inheritance of practical wisdom. The previous section
offered an arc of ecological concerns from the 1940s to the present, drawing largely on
North American ecological leaders, mostly white. By itself, this approach is flawed. Gilio-
Whitaker (2019) critiques the crediting of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962 and the
first Earth Day in 1970 as the origins of a modern ecological movement, offering a more
complex perspective. She especially decries the nineteenth century naturalists, such as
John Muir, whose environmental perspectives were grounded in human superiority and
colonial views of indigenous people. As much as they contributed, these hierarchy-oriented
naturalists left a heritage that continues today in colonial approaches to the earth and to
indigenous people. She encourages people to seek a fuller history (pp. 106–110). Thus, I
turn primarily to North American indigenous authors in this section as they point to wider
wisdom of the earth. In so doing, I acknowledge that other voices also need to be discussed
in another work, voices from Africa, Latin America, Asia, Europe, and the Pacific. This
too is urgent, as argued by Vanessa Nakate, a young Ugandan activist who decries the
dismissal of African voices and points toward a “bigger picture” (Nakate 2021).

Dina Gilio-Whitaker lays much of the ecological crisis at the foot of colonial modes of
theorizing and structuring the world, documenting case after case in which the domination
of indigenous people and the destruction of ecosystems went hand in hand. She offers
a sharp critique, supported by details of cases, laws, history, and activist efforts. She
also describes traditions that undergird much indigenous life, including “a philosophical
paradigm very different from that of dominant Western society,” a paradigm that is often
ignored in legal decisions and practices of appropriation (p. 157). She elaborates on the
connections that indigenous people have with their homelands—the lack of “separation
between people and land, between people and other life forms, or between people and
their ancient ancestors whose bones are infused in the land they inhabit” (p. 157.). Others
have also accented the profound connections indigenous people have with place and land,
such as Vine Deloria, Jr., and George Tinker.

How can people in non-indigenous cultures value and learn from indigenous peoples
without abusing and distorting their sacred traditions? The challenges of those traditions
to most Western worldviews are so vital that we need to find ways to learn without
objectifying and to collaborate without dominating or colonizing. Fortunately, some
authors point the way, even as they warn about the dangers noted above. Sherri Mitchell,
of the Penobscot people of Maine and the Maritimes, is an advocate of people’s learning
from one another and seeking harmony, even as she narrates massacres, Indian school
tragedies, displacements, destruction of land, and the trauma of her people. She recognizes
that the United States “was founded on genocide and slavery” (Mitchell 2018, p. 69), yet
she appeals to the potential for healing. Her starting point is to recognize that humanity is
at “a teetering point of choice that will determine the future of all life” (p. 22). Mitchell’s
vision is to weave Penobscot teachings with other views to harmonize and align “with
common purpose,” a vision of oneness without sameness (p. 23). To that end, she shares
the sacred teachings of her people and invites readers to listen to and respect all living
things (p. 28). Writing with a sense of urgency, she recognizes that the human family is on
“the precipice of an evolutionary leap, one that requires us to transcend our differences and
integrate into a more harmonized way of being” (p. 40).

Mitchell’s gift is sharing the history and teachings of her people, paired with a vision
of a world that can be. Her approach suggests how people might learn from one another
and from all living things as they join in stretching practical wisdom. Robin Wall Kimmerer
(2013) builds in a similar direction in Braiding Sweetgrass. She describes the worldviews
of her Potawatomi people, a Native nation originating between Lake Michigan and Lake
Huron (later dispersed) and akin to other tribes and first nations of the Great Lakes region
in worldview, language, and life practices. Kimmerer herself lives and teaches in upstate
New York, where she explores and lives with forests and family. In her writing, she
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narrates the life of plants and her life among them, drawing from her knowledge as an
environmental and forest biologist and the lifeways and traditions of her people. Like
Mitchell, she understands her writing as an offering and an invitation for others to learn
from the wisdom of her people and the life of plants.

Kimmerer highlights details that I identify as practical wisdom. She describes the
wisdom of pecan trees that have airborne communication systems (via pheromones) to
warn other trees against pests and connections, which in turn produce defensive chemicals.
Pecan trees are also connected underground via fungi and fungal strands that, based on
current evidence, gather the excess carbohydrates from some trees to share with others,
thus spreading the bounty and enabling the whole pecan grove to bear pecans at the same
time, rather than creating a divide between bearing and non-bearing trees. She sees the
communication systems as the ways that trees talk with one another as her ancestors taught
her to believe (pp. 11–21, esp. 19–21).

Kimmerer also describes the gifts of wild strawberries and black ash, living inter-
dependently with the Potawatomi people, who gratefully receive nourishment from the
strawberries and basket makings from the black ash, while other animals also receive
from them and while people care for the plants and trees by careful selection and pruning
(pp. 22–32, 141–55). Kimmerer further describes what she learns from maple trees and
grasses and how they live mutually with other life forms in their habitats (pp. 63–71,
156–166). For the Potawatomi, primal values are grounded in gratitude and the aliveness
of creation, which inspire practices of mutuality and reciprocity for the sake of the living
whole.

Kimmerer further stretches practical wisdom as she describes the living nature of her
native language, learned as an adult. Baffled by the complexity of words and grammatical
structures, she experienced an epiphany when her sister sent her a box of word tiles and an
Ojibwe dictionary, given the close relationship between her language and that of Ojibwe
people. Kimmerer was ready to quit when she discovered an unusual word, “to be a
Saturday” (p. 66). How could a noun be expressed in verb form? She reacted: “I grabbed
the dictionary and flipped more pages and all kinds of things seemed to be verbs: ‘to
be a hill,’ ‘to be red,’ ‘to be a long sandy stretch of beach,’ and then my finger rested on
wiikwegamaa: ‘to be a bay,’ ‘Ridiculous!’” Then, in a sudden moment of realization, she
could smell and see and hear the bay. The moment was an epiphany: “A bay is a noun only
if water is dead. When bay is a noun, it is defined by humans, trapped between its shores
and contained by the word. But the verb wiikwegamaa—to be a bay—releases the water from
bondage and lets it live” (p. 66.). The practical wisdom conveyed in these language forms
communicates that everything is alive. Kimmerer calls this “the language of animacy,” and
the animacy extends to rocks and mountains, fire and places, and medicines and songs
(p. 67). I have shared Kimmerer’s discovery to reveal the nature of practical wisdom,
embodied in language and in the relationships of pecans, strawberries, maple trees, and
black ash with their habitats and the plants, people, and other animals that dwell therein.

Kimmerer’s discoveries are not unique to her or her people. The Hopi language,
while different from the Potawatomi, is also marked by relationships and movement, as
discovered long ago by linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf (1956). He noted that the Hopi word
to describe a wave in the ocean is not an isolated “wave”; rather, it appears in multiple
verb forms that indicate a range of movement, such as sloshing, “kicking up a sea,” or
undulating. The words describe movements of the water in relationship with the sea, rather
than isolating the wave from the movement in which it flows (pp. 52–53). Whorf explains
that the Hopi preference for verbs contrasts with the English preference for nouns; thus, the
Hopi language “perpetually turns our propositions about things into propositions about
events” (p. 63). Space and time are merged, as are subjects and predicates.

Whorf’s analysis of the complex Hopi language is more nuanced than my summary,
but one can see the movement nature of the language, which echoes Kimmerer’s description
of movement in Potawatomi and Ojibwe languages. Whorf also observes connections
between language and worldviews; “Most metaphysical words in Hopi are verbs, not
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nouns as in European languages” (p. 61). Language has the power to shape and be shaped
by worldviews; thus, people do not experience time and matter in the same ways because
their experiences are mediated through diverse languages (p. 158). Language affects what
people experience, and their experiences help shape language.

I have shared in some detail the teachings of indigenous peoples, pecan trees and
wild strawberries, and diverse languages, all stretching the limits of practical wisdom
in North America. If we are to respond well to a weeping planet, we need to face the
limitations of the assumed wisdom that modern/postmodern people have inherited within
a techno-industrialized, progress-seeking, individual-focused, capital-oriented society. We
need to stretch practical wisdom in order to learn from many ancestors (including our own),
many living beings, many language worlds, and the spiritual experiences and instructions
of peoples living closely with the earth.

3.3. Reshaping Practical Wisdom

Practical wisdom is not sufficient if we hold tightly to dominant views and relational
patterns, which keep us inside the confines of prevailing assumptions. What is needed
first is to face the limits of dominant views and patterns, and to stretch our own ways of thinking
and relating by engaging deeply and respectfully with the assumptive realities of diverse
peoples, including ourselves. Second, we need to engage with the traditions, texts, and practices
of our own religious communities, as exemplified by many who have explored questions about
God, Christology, creation, and planetary well-being in Christian tradition (Copeland
2020a; Keller 2017; McFague 2008, 2021). These authors and others engage in the process
of reshaping practical wisdom in dialogue with the traditions of Christianity. Another
approach is generating new work on biblical texts. One representative of that work is
Rebecca Copeland, who approaches texts with ecomimetic interpretation in which she
invites readers to identify with the nonhuman characters in a text, such as the characters of
water, birds, leaves (Copeland 2020b, 2020c, 2021). Such an approach decenters human-
centered interpretations, and it also opens fresh questions and insights. Third, we need to
touch–see–listen–taste–smell the living earth, receiving its wisdom and relating with mutuality.
Such engagement contributes to reverence for wisdom itself, for ourselves and others, for
the earth, and for the numinous.

These approaches magnify the potential for stretching and reshaping practical wisdom
as we engage with ourselves, with the wisdom of diverse peoples and traditions, with the
trees and seas, and with the sacred. In the next section we turn to practices that can enhance
our human ability to critique and reshape practical wisdom, at the same time reshaping
ethical values and relationships so we might respond to a weeping planet.

4. Life Practices

In the face of crisis, practices are critical, intertwined with the practical wisdom that
shapes and is reshaped by practice. The significance of practice is clear in Rachel Carson’s
close observation of sea creatures, and Robin Wall Kimmerer’s existential and scientific
engagement with wild strawberries and pecan trees, and her study of the Potawatomi
language. Here I identify four practices that are important to reshaping and deepening
practical wisdom for ecological justice: attending, searching, imagining, and communal
living and acting. To ground the proposals, I draw especially on the wisdom of activist
scholars and scholar activists.

4.1. Attending

Virtually all writing on ecological justice begins with attending—attending to the
gifts of the earth; the lives of plant and animal creatures and water, rocks, and soil; and
the tragedies of land and habitat destruction, carbon escalation, heavy burdens on poor
and marginalized communities, and global warming. Living in reverent relation with the
ecological community is an important starting point for reshaping theologies, worldviews,
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and practices. Reverence begins with attending: being present to, learning from, and caring
with and for creation.

Diana Ventura describes the central method of practical theology as “prayerful atten-
tiveness for human flourishing” (Ventura 2021), a definition rich in possibility. I propose
stretching her definition to “prayerful attentiveness for cosmic flourishing.” The term
“prayerful” suggests a posture of openness to all that the world has to communicate, in-
cluding the sacred endowment of every being. “Attentiveness” suggests that people open
all their senses so they may experience the fullness of the earth in living detail. The aim
of cosmic flourishing embraces and cares for the whole of creation. Following this path,
practical theologians would attend to shrinking wetlands, communities suffering from
food insecurity, and trees and forests. Their attending would not only include the dam-
age and destruction thrust on these communities, but also the lifegiving practices of the
wetlands, communities, and trees themselves, practices that reveal their beauty, strength,
and potential. Others have already paved this pathway in works such as The Hidden Life
of Trees (Wohlleben 2016) and The Songs of Trees (Haskell 2018). To be attentive is to walk
among the trees and wetlands, opening to their wisdom, and to engage in interdisciplinary
study so foresters like Wohlleben and biologists like Haskell and Kimmerer can teach us
and awaken our senses.

Attending requires that we use all our senses beyond seeing and hearing, which often
function as primary in Western societies. I advocate, with Richard Kearney, the practice of
touch, which he calls our “most vital sense” (Kearney 2021). If we are to attend to creatures
of the natural world, we need to touch and smell and taste as well as see and hear. All
the senses reveal uniquely, and each can be employed as appropriate to the subject of our
attending. Touching and smelling a leaf or the soil of a farm reveal far more than sight
alone.

Attending also requires that we observe communities and systems, as Leopold, Bow-
ers, Boff, Gilio-Whitaker, and Kim-Cragg have done. Separating land from people, one
creature from others, a wave from an ocean, a tree from a forest will distort our knowing.
Relationality is vital to understand if we are to expand practical wisdom. Climate scien-
tist Katharine Hayhoe has discovered that the best way to communicate climate change
with other people is to point out the tangible effects of climate on what matters most to
them. She does not try to convince people to elevate the priority of climate change, but to
recognize how climate change affects the issues they already hold as top priorities: health,
families, jobs, the economy, community well-being, and the well-being of persons on the
margins (Hayhoe 2020, pp. 136–37). Hayhoe is doing more here than offering practical
advice; she is underscoring the importance of attending to communities and systems—to
wholes. Attending to systemic relationships can uncover surprises, as when ecologist Jane
Zelikova traces the relationship of ants with the seed dispersal of trees and climate change
(Zelikova 2020, pp. 335–36). Attending involves observation and reflection on both details
and wholes in the ecosystem.

Practical theologian Jennifer Ayres has offered a good example of attending to details
and wholes in her work on food (Ayres 2013), which narrates particular stories and events as
well as food systems, attending to them directly and through the work of others. Attending
is a pathway to better understanding and action, deepening our practical wisdom and
living practices.

4.2. Searching

A second practice arises from the first, namely searching. Knowing and relating
with the earth requires an attitude of openness, curiosity, and humility. Just as Kimmerer
(2013) was eager to understand the plants in the pond behind her home, so Mitchell (2018)
and Gilio-Whitaker (2019) were eager to understand the relationship between colonialism
and ecological destruction. So, also, was Carson ([1962] 2002) eager to learn the effects
of chemical pesticides on human, animal, and plant life. In all these cases, the authors
searched to increase their understanding and guide their action, whether the action was
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cleaning a pond, political advocacy, or the elimination of pesticides in agriculture. These
author-activists shed light on the future work of practical theologians: (1) searching the
ecosystems in our home contexts to inspire awe and inform our understanding and action;
(2) searching the practices of congregations and people of faith; and (3) searching sacred
texts, ritual patterns, and religious structures and practices to reflect on the teachings and
values therein, and to critique and reshape them when we find them lacking.

Searching is a familiar theme in practical theology, one that is clearly important to a
discipline rich in research and effective in shaping actions for the common good. Wanda
Stahl, for example, has engaged in a long-term study of Wild Churches to discover their
congregational practices and embedded theologies and values (Stahl 2021). The Wild
Churches regularly gather in community in their local habitat (often with pets), and they
reshape practical wisdom as they do. Stahl has discovered that their theologies often
change over time, moving toward panentheism and an accent on salvation for the whole
planet.

Searching is a form of opening ourselves to that which we have only glimpsed, have
never encountered, or have been avoiding. It is also a form of seeking reversals or asking
hard questions (Moore 2004, chp. 5; 2021). The searching process can fill gaps in a
community’s knowing, or present major challenges as new discoveries, radical questions,
and alternative futures unfold. It is not purely intellectual work, however, but quiet,
meditative work as well. In theistic contexts, searching includes spiritual opening and
discernment of God’s movements, as well as complex deliberations on God and the world,
and analysis of climate change and other crises. Searching is an endless practice, but it
enriches the lives of searchers and the communities in which they live.

4.3. Imagining

Responding to crises also requires imagination, the capacity to discern opportunities
and alternate futures. Imagination is grounded in the world that people know through
life encounters and study. At the same time, imagination transcends the “known” world
and soars into a world of possibility, offering a potential antidote to human despair and
passivity, anger and blame, and life-defying ideas about God and the earth. Consider the
ways ecological despair permeates the lives of individuals and communities, perpetuating
a sense that no action can ever make a difference. Consider the patterns of blame that block
people from considering new information and new possibilities. Consider the sense of
hopelessness that is reinforced by theologies centered on original sin or on popular beliefs
that humans are autonomous, self-serving beings.

One practice vital to imagination is storytelling. Kendra Pierre-Louis has focused
on the problems and possibilities of narratives in telling ecological stories and spinning
tales of new possibilities. She argues that some stories create problems for ecological
responses, actively “hurting us” (Pierre-Louis 2020, p. 175). She offers an alternate story
of the Wakanda, a fictional, roughly historical country in Africa that uses technology to
maintain ecological health. She encourages readers to search for and create stories that
narrate climate change as an opportunity (p. 179), seeking new and ancient stories; stories
in sacred texts and traditions; and stories in our daily lives. The possibilities for stirring
imagination through stories are boundless.

4.4. Communal Living and Acting

If we are to respond to the climate crisis with more full-bodied practical wisdom
and robust action, we need to begin with community, embracing historical, contemporary,
and ecological communities. Individualism is widely credited as a major factor in climate
crisis and ecological destruction. The practical wisdom sought in this essay is accessible
only through community, particular and global, human and nonhuman. When I wrote
Ministering with the Earth (Moore 1998), I already knew that hope for the earth depended
on an interdependent, intersubjective relationship between the human family and the rest
of creation, hence ministering with the earth. I have come to see far more complexity in that
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relationship and the urgency of radically reshaping practical wisdom and relationships if
we are to practice “with.” Responding to the climate crisis requires far-reaching changes in
the ways we relate to and conceptualize the world, ways we live and act in community.
Where do we begin?

I propose three paths of practice for communal living and acting. First is to remember
the communities from which we come, the peoples and lands that have made us who we are
and depend on us for their well-being. The memories may be sweet or harsh or bland, but
they are part of the universe with which we are related. Many of the authors in this article
share memories of people and lands that have formed them (Mitchell 2018; Kimmerer
2013), recognizing the formative and transformative power of memory. Memory could be
included much more actively in practical theological research and action, searching the
memories revealed in communities (human and nonhuman), habitats, religious practices,
and literature and folklore.

If we are to respond to a weeping planet, a second path is to draw upon the legacies of
people and waters and lands to guide environmental action. Those legacies will be mixed in
their values, but critical awareness of multiple legacies is vital if we are to uncover fresh
perspectives on climate protection and regeneration in a time of extreme urgency. Many
of the human legacies will be offered by peoples whose ancestries or ways of living in the
world are non-dominant. Tara Houska is one who awakened me when she highlighted the
difference between life with her people (Zhaabowekwe, Couchiching First Nation) and
the practices of environmental protection in corporate boardrooms, in which metrics and
campaign outcomes dominate (Houska 2020, pp. 257–59). How might ecological leaders
and practical theologians reshape environmental action and climate crisis if we reshaped
standard boardroom procedure to account for the legacies of people who live close to
the earth? Might board members spend more time walking the land, observing the life
patterns of plants and animals, listening to people’s stories, observing the geological and
climatological patterns, and seeking truly radical approaches to the climate crisis?

Many people have drawn their ecological inspiration from the legacies of human and
earth communities. Rachel Carson ([1962] 2002) lived closely with the legacies of oceans
and farmlands as she reshaped scientific communication and farming practices. Heather
Toney (2020) turned to her African American community and the eco-system to guide her
in leading environmental organizations and serving as Mayor of Greenville, Mississippi.
Her community legacy fed her, and she laments that communities are usually ignored in
facing ecological issues, even though they are “vital for identifying real solutions” (p. 102).

A third path of practice is to create new experiments and patterns of living in and with
communities, local and global. Practical theologians focus on many areas of life, so the
potential actions are many. Leah Penniman (2018) draws upon the wisdom of her African
American ancestors to create Soul Fire Farm and to practice farming in a way that is
sustainable and life-giving today, guided by their wisdom. Chet Bowers (2001) proposes
new approaches to teaching that will reshape cultures and foster community, rather than
reinforce individualism and separation from the nonhuman natural world. Networks
of women across the world have shared ecological wisdom to change the way human
beings conceptualize and live in the world (Johnson and Wilkinson 2020; Gebara 1999, 2003;
Ruether 2006; Halkes 1989). Further, many environmental leaders have sought to build
coalitions based on common concerns for moms, food justice, water or land protection,
justice for communities of color, and so forth. These efforts all focus on community.

I have erred on the side of sharing many narratives because practical theologians need
the wisdom of many persons, communities, creatures, and habitats if we are to respond
to the weeping planet. We can no longer prevent climate crisis; the crisis is here. We
can still respond to the crisis with a full range of proactive, anticipatory, and reactive
responses. All are needed to prevent further destruction and to help regenerate that which
can be regenerated. Can you imagine a community of practical theologians who accept
responsibility to act with and for the good of our planetary community? We could become
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a network of scholars and activists who learn from the wisdom of diverse peoples and
forests and deserts, seeking together to halt global warming and heal the earth.
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Abstract: Since 2009, the amount of literature focused on the psychological and social dimensions of
the climate crisis has increased exponentially. This growing interest in the topic is signaled especially
in the American Psychological Association (APA)’s multiple reports on the mental health impacts of
climate change. More recently, across different disciplines, links have also been made between trauma
theory and the climate crisis. These rich discussions include overlapping concerns, areas of potential
fruitfulness and theological implications for all the practical theological disciplines, especially for
pastoral theology and practices of care. Given the implicitly existential, theological and spiritual
dimensions embedded in the realities of both trauma and the climate crisis, there is an important
opportunity for pastoral theology in particular, and practical theology more generally, to engage, learn
from and contribute to the interdisciplinary conversation. In this paper, I first offer a brief overview of
the literature in pastoral theology related to the climate crisis. Second, I present literature specifically
on trauma theory and the climate crisis, outlining several of the key themes emerging across the
interdisciplinary discussion. Third, I reflect theologically on the presented content, discussing and
drawing forward areas of theological, epistemological and practical fruitfulness for practical and
pastoral theology.

Keywords: climate trauma; eco-anxiety; climate crisis; ecological emotions; practical theology;
pastoral theology; earth-centered; decolonizing; trauma theory; trauma-informed

1. Introduction

The literature linking climate change with mental health, psychology and social
processes began to proliferate following the American Psychological Association’s (APA)
first large report on the topic (Swim et al. 2009). Since then, the amount of literature on the
topic has increased exponentially. Clayton and Manning identify three primary areas of
focus “in somewhat chronological order . . . first, ways in which people perceive and come
to understand climate change; second, human behavioral responses to climate change;
and third, impacts of climate change on human health and well-being.” (Clayton and
Manning 2018, p. 5). Policy makers and those involved in risk mitigation and adaptation in
relation to future modelling for climate change have also shown interest in the individual
and collective psychological dynamics anticipated in the face of natural disasters, the
destruction of infrastructures of transportation, power and water, food shortages and
threats to global security. (Berzonsky and Moser 2017; Moser 2012, 2020). Additionally,
researchers beyond the disciplines of pastoral and practical theology have begun to consider
this research in relation to cosmological frameworks, spirituality and spiritual practices
(see, for example, B. Roszak 1995; Albrecht 2019; Fisher 2013).

Many terms have arisen within and beyond the field of psychology to describe the
kinds of emotions and mental health impacts of the climate crisis on individuals and
communities. While this paper focuses specifically on the links between trauma and the
climate crisis, it is helpful to locate our topic within the larger body of research around
climate emotions. Environmental philosopher, Glenn Albrecht has coined several terms
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to identify specific emotional phenomena experienced in the face of different aspects of
the environmental crisis. Most notable is the term solastalgia to describe the sense of
deep homesickness experienced by humans whose home and habitat have been destroyed
by climate disasters (Albrecht 2011, 2019). His recent book, Earth Emotions (Albrecht
2019), includes some terms well known in the field and others that are new. In large
measure, the growing taxonomy for climate related emotions draws from early sources in
the Ecopsychology movement of the 1990s with the work of Betty and Theodore Roszak
and our own Howard Clinebell, to name a few. For example, terms such as biophilia and
biophobia (Roszak et al. 1995; Clinebell [1996] 2013) are taken up by Albrecht to refer to the
phenomena of love, reverence and awe for the earth, on the one hand, and fear, disgust and
rejection of the earth on the other. Similarly, ecoalienation and ecobonding (Clinebell [1996]
2013) have also found new resonance in more recent research (Fisher 2013). These terms
both speak to the extent to which a human individual or community is in ‘right relationship’
with the earth—alienated from or bonded with the earth. Ecological grief (or eco-grief) was
an area of focus early in the Ecopsychology movement (Clinebell [1996] 2013; Roszak 1995)
and recently has been introduced more widely in the work of Cunsolo and Ellis—“the
grief felt in relation to the experienced or anticipated ecological losses, including the loss
of species, ecosystems and meaningful landscapes due to acute or chronic environmental
change.” (Cunsolo and Ellis 2018, p. 275).

Panu Pihkala, a theologian by training and title, has become a foremost researcher
on eco-anxiety, often engaging interdisciplinary methodologies, conversations and pub-
lications (see Pihkala 2022a, his publication in this Special Issue). Eco-anxiety describes
experiences of “chronic feelings of anxiety, worry and fear” related to the environmental
crises (Pihkala 2018a). His recent article (Pihkala 2022b) is a “preliminary exploration of
the taxonomy of climate emotions” necessary for future research given the “profound but
complex ways emotions shape people’s reactions to the climate crisis” (Pihkala 2022b, p. 1).
The study is a thoughtful review of the literature relating emotions with the climate crisis.

Particularly since the 2017 report, released by the American Psychological Associa-
tion (APA) and Eco-America, the amount of literature relating specifically to trauma and
the climate crisis has increased across several disciplines. This report found both acute
and chronic trauma responses effecting the mental health of an increasing percentage of
the population. The acute (or direct) reactions include “increases in trauma and shock,
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), compounded stress, anxiety, substance abuse, and
depression.” The chronic (or indirect) reactions include “higher rates of aggression, vio-
lence, more mental health emergencies, an increased sense of helplessness, hopelessness,
or fatalism, and intense feelings of loss” (Clayton et al. 2017, p. 7). Beyond psychology,
researchers from sociology and the ecological humanities discuss climate trauma, making
links between trauma theory, the arts and public discourse and the implications for mitigat-
ing and managing public anxiety in the face of climate disaster (Kaplan 2016; Zimmerman
2020; Craps 2020). Public policy makers and those concerned with climate adaptation and
mitigation are also looking at the psychological, social and political impacts of trauma
responses to the climate crisis (Moser 2012, 2020; Berzonsky and Moser 2017).

I share this brief outline to demonstrate how literature in the area is proliferating across
several disciplines and to locate the topic of trauma and the climate crisis within some of
the larger conversations. All of these discussions include overlapping concerns, areas of
potential fruitfulness and theological implications for the practical theological disciplines,
especially those of pastoral theology and care. While there is a growing body of literature,
sustained focus on the climate crisis has had little traction in the larger field and even less so
in the discipline of pastoral theology, the theological discipline most closely connected with
psychology and mental health (McCarroll 2020; Miller-McLemore 2020; Swain 2020). In this
article, I am particularly interested in examining literature on trauma and the climate crisis
as I see much here that is relevant for pastoral and practical theology. Given the implicitly
existential, theological and spiritual dimensions embedded in the realities of both trauma
and the climate crisis, there is an important opportunity for practical and pastoral theology
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to engage, learn from and contribute to the interdisciplinary conversation. In this paper,
I first offer a brief overview of the literature in pastoral theology related to the climate
crisis, including Storm Swain’s invitation to build a postcolonial, post-traumatic pastoral
theology. Second, I present literature specifically on trauma theory and the climate crisis,
outlining several of the key themes emerging across the interdisciplinary discussion. Third,
I reflect theologically on the presented content, discussing and drawing forward areas of
theological, epistemological and practical fruitfulness for practical and pastoral theology.

2. Pastoral Theology and Climate Crisis

Other than the pioneering work of Howard Clinebell and Larry Graham in the 1990s
(Clinebell [1996] 2013; Graham 1992) there has not been much published in pastoral theology
on the environmental crises until 2015. Since then, there has been a steady increase in
the number of articles and chapters published in the area.1 The hope is that this Special
Issue and the conversations it engenders will be an important step in carving out more
sustained focus on the climate crisis within the disciplines represented here and in the field
of practical theology as a whole. Within the literature so far, there have been calls for a
complete re-thinking of the discipline of pastoral theology from the ground up (Lartey
and McGarrah Sharp 2016; Lee and Gibson 2021; LaMothe 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Swain
2020). Some important preliminary work explores dimensions of what a reconceived
pastoral theology might look like, including an intersectional, postcolonial, earth-centered
reconstruction of the discipline’s theological moorings and a critique of the violence of
anthropocentric framings (Swain 2020; LaMothe 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; Miller-McLemore,
forthcoming; Pihkala 2022a).

Most notable among those publishing in the area of pastoral theology and the climate
crisis is Ryan LaMothe, whose recent articles and book begin to reconstruct theological
frameworks for pastoral theology (LaMothe 2016, 2018, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c). His work
emphasizes the political dimensions of the topic. LaMothe examines categories of care,
human suffering and flourishing in relation to the polis. He challenges pastoral theology to
reconstruct the theologies that undergird practice (LaMothe 2021b) and offers a pastoral
theology for dwelling in these tumultuous times (LaMothe 2021a, 2021c).

In my review, I found several others who had published research on pastoral theology
and the environmental crisis. Robert Saler (2015) explores the art of congregational pastoral
care in the face of eco-devastation. Andy Calder and Jan Morgan (Calder and Morgan 2016)
share their creative and inspiring earth-centered approach to Clinical Pastoral Education.
Philip Helsel (2018) considers pastoral practice in terms of place attachment and loving
the world. Rowley (2015) calls for intersystemic attentiveness as an approach to pastoral
theology. Additionally, Panu Pihkala (2016, 2018b, 2022a) offers interdisciplinary work
on eco-anxiety that intersects a good deal with concerns of pastoral theology. In her 2020
article, Bonnie Miller-McLemore challenges the field to acknowledge how the climate
crisis changes everything and bemoans the neglect of the field thus far (Miller-McLemore
2020). However, in her more recent research review (Miller-McLemore, forthcoming), she
recognizes that while there has not been a sustained conversation in pastoral and practical
theological circles regarding the climate crisis, there is a surprisingly large body of literature
on the topic.

In a recent publication on theology and climate change, Storm Swain and Elizabeth
Tapia offer chapters (the latter a response to the former) on pastoral theology (Swain
2020; Tapia 2020). Swain seeks to carve out space for an ecological pastoral theology that
engages postmodern, postcolonial and post-traumatic approaches to “decentre the human
species while recentring the ecological body that continues to suffer” (Swain 2020, p. 616).
Tapia’s response brings Swain’s methodological concerns down to earth. Their call for a
postcolonial, post-traumatic approach to climate crisis reflects, in part, the motivation for my
article here. Their nod to the traumatic, colonizing ethos of the status quo invites response
(see also, Lartey and McGarrah Sharp 2016). I now present interdisciplinary literature on
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trauma and climate change in order to examine opportunities, areas of generativity and
theological implications for pastoral and practical theology.

3. Trauma and Climate Crisis

As noted, literature on trauma and the climate crisis is located within larger conver-
sations regarding ecological emotions, public discourse, policy, cultural studies and the
arts. In the following section, in an effort to acquaint readers with the basic arguments and
to highlight areas of potential interest for pastoral and practice theology, I outline several
themes emerging in the interdisciplinary literature.

3.1. Flight, Fright, Fight and Freeze Responses to Climate Crisis

Much of the literature on trauma and climate change makes implicit or explicit links
between the fight, flight, fright and freeze trauma responses and various recognizable
reactions to the climate crisis in larger publics. In general, the climate crisis is understood as
the precipitating stressor that triggers protective trauma responses. Studies identify several
psychological reactions that function as “defense mechanisms” (Pihkala 2018b; Woodbury
2019), “protective strategies” (Berzonsky and Moser 2017), “defensive psychic processes”
(White 2015) and “psychological coping strategies” (Haltinner et al. 2021). While not all
researchers listed here use the language of trauma theory, per se, they point to reactions
such as denial, skepticism, indifference, rage, anger, fear, addiction, distraction and so on as
unconscious reactions intended to protect persons from rising anxiety, from unacceptable
thoughts and a sense of overwhelming threat (Pihkala 2022b; Moser 2020; White 2015;
Woodbury 2019).

The fight response is observed in “polarized political discourse” (Woodbury 2019,
p. 5); in reactive denial of climate change and anger at those who acknowledge it; in
practices of blaming and shaming so common in our increasingly polarized society and
in perpetuating cycles of violence the expression of which function as a kind of cathartic
release valve (see also, Berzonsky and Moser 2017). The flight response can include a
proclivity to intellectualize as a means to flee into mental constructs and ideas (Stanley
2019) as well as addictions of various sorts that distract from the stressor (Woodbury 2019).
The fright response can include behaviors such as obsessing over the science of climate
change (Woodbury 2019, p. 5) as well as eco-anxiety, which can include sleeplessness,
sweating, elevated heart rate and anxious thoughts (see Pihkala 2018b). The freeze response
is related to dissociation, when “we simply don’t feel or don’t allow ourselves to feel . . . ”.
Dissociation makes sense of the “intrapsychic processes . . . that have allowed climate
change to emerge and persist.”(White 2015, p. 194)2. Climate denial and indifference are
seen as dissociative responses, a kind of “psychic numbing” (Lifton) or paralysis. However
they are categorized, trauma responses are full-body experiences involving our thoughts,
emotions, nervous and limbic systems (Woodbury 2019; Stanley 2019; Fisher 2013). All
around us and within us we perceive how climate change can trigger any number of these
self-protective mechanisms.

3.2. Distinctives of Climate Trauma

Within the increasingly mainstream work of ecopsychologists, Zhiwa Woodbury tracks
the ways climate trauma is a distinctive form of trauma in order to develop appropriate
psychological frameworks to help individuals, communities and societies (Woodbury 2019).
When climate change “is viewed . . . through the lens of traumatology, this deepening
existential crisis presents an entirely new, unprecedented, and higher-order category of
trauma: Climate Trauma . . . What is unique about this category of trauma is that it is
an ever-present, ever-growing threat.” (Woodbury 2019, p. 1). Since climate trauma is
“superordinate” and ubiquitous, it can compound “past traumas—personal, cultural and
intergenerational and will continue to do so until such as time as it is acknowledged”
(ibid.). As an existential threat, climate trauma triggers all other traumas and thereby
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causes widespread dissociation that distracts people from doing anything about the climate
crisis.

Kaplan and Craps consider climate trauma a form of “pre-traumatic stress” wherein
images of the future, rather than the past, haunt the present. Pre-trauma “describes how
people unconsciously suffer from an immobilizing anticipatory anxiety about the future.”
(Kaplan 2016, p. xix; Craps 2020, p. 279). Craps’ work on climate trauma includes “pre-
traumatic stress disorder” or “Anthropocene disorder” to distinguish the phenomena from
post-traumatic stress, which is commonly understood. Craps’ chapter is generative and
in line with critiques of anthropocentrism from across many disciplines. It challenges
readers to reconceptualise trauma in non-anthropocentric terms and acknowledges the
interconnectivity of human and more-than-human forms of trauma. “A traumatized earth
begets traumatized people.” (Craps 2020, p. 281). The author proposes “geo trauma” (ibid.)
as a term that can help us to reconceptualise suffering beyond human exceptionalism from
a post-humanist, materialist perspective—“[disrupting] the dominance of human bodies as
the only mournable subjects.” (Craps 2020, p. 282, quoting Cunsolo and Landman 2017).

Another important distinction of climate trauma is the way shame and guilt can
function. Unlike situations of interpersonal violence wherein “victims” experiencing
trauma are not its cause, with climate trauma, many who experience it know that they
are also a cause of it. Guilt and shame, therefore, are appropriate in climate trauma in a
way that they are not in other forms of trauma. The presence of guilt and shame and even
self-loathing in relation to climate trauma can compound the trauma reactive response,
further entrenching unhelpful defense strategies.

3.3. Collective and Contagious Trauma and Public Narratives

Climate trauma reactions have become collective, socialized such that whole groups
and societies experience elements of indirect or direct trauma. “Socially constructed si-
lence” (Pihkala 2018b, quoting Norgaard) and “normalized denial” (Zimmerman 2020, p. 1)
perpetuate collective silence about the elephant in the room. Additionally, we see collective
trauma responses in expressions of rage, anger, blaming and shaming between groups of
people—where polarized discourse sets one group up against another. Trauma is “conta-
gious”, creating a “backdrop of culturally reinforced psychosocial defense mechanisms”
that manifest in chaotic “cultural and political expressions of group pathology” (Woodbury
2019).

Both actual experiences of extreme climate events as well as discourse about the climate
crisis can trigger trauma responses in various publics. How public narratives regarding
climate change are framed and expressed have a powerful impact. When narratives
highlight the threat, crisis and catastrophic trajectory of the climate crisis, they can function
to harden people into defensive postures (Zimmerman 2020), triggering reactions that
result in avoidance of the crisis thereby further perpetuating it (Zimmerman 2020; Moser
2020; Pihkala 2018b; Haraway 2016). It is a vicious and messy cycle. Pragmatically and
strategically speaking, then, leaders are called to soften the threat discourse. We can
recognize here the deeply political dynamics embedded in the realities of climate trauma.

3.4. Grief and Climate Crisis

Public responses to the climate crisis such as denial, anger, anxiety and depression are
interpreted also through the lens of grief (rather than trauma) over the painful realization
of death3—the death of species from habitat destruction and climate disasters and the
slow death of modern metanarratives and anthropocentric epistemologies (Moser 2012;
Berzonsky and Moser 2017). Effective leadership for today includes acceptance of death
from the climate crisis. It is through their own journey to acceptance that leaders may
prepare to accompany others through grief and mourning. Mourning is a first step to enable
action toward climate justice. Collective opportunities to acknowledge and process the
pain of loss through mourning nurture a sense of connectivity, gratitude and love for nature
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and open up space and energy for action toward climate justice (Moser 2012; Berzonsky
and Moser 2017; Cunsolo and Landman 2017).

3.5. Trauma Theory, Climate Crisis and Body Knowing

While the primary focus in literature on climate change and trauma has so far focused
on using trauma theory as an assessment lens to interpret what is going on, trauma theory
offers much potential for imagining what healing might look and feel like, particularly in
relation to the body. The shift to the body has been a central focus in the healing of trauma.
“The body keeps the score”, as van der Kolk so aptly named his text (van der Kolk 2014),
sums up the findings of how intrinsic the body is to the experience of and healing from
trauma. In his work on radical ecopsychology, building on the work of Joanna Macy and
Gestalt therapy, Andy Fisher focuses on recovering a felt sense of the human body as the
primary vehicle for knowing. As a kind of resistance to ubiquitous and often unconscious
suffering required by the neo-liberal capitalist order, Fisher shares exercises to help us
reconnect with our bodies. It is by listening to our bodies, and the many ways they manifest
and communicate earth’s suffering, that we may discover pathways for earth-bound
healing (Fisher 2013). Like Fisher, scholars in other fields critique Western epistemologies
that disconnect knowing from being, citing that such epistemologies have contributed
to the crisis (Zimmerman 2020; Berzonsky and Moser 2017). Zimmerman comments
ironically, “the more we know about the climate crisis, the more we emit greenhouse gases”
(Zimmerman 2020, p. 12). Informational “knowledge” does not motivate change. Rather, it
is in connecting with our body knowing that epistemologies may emerge that serve rather
than hinder the flourishing of the earth.

Robin Wall Kimmerer’s exquisite book, Braiding Sweetgrass, offers much that is relevant
in terms of the deeply embodied ways of being, knowing and loving. As an example, she
shares findings of recent research showing “that the smell of humus exerts a physiological
effect on humans. Breathing the scent of Mother Earth stimulates the release of the hormone
oxytocin, the same chemical that promotes bonding between mother and child, between
lovers. Held in loving arms . . . ” (Kimmerer 2013, p. 236). Our bodies hold a kind of
knowing, the reclamation of which leans towards healing.

3.6. Earth’s Trauma Is Human Trauma—Ecosystems Thinking

As suggested, there is an important focus on the deep interconnectivity of human
mental and physical crises with the earth’s crises—human trauma and earth trauma.
Ecopsychologists emphasize the intrinsic organic ways human emotions and bodies are
part of the earth and expressive of its distress in specifically human form (Fisher 2013;
Roszak 1995; Clinebell [1996] 2013). It is a deep systems way of thinking that re-connects
human bodies with the ecosystem processes in which we participate and by which we are
a sustained. The increase in depression, anxiety, suicide and even pandemics are seen as
bodily expressions in the human species of the trauma of the earth with the destruction of
the natural healing processes intrinsic to the earth (Fisher 2013, p. 158ff). The argument goes
that humans are so deeply entangled in the ecosystems of the earth, they are completely
dependent and emotionally and physically regulated as part of the earth; when the earth is
in distress, humans are in distress. Our bodies are the ground of our being, the organism
through which the earth manifests and communicates. However, in an effort to deny or
overcome the suffering of the earth known in our bodies and emotions, we have cut off
from our bodies and are no longer in touch with the rhythms and movement of life within
and through us. Indeed, the presence of ‘coping strategies’ reflects the extent to which
humans are cut off from our bodies’ intrinsic knowing—a situation required by neo-liberal
capitalism in order for humans to adapt to an inherently violent socio-political system
bound to its own destruction. (Fisher 2013, p. 74). These arguments identify the need
for frameworks to interpret human phenomena as participating in the organic systems of
entanglements of the earth’s processes. Awakening humans to our intrinsic earthiness is
essential for a change of perspective. Falling in love with the earth—biophilia, ecophilia—is
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a primary starting point toward healing the trauma (Roszak 1995; Clinebell [1996] 2013;
Fisher 2013). We cannot save what we do not love. Love reflects our interconnectivity
with other beings. It is a generative energy that builds human and more-than-human
communities and can nourish and sustain us even when we face the cataclysmic depths of
crisis, and the trauma responses overwhelm us.

This brief overview of literature on trauma and climate crisis offers much for pastoral
and practical theology to consider and engage, an invitation to which I now turn.

4. Trauma and the Climate Crisis—Pastoral and Practical Theology

4.1. Thinking Theologically about Trauma and the Climate Crisis

Whichever way we look at it, when we bring a theological lens to bear on trauma
and the climate crisis, one thing is clear. Trauma responses—whether fight, flight, fright or
freeze—reflect a human struggle against existential contingency, our creatureliness. The
cataclysmic reality of the climate crisis signifies in real time our ultimate fragility, finitude
and earth-bound vulnerability and raises questions of existential and theological import.
Using the lens of trauma theory enables us to discern a deep-seated fear4 that lies beneath
all the various reactions in response to the overwhelming threat of the climate crisis. It
invites us to perceive the extent to which our own self-protective mechanisms guard and
distract us from embracing our humanity and, of course, result in the deepening of the
climate crisis.

In her work on trauma, Elizabeth Stanley outlines the many ways our body-minds
are wired for trauma responses, having developed this way over millennia to support
human survival in hunter–gatherer societies (Stanley 2019). Trauma responses can be
triggered when one perceives they are powerless, helpless and lack control over whatever
is threatening. “The less agency we perceive we have, the more traumatic the experience
will be for our body-mind system.” (Stanley 2019, p. 16). As a consequence, the need
to control, colonize, manage and/or deny that which threatens can reactively come into
play. In fact, she argues convincingly that intellectualizing is a form of trauma response—a
practice of colonizing and seeking control when we feel threatened (Stanley 2019).

Of course, this phenomenon of seeking to colonize, control and/or deny that which
threatens us is a dynamic many of us can sense in ourselves on a micro level. It is part of
the human predicament and identified in various ways from the book of Genesis to the
myth of Prometheus, from Augustine to Nietzsche and Freud. What trauma theory helps
us notice is that beneath the multivalent ways trauma responses manifest and wreak havoc
is a deeper fear from which we are desperate to escape—a fear of our own creatureliness,
vulnerability, dependence and finitude. Indeed, it is a spiritual crisis writ large—a failure
to discern human purpose and meaning in ways that are life-giving. Trauma theory also
helps us recognize that reactive responses are not inevitable. Fight, flight, fright and freeze
are not the only options for human responses in the face of threat. However, before we get
to that, let us consider some of the ways trauma theory brings a different lens to assessing
theology.

We can imagine how certain theologies can both represent and feed the fight and flight
responses through intellectualizing—seeking to colonize, control and avoid that which
threatens. Such trauma responses may be discerned in theological infrastructures that
privilege human-centered control/power while “protecting” us5 from seeing things for
what they are. Theologians of the cross call such infrastructures “theologies of glory”—
theologies that lie about what is obscuring creaturely vulnerability and finitude with
promises of glory, power and ultimate victory (McCarroll 2014, 2021; Hall 2012). Indeed,
Lynn White’s scathing critique of Western Christianity as “the most anthropocentric religion
the world has seen”, a primary cause of ecological devastation (White 1967), still stands as a
challenge for Christian doctrine, witness and practice. When deconstructed through trauma
theory, doctrines or theological frameworks that privilege colonizing motifs of human and
divine power/control may be perceived as trauma reactive responses—intellectual attempts
to deny and overcome the realities of existing. Similarly, when deconstructed through
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trauma theory, doctrines or theological frameworks that shift our gaze to some far-away
god or promise of heavenly bliss and away from the present realities of our earthen material
embeddedness may be perceived as trauma responses—attempts to deny and distract from
the realities of existing.

An excellent chapter by eco-theologian Heather Eaton argues that the very architecture
of Christian theology normalizes denial and indifference as a response to worldly plights
and feeds anthropocentrism. Christian theologies that emphasize world-denying ontolo-
gies; promise other-worldly salvation and offer doctrines that locate G-d “outside” creation
all feed denial and ultimately are a cause of the species extinction and crises at hand (Eaton
2017). “Christianity has developed an extreme opposition to, even refusal of, the conditions
of life . . . As a result, Christianity supports attempts to escape, resist, or control life’s requi-
sites . . . because of the refusal to accept the conditions of life, Christianity . . . is involved
in domination.” (Eaton 2017, p. 33). In line with Eaton and others, theologies that image
G-d6 as powerful and in control and those that locate G-d/the Sacred elsewhere in some
disconnected realm outside of earth may be interpreted to both reflect and feed trauma
reactive responses. By distracting our gaze from life as it is and placing our sense of the
sacred in an other-worldly “person” or place, we not only reject the earth as sub-standard,
we are also unable to learn from it and perceive its sanctity. So too, with theologies that
emphasize human exceptionalism— for example doctrines of imago dei (Deifelt 2017)—such
theological architecture could well be deconstructed through the lens of trauma theory. By
placing human beings at the center of our conceptions of reality, of the divine and of history
we are unable to perceive the wisdom of the earth and its processes, to acknowledge our
deep dependence and to discover our meaning and purpose as earth-formed creatures.

Eaton goes on to say, “if domination [is] considered to be the result of refusing the
conditions of life—meaning vulnerability, mortality and finitude—then a way forward is
to embrace them, difficult as that is.” (Eaton 2017, p. 34). My argument in many ways
follows Eaton’s line of argument, though it offers the clarifying lens of trauma theory, which
helps us to perceive that, beneath the human opposition and resistance to the conditions
of life, lies a deep fear of being human. The difference is slim but significant in terms of
contemplating a way forward. With the lens of trauma theory we are able to perceive the
powerful role played by spiritual, emotional and psychological fear that quickly co-opts
human attempts to “embrace [our] vulnerability, mortality, finitude,” throwing us into
trauma reactive ways of being. Instead, trauma theory invites us first to acknowledge the
fear, to move toward it and be present to it in a spirit of compassion. As we are present
to the fear within ourselves and with others the power of the threat can be unhinged and
stranglehold of fear released. By perceiving the root problem as fear (rather than resistance
and refusal, for example) and tapping into compassion, we can break the cyclical hold of
trauma reactivity in our relating and existing.

Interestingly, in my review of the literature on trauma and climate crisis, I found no
reference to the window of tolerance (or optimal zone).7 I believe it is a helpful concept for
considering the options for responding in the face of threat and its relevance for theology
and practice. Conceived and mapped out by Daniel Siegel, the window offers a helpful
phenomenological description of the psycho-spiritual-relational dynamics present when
human persons are at our best in a context of threat. It refers to the optimal zone in the
face of crisis—a state of equilibrium “beyond” the hyperarousal zone of the fight, fright
and flight responses and the hypoarousal zone of the freeze, dissociative response (Siegel
1999). When in this zone, humans are able to recognize the threat but do not seek to
escape it. Rather, by moving toward our sense of fear with openness, compassion and
curiosity, the power of the fear is loosed. When humans are in this zone, we are able to
both think and feel; we are connected with our bodies and to the present moment; we can
hold paradox and ambiguity, and we are open, compassionate, curious and present both to
ourselves and to others. Mindfulness and somatic-based practices common in trauma care
support people to move from trauma reactive states into this state of equilibrium within
their window (van der Kolk 2014; Stanley 2019). Long-term goals for trauma care often
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focus on widening the window such that self regulation is enabled through mindfulness and
body-based awareness and practices (Stanley 2019). The window of tolerance describes a
way of being present in the face of threats and highlights specific practices to support this
process. Again, this is not about denying the threat or fighting or overcoming it. Rather,
such practices support human people to acknowledge our fear and sense of threat and
invite ways to live compassionately and courageously amidst these realities.

How can we, as a discipline and a field, retrieve and develop theological frameworks,
practices and epistemologies that do not reinforce the denial of or escape from our earth-
entangled human condition? How can we retrieve and develop theological frameworks,
practices and epistemologies that support humans to embrace our humanness in all its earth-
formed vulnerability? How might theological frameworks, practices and epistemologies
enable us to lean into and widen our window—to live courageously as creatures in the
here and now within the givens of the earth’s claim on us? I turn now to explore some of
these questions.

4.2. Toward an Earth-Centered, Decolonizing, Trauma-Informed Approach

From the discussion above, we can discern the centrality of bodies and the focus on
the present materiality of existence in terms of theology, practice and epistemology. Of
course, practical theology as a whole, more than any other theological field, is concerned
with the material realities of life. “Matter matters” (Simone Weil) for practical theology
and certainly for pastoral theology. In many ways, practical theology is the theological
field most equipped to articulate theological constructs, practices and epistemologies
grounded in bodies and the present materiality of existence. Our discussion on climate
trauma and theology suggests that there is an affective, phenomenological dimension
embedded in all discourse and practice that can lean toward trauma reactive responses
or toward the equilibrium of our optimal zone, our window of tolerance. In this final
sub-section, I propose some questions for de-constructing our theological, practice-based
and epistemological priorities and suggest resources for moving forward in these areas. I
close in identifying opportunities for further research.

Drawing from the literature on trauma, climate change and theology, I propose here
several questions that build on the questions above to help our discipline and field to
de-construct theological frameworks, practices and epistemological sources and to move
toward more earth-centered, decolonizing, trauma-informed approaches.

In relation to our theological constructs, practice and epistemologies:

1. Do they honour bodily and affective ways of knowing? Or do they reflect an escape
into mental constructs that seek to master and colonize that which is “other” including
human and other-than-human species and processes? ?

2. Do they take the material realities of existence seriously? Do they flee from the world
to uninhabited mental worlds or do they engage the world as it is more deeply? Do
they build up and open the theological imagination to recognize the sacred in the
midst of creation rather than in some distant time-space?

3. Do they ground us in our bodies and the multiplicity of relationships within and by
which we exist? Or do they distract us from our earthen-ness? Do they honour the
embodied material integrity of what is, or do they deny and dismiss it?

4. Do they represent colonizing ways of reading and engaging earth and other human
and other-than-human persons? Or do they open space to experience what is through
the eyes of compassion—in awe and gratitude, in mourning and lament, in actions of
care and resistance?

5. How does our research and practice help to widen the window, broaden the op-
timal zone, within the human species such that humans are freed to embrace our
vulnerability with each other and within the community of creation?

In considering theological sources that may serve earth-centered, decolonizing and
trauma-informed approaches to pastoral and practical theology, there are several areas to
draw from within the larger Christian tradition. Theological frames are important because
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they provide a hermeneutical landscape for experiencing life with theological imagination.
As Eaton notes, of concern is how doctrines and theological sources support humans
to embrace, rather than run from, the materiality and exigencies of being. Additionally,
it is important to consider how theological frames can support earth-centered, rather
than colonizing, approaches to life as these make all the difference to human living and
experiencing. In the Christian tradition, helpful sources to draw on are those that enable
humans to perceive the sacred in the here and now of existence. Notions of the Divine that
include and focus on the earth and its processes help to re-sacralize matter and to expand
theological imagination. While some have resistance to panentheism—the notion that G-d is
in all things and all things are in G-d—it is a rich and abiding theological construct that
offers much for an earth-centered, decolonizing, trauma-informed approach. It invites us
to perceive the Sacred in the organic interconnectivity, ecosystemic resilience, relational
reciprocity and gracious givenness in the earth and its processes.

Similarly, Christology that emphasizes the bodily reality of the G-d in earthen form
offers much. Notions of the ubiquity of Christ (Luther), the Logos becoming flesh (John 1)
and the incarnation can ignite theological imagination toward earth-centered approaches.8

Not only do such lenses offer ways of interpreting Christ’s presence here and now within
the goodness of creation, they also help to broaden notions of the suffering of Christ within
the suffering of creation itself. These doctrinal re-imaginings of G-d and Christ can open
our theological imaginations to perceive the sacredness in creation, the holy in the ordinary
materiality of what is. Indeed, we can feel it in our bodies when theology opens up vistas for
experiencing the sacred close-up. We can imagine that such theology may well help us lean
into our window of tolerance/optimal zone where openness, curiosity and spaciousness
emerge.

In terms of theological anthropology, needless to say, it is important to re-image the
place of the human within the creation in a way that honours the distinctive gifts of humans
within the organic body of the earth. Indeed, the modern imago hominis of the “human as
master” of the earth has been replaced by the late-capitalist “human as consumer” of the
earth. Arguably, both images reflect colonizing trauma responses that deny and/or resist
human vulnerability and finitude and have consequently led to devastation. Traditionally,
pastoral theology and some eco-theology have imaged humans as “stewards” of the earth,
caring for the earth. However, this image disconnects humans from the earth, as if earth
is an object for humans’ care. Additionally, it inverts the deeper truth—that humans are
actually dependent on and recipients of the earth’s stewarding care, not vice versa. As
such, the steward reflects a soft colonizing motif. Reimaging the role and purpose of humans
within the community of creation invites us to consider organic images of reciprocity and
systemic interconnectivity as well as images that point to distinctive gifts of the human
species within the larger community. By drawing on our capacity for awe and reverence,
for mourning and grief, for creative expression, for conscious agency to confront and resist
systems of colonizing oppression, pastoral and practical theology have much to offer in
reconceiving the imago hominis.

In considering practices and epistemologies that serve an earth-centered, decolonizing,
trauma-informed approach, this research challenges us to embrace practices and ideas
that ground us where we are—as bodies within the multiple organic systems enabling
existence. Developing our capacity to listen to and learn from the interconnected systems of
the earth, including our bodies, is a steep learning curve in our context where prescriptive
mental constructs of reality have colonized our imaginations and narrative frameworks.
Central to this journey will be a capacity to honour the intrinsic systemic integrity of what
is, being open to learn from it in a spirit of curiosity. For example, when we recognize
the phenomenon of eco-anxiety or climate trauma, not only can we acknowledge it and
normalize it—a “normal” human response to a sense of overwhelming threat—we can
go further to perceive the intrinsic integrity of these phenomena as they arise in human
experience. Indeed, rather than pathologies, eco-anxiety and climate trauma reflect how
deeply bonded human persons are as part of the systems of the earth, experiencing the
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earth’s own distress in human bodies and emotions. Our epistemologies and practices
can acknowledge our deep participation in the earth’s systems and process. This relates
also to our field’s focus on suffering and flourishing. How might we expand our inter-
sectional epistemology to recognize systemic interconnectivities of our earthen-ness? All
suffering/flourishing reflects earth’s suffering/flourishing. Suffering is experienced in
relationships not rightly ordered among and within species and processes. The reciprocity
of relationships means that when one suffers and is out of a right relationship, there is
a whole interconnected system that also manifests and processes the suffering. So too,
with flourishing, it is known when life is ordered in a right relationship within and among
species and the earth. Earth-centered intersectional epistemologies and practices tend to
the dynamic interconnectivities of being.

Finally, I present here some areas for further research in pastoral and practical theology:

1. Moral Distress/Injury—When we consider the ways trauma theory plays out in
terms of the climate crisis, it would be interesting to explore the phenomena of moral
distress and moral injury in relation to the climate crisis and to consider the theological
resonance (see also Hickman et al. 2021). Notably, the presence of shame and guilt in
the phenomenon of climate trauma alerts us to its moral dimensions and the potential
for moral injury and distress. Given pastoral theology’s research expertise on moral
injury and distress, how might we contribute to the interdisciplinary conversation in
this area?

2. Leadership—Amid the climate and related political-economic-social upheavals to
come in the next decades, it will be wise to develop leaders across all fields and
professions who are able to resist the urge toward trauma-reactive polarization or
indifference and, instead, to lean into their window of tolerance. Especially for
spiritual-religious, public and academic leaders, it will be important for us to develop
a wide enough window to support populations to acknowledge and process their
trauma, grieve their losses and to constructively facilitate earth-centered communal
actions toward life. This kind of leadership presence will require much inner work,
self-awareness and communal support (Moser 2012; Berzonsky and Moser 2017). How
might theological education and practical/pastoral theological research contribute to
the formation of leaders amid the climate crisis?

3. Ritual, spiritual and communal practices that acknowledge the sacredness of material
processes and honour body knowing—One of the challenges with the trauma re-
sponses in the face of the climate crisis is the extent to which underlying grief, sadness
and fear remain unacknowledged and, therefore, powerful. Facilitating spaces and
practices that name, normalize and acknowledge the grief invites a cathartic release
for and witness of these emotions and opens up space, widening the window and
enabling positive actions. How might theological education and practical/pastoral
theological research continue to build capacity in this area?

4. Stories of ecological creativity and resilience can feed hope and open up horizons of
possibility. Sharing stories of hope is essential for widening the window and enabling
us to remain present with the challenges of these times. How might our scholarship,
research and teaching provide venues for sharing stories that expand and generate
hope in times such as these?

5. Conclusions

In this paper, I have covered some vast terrain. My hope is that, in using trauma theory
as a lens to explore human responses to the climate crisis and considering the theological
import of this for pastoral and practical theology, this paper can contribute to the ongoing
work of re-imagining the discipline and the field from an earth-centered, decolonizing,
trauma-informed perspective. As a means to invite more sustained conversation in the
discipline and the field, I have presented interdisciplinary research on trauma and the
climate crisis acknowledging its theological and spiritual dimensions. I have deconstructed
how theological frameworks can manifest trauma reactive responses that reinforce anthro-
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pocentric, colonizing control/mastery. I have suggested avenues of potential fruitfulness
by identifying theological sources, epistemological orientations and practices that enable
us to perceive the sacred in the bodied materiality and interconnectivity of being. May we,
as a discipline and a field, contribute to widening the window amidst the threat of climate
crisis—being present with courage, compassion and equanimity.
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Notes

1 For this brief review of the pastoral theological literature on the climate crisis, I acknowledge the important work of Bonnie
Miller-McLemore in her research review for the International Journal for Practical Theology (Miller-McLemore, forthcoming) and
that of Panu Pihkala whose extensive review of this literature appears in this Special Issue (Pihkala 2022a).

2 White is quoting trauma researcher Ruth Lanius from a presentation, “Healing the traumatized self” 2014 Unpublished proceed-
ings from the Boulder Institute for Psychotherapy and Research Front Porch Lecture, Boulder CO.

3 It is helpful to note that behind their discussion of grief is Elizabeth Kubler Ross’s cycles of grief model
4 In The Courage to Be, Paul Tillich agrees with other existential thinkers when he distinguishes between fear and anxiety. Fear is

considered to be related to an embodied threat, whereas anxiety is considered to be ultimately connected to nonbeing. The goal is
to transform anxiety into fear so that the threat can be met with courage. In the face of climate crisis, fear and anxiety coallesce
with striking ferocity. I choose the language of “fear” rather than “anxiety” to intimate the possibilities for courage and mindful
agency in times such as these.

5 “Us” is used here to identify those who wield power by colonizing approaches. This manifestation of trauma response—the
wielding of power/control over “otherness” and difference perceived as threat—may be seen as the primary modus operandi of
colonial patriarchy that has functioned to colonize and control minds, hearts, bodies, species, habitats and the earth.

6 I use “G-d” to point to the reality that the divine source, reality and energy cannot be contained in human words and ideas.
7 I use this term here as it is a recognized term within trauma theory. It refers to a capacity to tolerate the sense of threat related to

a triggering event or situation. I acknowledge of the complexity of experience in relation to “tolerance” as it has been used to
colonize and undermine people who have been “othered” by the status quo. As much as possible I will use “optimal zone” or
“the window” in this paper to refer to the same phenomenon.

8 Certainly understandings of incarnation have been an important theological frame for both pastoral and practical theology over
the last few decades, particularly since the emergence of theologies of liberation.
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Abstract: This paper attempts to reconstruct the ethics of human response-ability as a theological
reflection on the current climate catastrophe, seeing humans as moral actors or a moral actor network.
In the meantime, I will argue the relationality and interdependence of matter and discourse, nature
and society, and humans and non-humans through crosstalk between ecofeminist theologies and new
materialism. In doing so, I reinterpret the human subject as a potential for liberation from modern
human exceptionalism, acknowledging the subversive power of the concept of the subject.

Keywords: planetary humanism; climate crisis; deep incarnation; matter and mattering; ethics
of responsibility

1. Introduction

Mark Jerome Walters suggested that infectious diseases closely linked to ecological
changes should be called an “Ecodemic” (Walters 2003). This pandemic urgently requires
traditional Western theology to reconsider not only our understanding of nature but also
the ways we have dealt with “matter” and to see our material entanglement. However
spiritual humans may be, they cannot live without the material environment. They exist
in the entanglement of beings, of which there is no outside, despite the fact that human
beings are commonly considered to be discrete and independent. Humans have misused
this material entanglement in selfish and anthropocentric ways, and this pandemic comes
with the dark clouds of climate change, ecological destruction, and the sixth extinction.

It is widely acknowledged that humans are the main cause of today’s climate catastro-
phe. Nevertheless, I believe that humans still have the ability to change the course of the
lives of all things on this planet toward “sympoiesis” as well as symbiosis (Haraway 2016,
p. 58). This seeming contradiction urges human beings to take responsibility as response-
ability (ability to respond) to all forms of beings on this planet. Although humanism is at
the center of criticism as far as the cause of these crises is concerned, the uniqueness of
being human is still required, if there would be any hope left. To be precise, what needs to
be criticized are none other than anthropocentrism and human exceptionalism that have
made us ignore human entanglement with nonhuman beings. The idea that humans can
take responsibility for what they have done for these crises still seems to be modern and
theologically very arrogant.

Therefore, the task of theology today is to construct a new humanism beyond anthro-
pocentrism and human exceptionalism. It is to see humanism through the eyes of deep
incarnation, which acknowledges the deep interwovenness of humans, nonhumans, and
nonliving beings. This requires a theologically critical dialogue with new materialism.
In other words, the theological response to the present crises will not be the abolition
of humanism, but it will alternatively re-delineate planetary humanism for the sake of
“reworlding”. It is to see in humanism “transformative subjects, driven by potential, and
subversive face of power” (Braidotti 2022, p. 43). In this context, this paper attempts to
reconstruct the ethics of human response-ability by proposing planetary humanism as a
theological response to the current climate catastrophe, seeing humans as moral actors
or as part of a moral actor network. I argue for the relationality and interdependence of
matter and discourse, nature and society, and humans and non-humans through crosstalk
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between ecofeminist theologies and new materialism. In doing so, I reinterpret the human
subject as a potential for liberation from modern human exceptionalism, acknowledging
the subversive power of the concept of the subject. Thus, planetary humanism identifies
human responsibility in the material environment surrounding humans, non-humans,
and objects by pursuing expanded human responsibility through the interpretation of
deep incarnation.

2. Criticism of the Modern Humanism: From Reason to Matter

With COVID-19, humanity is facing a new era, in which invisible viruses that exist
at the border between abiotic and biotic have broken through the safe zone of human
civilization and created threats to the very fabric of its existence. Although countries
around the world have done their best to protect civilians from the virus, human societies
have been already exposed to the real face of chronic problems such as hidden greed,
hatred, inequality, and exclusion over the long period of quarantine policies. As the
term, Anthropocene,1 as a new geological era wherein humans have been the primary
determinants of change, already implicates, the exclusive and destructive relationship
between humans and the natural environment has led us to this climate catastrophe.

The core spirit of modernity is the expansion of human reason with the myth of
progress. Ironically, human supremacy based on rational power has led modernity to this
destructive end of humanity. The pandemic challenges us to draw attention to human ex-
ceptionalism of modernity and the ecological destruction of the so-called Anthropocene era.
The fatal flaw of modern anthropocentrism lies in its lack of attention to the agential power
of nonhuman beings and matter. As a matter of fact, these nonhuman beings, including
matter, have been very important for modern industrialization, only as instrumental for
the progress of human civilization. For this reason, Bruno Latour makes the claim that we
have to choose now between modernizing and ecologizing. He uses the modernity as a
touchstone, where the relationship between society and nature, that between the world of
nonhumans and the world of humans, was beginning (Latour 1998).

By modernization, Latour refers to the ways in which nature has been dominated
and controlled through human reason, thereby strictly enforcing the separation of sub-
ject and object, politics and science, and humans and non-human beings. On the other
hand, ecologization seeks to affirm that human government and ‘parliament of things’ are
intertwined and that human political actor-network as the spokesperson can politically
represent for nature and nonhuman beings with the help of democratized science and
institution. In fact, ecologization for him means the democratization of science and political
power. Along with Latour’s eco-friendly democracy, recent theories such as new material-
ism and ecocriticism also have criticized the modern “assumptions that confine ethical and
political considerations to the domain of the Human, while feminism has offered decades
of scholarly contestations against the very ethics, epistemologies, and ontologies that have
underwritten Human exceptionalism.” (Alaimo 2011, p. 282).

Modern humanism has played a central role in this deterioration. In other words,
the modern humanist ideology has resulted “in an anthropocentrism that overemphasizes
rationality, human autonomy, sovereignty and separateness from the rest of the world. Such
a disconnectedness has allowed for the exploitation and abuse of the nonhuman world,
which has been denied subjectivity as well as agency in its own right, as only humans are
seen as proper subjects” (Signas 2020, p. 111) Humanist ideas such as anthropocentrism,
rationality, human autonomy, sovereignty, and so on have contributed to the rendering
of what we call nonhuman and matter as passive, mute, and objectified, and thus made
them consumable (Signas 2020). Rosi Braidotti argues that the human was never a neutral
category, but that it is always linked to power and privilege. Hence, our posthuman
task today is to move beyond the old dualities in which Man defined himself beyond the
sexualized and racialized others that were excluded from humanity (Braidotti 2022, p. 236).
In Politics of Nature, Latour proposed a nonmodern constitution because the ideal modern
constitution—the absolute separation of nature and culture, human and nonhuman, science
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and the humanities—never actually reflected the reality in which we live (Latour 1993,
pp. 46–48).

The pandemic together with the climate change and ecological disaster discloses the
faces of the nonhuman beings to us humans in a very critical way. In this context, it is easy
to blame humanism for its implicated anthropocentrism, but what we need today is to
construct a new model of human subjectivity that is symbiont with nonhuman others, for
we are still humans. Thus, instead of a way towards dehumanization, what we need to seek
is a new humanism that refers to a new way of life that should not make humans inhuman,
acknowledging our interrelatedness with all beings. After all, the deconstruction of modern
liberal humanism would give us a chance for a critical ‘reworlding’ of all intertwined
differences of human and nonhumans as well as reason and matter. It is to overcome
anthropocentric humanism in a way that is morally and politically responsible, that is,
response-able for human entanglement with other forms of beings, and on the other hand,
to find the very meaning of being human under posthuman catastrophes.

The basic orientation of various criticisms of the modern anthropocentric humanisms
does not call for a return to old humanism but to planetary humanism that affirms the
traversal process of cutting-edge technologies (matter) and various mattering and that
shares the "flat ontology” (Morton 2013, p. 14), which argues for the ontological parity of all
beings in whatever forms of being would be, including human, nonhuman, matter, nature
and society. It is to find a new ethical subject by recognizing in its subjective formation
the entangled intra-actions of various agencies of other forms of beings such as bacteria,
minerals, ecosystem, climate system, cultural and political environments.

In this context, Latour’s suggestions of the politics of nature and the parliament of
things provide two critical actions we need today: A rejection of the modern distinction
between the subject and object on the one hand, and a rejection of the modern epistemology
based upon dualistic understandings of reality by turning to ontology on the other hand.
The modern political system has never considered any political agency of nonhumans,
even excluding them from any ontological domain. If there was a necessity for the being
of nonhumans, it was only as instruments for human beings and societies. The current
pandemic, which must be considered alongside the global climate crisis and the failure of
ecosystems, provides a witness to how nonhuman beings indeed have their own agencies
in the society and nature. Thus, the politics we need during and after the pandemic
is a political system that makes the political representation of nonhumans in human
institutionalized politics possible. Latour argues that humans in this ecological crisis
need to be a “spokesperson” (Latour 2004, p. 64) for the nonhumans in the parliament of
things, that is, his politics of nature. Although his idea of human political representation of
nonhuman beings still seems to cling to the idea of anthropocentrism, it evidently shows
us the urgencies of the political representation of nonhuman beings and things. Given the
fact that human impact upon the world and its inhabitants are still immense, there is a
great need for ‘new forms of ethical thought and practice’(Alaimo 2011, p. 283). This urges
a planetary perspective that moves beyond human exceptionalism toward an evolving
multi-perspectival and multi-agential reality; hence, Latour’s concept of the parliament of
things becomes quite relevant. His aim is to acknowledge nonhuman agencies in nature
and the environment and the role of human political agency in a way that includes the
political powers of objects and hyperobjects beyond human cognition.

I agree in this paper that humanity still has a capability to make important changes
in this worlding, that is, reworlding, although it cannot be denied that humans are the
biggest cause of the crises we are facing today, including this pandemic. The planetary
humanism I suggest here goes even further to see that human beings are the media of the
divine calling for the sympoiesis of all beings on the earth. It is to acknowledge “the sense
of God-with-all-living-things” (Edwards 2006, p. 60). The divine seeks for meaning with us
in Its mattering, and this is what I call deep incarnation.
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3. A Planetary Humanism and Materiality: From Epistemology to Ontology

In Christian Tradition, there has long been a separation between humans and the rest
of the world. Human salvation has often meant saving human souls from the world and the
natural environment. In his writing about ecotheology, Latour criticized both Catholics and
Protestants in that they were “abandoning the huge masses of non-humans” (Latour 2009, p.
463). Traditional soteriology has its theological grounds in an anthropocentric understand-
ing with a focus on the soul, not the flesh. The soulful salvation has tended to emphasize
the superior or exclusive human uniqueness, having seen nature, the environment, and the
material world as instruments for human salvation. In this theological tradition, nonhuman
beings, let alone matter, have been silenced. The protestant tradition needs theology to
include nonhuman beings, animate and inanimate, in its interpretation of salvation. In this
context, I emphasize a planetary humanism that acknowledges the following: (1) humans
are part of the entanglement of mattering and meaning, (2) nonhuman beings, including
inorganic beings, have their own agencies over their worlds, (3) human responsibility lies in
their response-ability to the nonhuman agencies which derives from the divine incarnation.
Indeed, unlike doctrinal traditions in Christian theology, the Bible, especially Romans 8,
says that it is not just humans but all creatures living with humans that wait anxiously for
salvation. Therefore, we should consider the relation of humans with all things gathered,
collected, or composed in it.

Proponents of new materialism and ecocriticism as well as those in ecofeminist theol-
ogy have tried to reconsider the issue of mattering and to envision ourselves “as planetary
creature in relation to a multitude of specific others rather than as colonizing agents who
can encompass the global from a position outside the planet” (Alaimo 2019, p. 405).
A new materialist position in particular supports “a middle ground composed by alliances
between human and nonhuman agents” (Braidotti 2022, p. 137). Posthuman Feminist
theorist Braidotti, who has described these alliances as heterogeneous assemblages, said
that “I am posthuman—all-too-human” since she is “materially embodied and embedded
living in fast-changing posthuman times” (Braiotti 2019, p. 12). Feminist theologians
are among those who struggle with the difficulty of coming to terms with the weight of
material entanglement.

The planetary humanism that I propose stems from a dialogue with the new mate-
rialist discourses and their insights and embraces a new materialist account of agency
(or subjectivity) that challenges any understanding of materiality to being what is sim-
ply given to us or mere effects of human agency. This planetary thinking is expressed
as a desire to recognize and reclaim matter and uses ‘mattering’ to denote this process.
This planetary thinking is an expressed desire to recognize and reclaim matter, that is,
mattering. According to Barad, matter and meaning are emergent phenomena from the
entanglement of reality by our agential cut. In this sense, meaning is our response-ability to
matter. In this train of thought, responsibility in this sense is none other than the ability to
respond to other forms of being or materialization (Barad 2007). While critically reviewing
the destruction of nature and the environment brought about by the modern as well as
theological perspectives of the human subject and moral actor, the planetary humanism
I theologically propose still seeks to clarify the unique role of human beings as morally
responsible (response-ableness) actors. Human uniqueness as a moral agent is based upon
the idea of human being as a responsive subject to others on Earth. Indeed, the earth-bound
body of humans is constantly intertwined with numerous elements of matter, and is at the
same time a complex collectivity that uses tools and instruments that are part of materiality.
What concerns us in this ecosystem and ‘nature society’ environment is not the end of the
world, but a reworlding of human–nonhuman sympoiesis with powers of material nature
and against reductionist analysis of the climate crisis.

Recently new materialists have proposed that we acknowledge the fact that non-
humans make up a large part of our bodies and affect our sympoietic worlding. In this sense,
Latour, for example, reads new materialism as a programmatic rejection of epistemology in
favor of ontology (Herndl and Graham 2021). It aims to acknowledge the reality of object
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hidden from human instrumentalist perspective and to move toward an object-oriented
ontology. In this pandemic, we are witnessing nonhuman things waiting for us to act upon
our response-ability. Here we are reminded of the way in which Barad uses the notion of
intra-activity to criticize the traditional human autonomous subject, whether it is in the
form of linguistic monism, biological determinism, or classical determinism of Newtonian
physics. The separation of epistemology from ontology, caused by the modern dualism of
language and matter is a reverberation of metaphysics that assumes a dualism of human
and nonhuman, subject and object, mind and body, and matter and discourse. According to
Bennett, although human consciousness is the effect of language, this language is “a highly
complex material system” (Bennett 2010). Onto-epistem-ology—the study of practices of
knowing in being—is probably a better way to think about the kind of understandings that
are needed to come to terms with how specific intra-actions matter.

The ethics of planetary humanism and its moral responsibility reformulate the relation-
ship of the human and nonhuman agencies at the center. It is an attempt to reformulate the
new materialism with an openness to the possibility of responsible human intervention. A
materialist elaboration allows matter its due as an active participant in the world becoming
and its “reworlding”.Barad has argued that agential realism is morally significant because
it is our “responsibility to intervene in the world’s becoming, to contest and rework what
matters and what is excluded from mattering” (Barad 2003, p. 827). For her, it is our respon-
sibility or our moral-ethical duty of obligation, to intervene, contest, and rework the world’s
becoming, what she calls the politics of possibility implying the innumerable phenomena
made by material-discursive intra-activity. However, these activities are not something we
humans can control, simply by taking matters into our own hands and reconfiguring the
world to our liking. Rather, on an agential realist account, materiality is an active factor in
the materialization process. Nature is neither a passive surface awaiting the mark of culture
nor the end product of cultural performances. Indeed, agency2 entailed in reconfiguring
material-discursive apparatuses is quite material, and human subjective moral intervention
and ethical action are delegated as insignificant, although not impossible. If any moral
intervention would be possible, humans need to form an assemblage with other entangled
agencies. Any agential cut, that is, any subjective intervention, discloses an aspect of the
entanglement, not all but a part of it. In other words, Barad does not allow human subjects
an ability to choose otherwise, acting independently of our material entanglement. Thus,
material ecocriticism, including Barad’s views included, seems to underestimate human
moral intervention, stating that agency is not voluntary decision making, thereby making
the achievement of human ethical subject an impossibility (Norris 2016).

In order to take our human responsibility, we need a theory in which human ethical
intervention is considered to be significant and possible. In a similar vein, Bridotti insists
that humanism should not be easily discarded because of, given the relative success of the
historical legacy of humanism in its support of equal rights for all. It needs, instead, to be
reviewed, historicized, and assessed critically (Braidotti 2022). It is to talk of humanism
“in terms of our planetary others and in terms of biology; conversely, we can talk about
the biology of history” (Bauman 2014, p. 152). Thus, understanding human behavior as a
complex and sometimes unknown relational behavior, interconnected with the material
power of things, expands the scope of human ethical and political responsibility. One
way of moving beyond the human exceptionalism is through the recognition that our
subjectivities, identities, and agencies are not our own. It is to recognize that we are living
with other beings and making a life together with them. No matter how much Jesus wanted
to convey his love, for example, it was not possible without water and buckets to wash his
disciples’ feet and towels to wipe their feet. Furthermore, it would have been impossible
to have a precious dinner without desks, chairs, bread, wine, and bowls at a dinner with
the twelve disciples. Human subjective actions are always—already—accompanied by
the agencies of things that are material, natural, and artificial. This can be said a deep
incarnation, deep into the matter beyond flesh.
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In the idea of “deep incarnation”—the view that the divine incarnation in Jesus
presupposes a radical embodiment that reaches into the roots of material and biological
existence, as well as into the darker sides of creation—one can see the importance of
human agency, as Latour speaks of human political agency as the “spokesperson” for
nonhumans(Latour 2004, p. 64). Such a wide-scope view of incarnation allows Christology
to be meaningful when responding to the challenges of scientific cosmology (Greg 2015).
Nature can live without humans, but humans cannot live without nature. Therefore,
planetary humanism does not renounce hope for human possibility as the only species that
aims to be, and values being, an ethical being resembling the image of God. In this sense,
humanism connected to its tradition is still important in the eco-theological discourses,
although it needs to move ahead and beyond it. Only humans can dream and imagine
another world, the not-yet not based upon the genetic algorithm. The possibilityies and
imagination of another world can only be done by humans. Despite its many problems,
humanism is indeed very difficult to discard.

4. Encounter with Deep Incarnation and Matter—Moving toward a
Planetary Humanism

The essential elements of Incarnation are body and matter. The body is a form of
matter with which all environmental elements are entangled. In order to overcome the
epistemological limitations of the modern theology constructed upon the ideas of reason
and spirit, ecofeminist theology has persistently highlighted the importance of body and
flesh. Traditional ethical theories were based upon an anthropocentric thinking which
believed only humans were moral beings with intrinsic values and that animals, creatures,
and matter had only instrumental values for human survival and well-being. In this
theology, humans enjoyed absolute privilege over all other nonhuman beings. However,
given that humanity is, without a doubt, the biggest cause of the climate crisis, violence
against animals, and environmental destructions, this anthropocentric theology has reached
its end.

In this context, one needs to be reminded that incarnation is “a question of Christ being
here and being there at the deepest levels of the material world of flesh as the Incarnate
One who both shares and transcends the conditions of materiality” (Greg 2015, p. 251).
Thus, to be incarnate is to be immersed within this web of relationships, and the core of
incarnation is to give the so-called physical world its orientation and sense. In other words,
the incarnate human can think of the not-yet, introducing the inexistent time to the world
we live in. In this way, humans live “at the depths” of the whole through the flows of
energy and meaning (Mazi 2002). Instead of “passing time”, humans become capable of being
time in their response-ability to the not-yet. The human experience of things “com[ing]
together” and “fall[ing] into place” is none other than the experience of having “timed”
ourselves with others and with things. Maybe the not-yet is the voice of “the insistence of
God” (Caputo 2013, p. 1). As J.D. Caputo argues, the presence of God is experienced with
the divine insistence of our being here rather than the existence of God.

The destructive relations between human and nonhuman beings are currently the
most serious challenge for humanity. Therefore, the significant aim of theological reflection
on the climate crisis is to seek a symbiotic way in which all living beings and things live
and make a life together on earth. As we seek an alternative humanism, I propose planetary
humanism, seeking humans as that understand human to be moral actors and ethical
subjects with response-ability. Theologically, planetary humanism is grounded in the idea
of deep incarnation which is made evident in the compassion and radical self-deprecation
(kenosis) in Jesus’ life and death, whereby incarnation does not represent any deficiency
in the divine but rather the full realization of divinity in the material entanglement. Thus,
divine transcendence is none other than the ascendence of God into this world. For the
planetary humanism, incarnation first means God’s eternal commitment to the natural
world, and secondly, it is understood as a promise of God’s specificity (Edwards 2014).
From this point of view, the depth of incarnation is understood as the amazing implications
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of God himself being with the body and matter forever. Moreover, through the deep
incarnation, God is understood as the personal dimension of the not-yet, who desires
matter and body. Such a depth of the divine incarnation may help us understand the
very meaning of the scripture that says, “the word became flesh and made his dwelling
among us.”3 Thus, deep incarnation is a theology of flesh and matter as well as a symbolic
interpretation of all creatures, the planet earth and cosmos which is where I position the
planetary humanism.

This new interpretation of the deep incarnation supports the Christian ethics of becom-
ing, which does not refer to a qualitative difference between God and humans but rather to
a process of self-transcendence of human existence toward others that is possible because
of the relationship of deep entanglement between God and all things. The discovery of the
divine possibility inherent in humanity is the most radical experience of transcendence and
the most specific instantiation of material entanglement. Nevertheless, the planetary hu-
manism proposed in this paper recognizes a qualitative difference between the becoming of
relational subjectivity as a process and the completed apocalyptic existence. This planetary
humanism differs from the Western individualism, which assumes the atomic and separate
individuality of human being from others. Instead, it believes in human flourishment
that is possible in a planetary community created with other beings, both animate and
inanimate. Catherine Keller suggests “intercarnation” for such a possibility (Keller 2017a).
Jurgen Moltmann in a similar gesture has emphasized that faith in a cosmic Christ can
help us recover the reconciliation between heaven and all things on earth and accepts all
creatures as precious beings that Christ has paid for through his death (Moltmann 2012,
p. 252).

Human life is not just social and political but also biological and material. Through the
deep incarnation, we are living in ‘mattering’, through the intra-acting in the entanglement
of beings and things. Indeed, life is materialistic in the sense that our living is based upon
collaboration with material beings. In the course of salvation, there is nothing a human
can do alone. Therefore, the planetary humanism recognizes that the Bible understands
salvation to be cosmic in nature to be achieved in the interdependence between humans
and nonhuman animals within the planetary community of the kingdom of God. The
concept of the new heaven and earth declared by Jesus includes and embraces the whole
world, encompassing all things including nonhuman beings and humans. One of the
important theological themes of incarnation in the planetary humanism is that God the Holy
Spirit came to the place where humanity lived and became a member of the bio-historical
community. In Christ, the world as a material reality, that is, the earth, can be a place for
the ministry of the Holy Spirit to bless the whole planetary community. For example, the
church uses wine, fire, and bread at that moment when expressing the most transcendental
experience. Indeed, Catherine Keller explained that everything in the world has been
entangled in the universe, “No Christianity could quite throw off the narrative weight of
fleshly incarnation, material justice, and bodily resurrection” (Keller 2017b, pp. 111–12).
Jane Bennett said that human consciousness is the effect of language, and language is ‘a
highly complex material system’ (Bennett 2010, p. 11). Nevertheless, we easily subject
nonhuman beings and matter to the below of humans. The history of salvation does not
consist only of words. It should not be forgotten that the Word was proclaimed in the
created world and physical environment to which the language refers.

The human condition is always already earthbound as we live together and thus stand
in relation to others in our common home-planet Earth (Mazi 2002, pp. 220–21). In this
created Earth containing nonhuman beings, our ethics of responsibility should not be an
ethics that only speaks about responsibility, but Christian ethics that brings about practical
change by actively participating in all material processes, realizing values oriented towards
relational entanglement. This planetary humanism seeks responsibility that serves the
multiplicity of species.

Therefore, our deep incarnation is not about transcending, but rather about the radical
immanence of divinity into our planetary community of becoming, and it is none other
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than our worlding or reworlding in the divine creation. This incarnational humanism
extends its relationality over the nonhuman and all matter, and, in this way, it is a planetary
humanism. To a great extent, our species, like our subjective experiences, does not live
only on our own terms. Our present experience indeed contains the evolutionary history,
which refers to the millions of other species, plants, animals, minerals, and other organisms
that have contributed to produce this very moment (Bauman 2014, p. 147). Jesus asks us,
‘who is your neighbor?’ As we can widen our relational imagination over nonhumans,
animals, plants, vegetables, and minerals, they are none other than our ‘kins,’ as Haraway
argues. As a matter of fact, “[m]any religions have jolted us out of the habits of love
based upon ego, family, kin, and even nation” (Bauman 2014, p. 166). When Jesus asks
us who is our neighbor is, he was issuing an ethical commandment to make a new family
based upon love. This commandment to leave one’s family and create a new family is not
based on kinship, race, or even sex. Family is none other than the one who participates
in the saving of one another, instead of seeking one’s own interests. It is none other than
a compassionate yearning for humans, animals, and the earth that are under the yoke of
oppression. By feeling another’s pain as one’s own, we can become a divine family, and the
current pandemic asks us to think of the pain and oppression of nonhumans on the earth.
In other words, it is time for us to think about a planetary family.

Imagining a possibility of another world is possible only for humans Thus, human
beings still retain their unique presence in the world despite many problems derived
from anthropocentric ways of thinking. Therefore, our planetary assemblage that this
planetary humanism seeks, especially during the pandemic, must find a sympoietic way
to live with nonhuman forms of beings, animate and inanimate, and it will have to find
a way to orient all kinds of living on the earth to the divine will. God created humans
and other beings as fellow. At the same time, they are all companions for salvation. In
Psalm 119, God says, “All things have been built by words”, and declares, “All things
have become servants of God” (Psalm 119: 89–91). Not just humans but all things are
called to be God’s servants. It means that human beings are companions of God and other
nonhuman beings to fulfill God’s will. Why does humanism still matter? It is simply
because I am still a human. It is to acknowledge the limitation of the human position
and, at the same time, human responsibility as an ethical subject. In this sense, humanism
still has to be discussed in our eco-theological discourses of the creative tension between
ontological collectivity and ethical responsibility, if we see the whole world as a collective
as argued by Latour. This theological reflection will remind us that humanism is still
significant for human responsibility, especially in human entanglement with other (human
and nonhuman) beings on “Earth Planet”. Thus, symbiotic humanism calls for rethinking
this issue of responsibility as “response-ability”.

5. Conclusions

Humans are the only species that can think of a living ecosystem. However, as the
soteriological perspective in the Christian tradition is anthropocentric and other-worldly in
orientation and emphasizes only individual repentance, therein lies a theological limitation
that prevents Christians from actively contemplating human responsibility for nature
and matter. The theological perspective of deep incarnation standing from the dialogue
with new materialists emphasizes that we must have a firm response-ability for the entire
planet because of our unique response-ability to this world. We must begin to think of the
ethics of the planet, recognizing that its agents are members of a collective solidarity for
the sake of a planetary community, which is constantly in flux. It requires that we form
solidarity with nonhuman beings in order to embody the possibility of the “reworlding” of
planetary humanism. This will lead to a symbiotic response-ability more deeply rooted in
the biblical-theological ground. In this sense, Christians must immediately stop reckless
anthropocentric practices such as development for development, factory-style livestock,
and the way of life of mass production and consumption. In addition, human-centered
ways of living that treat nonhuman beings simply as means for the progress of human
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civilization should be changed. The pollution of the air, water, and soil that kills other living
beings is in fact driving us to death, as well as this Anthropocene civilization. It means that
our world must immediately undergo ‘re-worlding’ from our earthen foundations. Such a
‘re-worlding’ could mean ecological salvation.

Therefore, if earth bodies are affirmed in their myriad forms of entanglement in the
planet, sensitively utilizing their capacity for mutual interdependence, our homeostatic
balance of well-being can resonate with other forms of beings on the earth. This asks
us to change the meaning of responsibility a human individual subject must take into
response-ability, which allows us to empathize with each other. As many thinkers have
expressed recently, there would be no final solutions but only the ongoing practice of being
open to each other, and taking the risk of being vulnerable, so that we might use our ability
to respond, our responsibility, to help awaken and breathe life into our new possibilities for
living justly. We only remember that God created human beings with the divine image but
forget that the earth is co-creating plants and vegetables. That is, God has the earth as a
co-creator of living beings on the earth. The co-creativity that is also endowed to humans
with the divine image is not only for humans but for the sake of all beings. This is the
reason we need to consider the way we live with animals, plants, vegetables, and things,
natural and artificial. Humanism is still significant for human responsibility, given that
human beings are always already intertwined with everything on “Earth Planet”. I still
wish to emphasize human responsibility as an ability to respond to all beings, for only
humans can imagine the not-yet in order to change the world.
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Notes

1 The term ‘Anthropocene’, coined in 2002 by Nobel Prize winner Paul Crutzen, describes the current geological era as dominated
by the measurable negative human impact on the Earth, through technological interventions and consumerism. It was discussed
at the International Geological Congress in August 2016, but was rejected in July 2018 by the International Commission on
Stratigraphy, in favour of the ‘Meghalayan’ era (Braiotti 2019, pp. 12–13).

2 Agency is not an attribute whatsoever—it is “doing”/“being” in its intra-activity. Agency is the enactment of iterative changes to
practices through the dynamics of intra-activity. Agency is about the possibilities and accountability entailed in reconfiguring
material-discursive apparatuses of bodily production, including the boundary articulations and exclusions that are marked by
those practices in the enactment of a causal structure” (Barad 2003, p. 827).

3 John 1: 14: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son,
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

References

Alaimo, Stacy. 2011. New Materialisms, Old Humanisms, or, Following the Submersible. NORA—Nordic Journal of Feminist and Gender
Research 19: 280–84. [CrossRef]

Alaimo, Stacy. 2019. Wanting All the Specoies to Be: Extinction, Environmental Vision, and Intimate Aesthetics. Australian Feminist
Studies 34: 102. [CrossRef]

Barad, Karen. 2003. Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter. Sign 28: 801–31.
[CrossRef]

Barad, Karen. 2007. Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning. Durham: Duke
University Press.

Bauman, Whitney A. 2014. Religion and Ecology: Developing a Planetary Ethic. New York: Columbia University Press.
Bennett, Jane. 2010. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham: Duke University Press.
Braidotti, Rosi. 2022. Posthuman Feminism. Cambridge: Polity.
Braiotti, Rosi. 2019. Posthuman Knowledge. Princeton: Polity Press.

43



Religions 2022, 13, 224

Caputo, John D. 2013. The Insistence of God: A Theology of Perhaps. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Edwards, Dennis. 2006. Ecology at the Heart of Faith. Maryknoll: Orbis.
Edwards, Dennis. 2014. Partaking of God: Trinity, Evolution, and Ecology. Collegeville: Liturgical Press.
Greg, N. H. 2015. The Extended Body of Christ: Three Dimensions of Deep Incarnation. Incarnation on the Scope and Depth of Christology

2015: 225–51.
Haraway, Donna J. 2016. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Durham: Duke University Press.
Herndl, Carl, and Scott Graham. 2021. Getting Over Incommensurability: Latour, New Materialisms, and the Rhetoric of Diplomacy.

In Thinking with Bruno Latour in Rhetoric and Composition. Edited by Paul Lynch and Nathaniel Rivers. Carbondale: Southern
Illinois University Press.

Keller, Catherine. 2017a. Intercarnations: Exercises in Theological Possibility. New York: Fordham University Press.
Keller, Catherine. 2017b. Tangles of Matter, Tangles of Theology. Entangled Worlds 2017: 111–12.
Latour, Bruno. 1993. We Have Never Been Modern. Translated by Catherine Porter. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Latour, Bruno. 1998. To modernise or ecologise? That is the question. In Remaking Reality: Nature at the Millennium. Edited by Bruce

Braun and Noel Castree. London: Routledge, pp. 221–42.
Latour, Bruno. 2004. Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy. Translated by Catherine Porter. Cambridge: Harvard

University Press.
Latour, Bruno. 2009. Will Non-humans be saved? An argument in ecotheology. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 15: 459–75.

[CrossRef]
Mazi, Glen. 2002. Earthbodies Rediscovering Our Planetary Senses. Albany: State University of New York Press.
Moltmann, Jurgen. 2012. Ethics of Hope. Minneapolis: Fortress Press.
Morton, Timothy. 2013. Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Norris, Marcos. 2016. Ecocriticism and Moral responsibility: The Question pf agency in Karen Barad’s Performativity Theory. Fugitive

Environmentalism 49: 180–1. [CrossRef]
Signas, Jakob. 2020. Who is thy neighbour? On Posthumanism, responsibility and interconnected solidarity. Approaching Religion

10: 111. [CrossRef]
Walters, Mark Jerome. 2003. Six Modern Plagues: And How We Are Causing Them. Washington, DC: Island Press.

44



Citation: Hess, Mary E.. 2022.

Shifting Epistemologies, Shifting Our

Stories—Where Might We Find Hope

for a World on the Brink of Climate

Catastrophe?. Religions 13: 625.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

rel13070625

Academic Editors: Pamela

R. McCarroll, HyeRan Kim-Cragg

and Antonio Muñoz-García

Received: 2 February 2022

Accepted: 1 July 2022

Published: 6 July 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

religions

Essay

Shifting Epistemologies, Shifting Our Stories—Where Might
We Find Hope for a World on the Brink of Climate Catastrophe?
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Luther Seminary, Saint Paul, MI 55108, USA; mhess@religioused.org

Abstract: In the early 1990s, David Orr wrote about the epistemological myths of North American
culture, and offered ecological literacy as a form of resistance. In the same decade, Parker Palmer
confronted dominant epistemologies in religious institutions, and retrieved early Christian frames
by way of resistance. One was writing through the lens of environmental science, and one through
the lens of the desert mothers and fathers of Christian history. Neither acknowledged the First
Nations, Metis and Inuit epistemologies which offered similarly contesting frames. It may be too
late, yet even in a moment of climate catastrophe there is hope that shifting our forms of knowing
can invite pedagogical practices that transform our communities. This essay will articulate the
congruence between these disparate and diverse stances as sacred ground within which to root
embodied, theologically astute pedagogies for the 21st century. Several pragmatic exercises that have
emerged as fruitful for learners seeking to embody compelling counter narratives are also offered.

Keywords: environmental education; religious education; indigenous epistemologies; storytelling
exercises; story categories; adult development

1. Introduction

Story matters. Story offers context and connects to larger contexts. Story helps us to
make sense of ourselves and each other. We live embedded in a cacophony of stories, most
of which are digitally mediated in some fashion (Hess 2011, 2016, 2018, 2019a, 2020, 2021).
In 2022, as the world faces climate devastation, how we tell the story of transcendence, of
relationship with God, with the earth, and with each other is impossibly urgent. Yet we
must try to find ways to discern how to untangle the knots of destructive stories, and braid
those of hope and resilience together.

Let me begin this essay by noting that I grew up near the shores of Lake Winnebago,
in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, in the United States. For the last two decades, I have lived a
ten-minute walk from the Mississippi River in Saint Paul, Minnesota. Both of these settings
are places where people are encouraged to be outside. I grew up bicycling, skating (both
roller and ice), canoeing, sailing, even rappelling off state park cliffs. When we moved to
Minnesota, we were immediately told that there is no such thing as bad weather only the
wrong clothing, and invited into multiple forms of outdoor recreation.

The “outdoors”, then, has always been a big part of my life and the contexts in which
I have lived. But note the ways in which I was invited to experience the outdoors: always
as a place to play, as a form of “recreation”, as something to be enjoyed. Yet both of these
places—Oshkosh, Wisconsin and Saint Paul, Minnesota—hold haunting histories in their
very grounds. “Oshkosh” was the name of a Menominee Indian chieftain, yet I grew
up with little or no knowledge of the anguish, injustice, and deep loss endured by the
Ho-Chunk (Winnebago) people at the hands of settlers, a history that continues in so many
ways. One of my favorite walking paths takes me past the confluence of the Mississippi
and Minnesota rivers, a place deeply sacred to the Dakota peoples, the ground of their
creation, and also the place of their internment and much death following the US-Dakota
war in 1862 (Carley 1961; Westerman and White 2012).
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How is it that the “story of the outdoors”—a story that led me to work for a conserva-
tion organization shortly after college—has never been shared with me with deep enough
memory and care to include these elements of the land’s story? At least one response to
that question lies at the heart of what it means to do environmental education, and thus the
challenges we must face if we as a whole community of creation are to care for our deeply
ailing world.

Stories come in multiple forms, some of which are transformative and many of which
are “de-formative” and deeply destructive. A story which invites you into more complex
meaning, which shares ways to resist oppression, or even simply draws you into deeper
empathy, can be profoundly transformative. Stories which constrain imagination, limit
connection, dehumanize and polarize, on the other hand, can be deeply destructive.

Who tells stories, the context in which the stories are engaged, and the process by
which we share them is an essential element of the meaning we construct with them. The
competition over what it means to know, over who is a knower, over who determines what
is authoritative, indeed, what it even means “to know” is the challenge we must face if we
are to be attentive to the sacred stories at the heart of religious community. The conflict
over our central epistemological assertions is clearly visible at the heart of environmental
catastrophes. Was the world created in seven 24 h days, or is evolutionary theory a more
adequately descriptive frame for seeing each other and the earth? Are human actions
implicated in the changes we are detecting in glacial ice, or are such changes predestined
and unchangeable manifestations of a deity’s transcendent agency?

The challenges here are not about making choices between one reality and another,
but rather about understanding with humility and complexity how we can embody stories
which frame our world through scientific lenses and theological ones. I believe we must
draw on the ancient—and still present—meaning-making frames our indigenous siblings
offer us if we are to engage deeply both the despair and the hope that resides amidst this
catastrophe. Indigenous epistemologies move beyond an either/or framing and more
deeply into depicting and embody what it means to know through complex and resilient
story-making and storytelling (Antoine et al. 2018; Garod et al. 2017; Reyhner 2015; Cajete
2015; Kirkness 2013).

In the early 1990s, David Orr, arguably one of the most influential of environmental
educators, wrote about the epistemological myths of North American culture, and offered
ecological literacy as a form of resistance to them (Orr 1994). In the same decade, Parker
Palmer confronted the dominant epistemologies of North American religious institutions,
and retrieved early Christian frames by way of resistance (Palmer 1983, 1998). The former
was writing through the lens of environmental science, and the latter through the lens of the
desert mothers and fathers of Christian history. Neither acknowledged the First Nations,
Metis and Inuit epistemologies which offered similarly contesting frames. Perhaps they
were unaware of these ways of knowing the world, or perhaps they avoided what could
have been cultural appropriation? Regardless of why there was no such acknowledgement,
much of what they wrote is congruent with indigenous meaning-making, and can be even
more deeply transformative for religious communities. One clear way to avoid cultural
mis-appropriation is to develop thorough relational accountability, to learn with and from
indigenous communities while respecting their complexity and commitment. It may be too
late, yet even in a moment of climate catastrophe there is hope that shifting our forms of
knowing can invite pedagogical practices that transform our communities.

I need to share one more part of my own story, so as to contextualize clearly from
whence this argument arises. I write from a very specific space in ways that might be
evocative for others but cannot be prescriptive for people beyond my location. I am a
faculty member at an ELCA Lutheran seminary in Minnesota. I have been there for more
than two decades as their professor of educational leadership. I am also a Roman Catholic
layperson and a white, cis-gendered woman with two adult children and a spouse of more
than three decades, all three of whom are male and cis-gendered. That is a very narrow
stance from which to observe, and I want to write primarily to people who inhabit that kind
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of social location, because far too often we are the producers and enforcers of dominant
cultural streams. I hope that in doing so I may reach such producer/enforcers, and open
up some room for change.

2. Stories and Storying

2.1. A Story of Wolves

There is an ancient story attributed to the Cherokee people1 which tells us that we
are each made up of two wolves, one which is evil and feeds on our anger and other base
emotions, and one which is good and feeds on our joys and compassion. The one we feed
the most will be the one who lives. This is but one way to speak about the competing and
often conflicting impulses and desires that make up what it can mean to be human. Note
where human agency resides in this story: in making choices about what to feed, how to
nurture, a particular dynamic.

I grew up with Christians in churches who tell a story of conflicting emotions and
actions in terms of the Fall in the book of Genesis, and so draw on a theology of original
sin to describe the ways in which we as humans must constantly seek forgiveness from
a judgmental God who rules in omnipotence. Even the overflowing grace of a God who
chooses Incarnation, who chooses to pour Godself out in a kenosis beyond imagining in
the body of Jesus the Christ gets interpreted as seeing God’s action as a “sacrifice” for
our sins, rather than as an exercise in “at-one-ment.” For me, at least, this story has been
profoundly destructive, leading to shame and a temptation to view myself as “saved” while
others are “damned.” There are, however, many other ways to tell the stories of Genesis. I
have been gifted with biblical colleagues who have helped me to follow the Christ into a
sacramental imagination that leads to these other interpretations, each of which tends to
“feed the wolf” in differing ways, and several of which invite us into compassion, justice,
and clear engagement in global interdependence.2

My point here is that we are story people. We tell stories to make sense of ourselves,
of our relationships with others, with God, indeed with all of creation. The challenge
for religious educators in the uncertainty, constant change, and turmoil of the worlds we
inhabit is to ignite curiosity about the stories we hold most dear, to curate versions of them
that are life-giving, and to help people develop the practices and capacities necessary for a
thriving religious imagination.

2.2. Three Curricula

Educators have long observed, as did Elliott Eisner in 1985, that learning is embodied
in three curricula: the explicit, the implicit, and the null (Eisner 1985; Kim-Cragg 2019). The
explicit curriculum being that which we intentionally seek to teach, the implicit being those
elements, that information, which we pick up unintentionally or around the edges of any
explicit curriculum. The null curriculum, perhaps the most powerful of all, is that which
we learn through silences, through taboos.

I grew up with an explicit curriculum about the outdoors being a place in which to
play, a resource for my enjoyment, a source of beauty and peace. The implicit curriculum
of those spaces carried as well the sense that I as a human being had both the right and
the ability to plumb those spaces to their depths for my enjoyment. The null curriculum,
the silence at its heart, taught me to ignore the histories behind the names of these places
I loved, to not listen for the anguish emerging there. It also taught me, a white person
growing up in a middle-class space, not to ask where everyone else was. Why were there
not people of many other races enjoying these spaces? The native peoples who had tended
that land for centuries were simply an ancient stereotype. The enslaved peoples, and the
people who had been brought to build the railroad from Asian lands, these people were
nowhere to be found in the spaces I inhabited, and that was typical, that was what I learned
was the norm, how it was supposed to be. Never mind that Wisconsin as a state in the
1970s and 1980s as I grew up had many communities of people in it from many vastly
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differing lands and contexts. I learned not to ask certain questions, and I learned not to see,
not to feel, certain kinds of pain (Brookfield and Hess 2021).

It is this combination of the three curricula that we need to break open. As renowned
scholar of leadership Brené Brown has written: “... numbing vulnerability is especially
debilitating because it doesn’t just deaden the pain of our difficult experiences; numbing
vulnerability also dulls our experiences of love, joy, belonging, creativity, and empathy. We
can’t selectively numb emotion. Numb the dark and you numb the light”. (Brown 2012,
p. 137). Refusing to acknowledge the pain and the anguish of these places also means I,
like so many others who grew up in these “curricula”, have been cut off from the deep joy
and love to which our God invites us. Far from feeding only one of the wolves, we are
essentially starving ourselves all together (Ayres 2021).

2.3. A Global Pandemic in the 2020s

It is 2022 as I write this piece, and there are diametrically opposed stories vying for
our attention and embodiment. We are currently in the third year of a global pandemic
due to the SARS-CoV2 virus. The stories swirling around compete constantly for our
attention. Is this a mild bug, a mild flu? Is this a devastating virus which has killed
more than 1,000,000 people in the US alone? Is this a viral vector deliberately created by
sinister entities seeking to implant nanochips in people? Are basic measures like physical
distancing and masking social goods to be embraced by all? Or are vaccines and face
coverings deceptive and hidden attempts to erase personal freedoms?

Notice, though, how few of these stories lift up the possible origins of this virus in the
devastation of our global home, and the climatic changes that are ruining biomes. There is
actually a lot of scientific evidence that this virus, and others sure to follow it, are being
born and finding pools in which to grow and mutate, because of the profoundly altering
impact humans are having on our earth, on our shared home.3 Here again there is a null
curriculum that is preventing us from perceiving deeply that to which our God (at least in
Christian settings, the ones from which I speak) is calling us.4

What might we observe about this discontinuity, this disconnect between the ubiqui-
tous stories that heighten our fears and anxieties in terms of individual responsibility, and
any others that might articulate shared and communal forms of knowing?

The story of the two wolves has been embedded in so much popular culture that it
has lost much of its original context.5 If we could retrieve and reclaim some of that context,
we could learn that the native communities telling this story (and so many others) begin
within a shared space of collective knowing. Their epistemological standpoint, if you will,
is thoroughly communal, deeply relational, and explicitly story-driven. It is not simply
that each individual person “feeds” their wolves, but also that the very notion of having
within oneself a “wolf” is connected with a way of viewing oneself and creation as deeply
entwined. I would caution here against the cultural mis-appropriation of notions of a
“spirit animal” that have become so dangerously popular,6 and emphasize instead that
this story arises within an epistemological stance which honors all of creation, and views
human persons as but one participant in that creation (Garod et al. 2017; Reyhner 2015;
Cajete 2015; Kirkness 2013).

2.4. Genesis Stories and beyond

Christians who inhabit the kind of social location in which I find myself need to be
asking profound questions about the Genesis stories, and whether there might be a different
standpoint, a different form of knowing, from which to hear and embrace that story (Dahill
and Martin-Schramm 2016; Johnson 2014; Rasmussen 2013). For instance, Parker Palmer
describes in his book To Know As We Are Known, an interpretation of that story which
suggests that Adam and Eve

. . . were driven from the Garden because of the kind of knowledge they reached
for—a knowledge that distrusted and excluded God. Their drive to know arose
not from love but from curiosity and control, from the desire to possess powers
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belonging to God alone. They failed to honor the fact that God knew them first,
knew them in their limits as well as their potentials. In their refusal to know as
they were known, they reached for a kind of knowledge that always leads to
death. (Palmer 1983, p. 151)

This is an interpretation of the story which highlights our need to stand in humility
and awe, rather than reaching for power. There is a story in Genesis that is far more
often told when thinking about creation and the environment, and that is the story of
God giving Adam “dominion” over creation. Rather than interpreting that word in its
sense of “domain” and “tending to the domain”—an epistemological stance that would
be congruent with seeing humanity as part of creation—that text has far too often been
understood as granting humans power over creation, and as a license for domination
(Chamberlain 2000, p. 137).

3. Teaching with Story

3.1. Four Kinds of Stories

How might we engage these iconic stories in ways that draw people into deeper and
more grounded versions, that emphasize the love of which Palmer writes, and the humility
of being part of, not owner or controller, of creation? Seeking to understand how to shift
interpretation means seeking to understand engaging story, storying, storytelling. It demands
that we understand the stance, the epistemologies, we wish to honor. Bell and her team,
while working in the field of anti-racism education, have identified four categories of stories
that help to illuminate this task of transformative interpretation and learning. They write of
“dominant or stock”, “concealed”, “resistance”, and “counter” stories (Bell et al. 2008).

“Dominant or stock” stories are those which are “the most public and ubiquitous in
dominant, mainstream institutions”. They are told by those who hold control in various
discursive terrains, and who are able to embed their stories in public rituals, monuments,
school curricula, and many other institutional and structural forms. They “tell us a lot
about what a society considers important and meaningful”.

“Concealed” stories, in contrast, while existing in the same spaces as so-called stock
stories, “most often remain in the shadows, hidden from public view”. These stories might
be “told and retold by people in the margins whose experiences and aspirations they
express and honor”. Yet there is a seductive element to such stories because only “insiders”
know them and in our current information ecology they can be drawn into conspiracy
frameworks all too easily.

The third kind of story, “resistance” stories, are “both historical and contemporary,
that tell about how people have resisted forms of oppression such as racism, challenged the
stock stories that support it, and fought for more equal and inclusive social arrangements”.
Such stories can teach us about perspectives and practices that have existed throughout
our history up to the present time, thus expanding our vision of what is possible in our
own work for the kin-dom of God. Note that even a small shift—from “kingdom of God”
to “kin-dom of “God”—invites resistance to dominance.

The final category of which they write, “counter stories”, contains stories which “are
new stories that are deliberately constructed to challenge the stock stories. They build on
and amplify resistance stories, they offer ways to interrupt the status quo and work for
change. These stories enact continuing critique and resistance to the stock stories and enable
new possibilities for inclusive human community” (Bell et al. 2008, p. 19 and following).

3.2. When Counter Stories Get Co-Opted into Stock Stories

It is critical to grasp that indigenous epistemologies are counter stories within hege-
monic cultural spaces. They may well offer resistance stories, and to some extent have
been concealed from dominant view, but at their heart they are “new” stories, in the sense
that they are from an entirely different frame than that which structures the stories of
dominance within which I grew up (DeMars and Tait 2019).
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Yet at the same time, it is also possible to perceive the ways in which a story that arose
in a very specific context, within a very specific epistemology, can be drawn into one of
these four categories (Ng 2020). We both know and understand how important context is,
and yet need to begin to grasp that context collapse is all around us. Context collapse is
part of what occurs when stories from one specific people, told in a specific context and
with a specific set of practices, get lifted up and floated on the global digital sea, losing
most of that context (Hess 2019b, p. 215). This happens all too often with stories that arise
from within indigenous communities. A very famous example might be the teary-eyed
Indian commercial/PSA from the 1970s (https://youtu.be/8Suu84khNGY, accessed on
1 February 2022). In that commercial an Indian paddling his canoe down a highly polluted
stream evokes a commitment to the land that is now almost past retrieving. His single
tear, highlighted by the camera, has an accompanying narration in an ominously deep
male voice saying “people start pollution, people can stop it”. The “solution”? Write for a
pamphlet on how to “Keep America Beautiful”.

Here a thoroughly relational element between a person and the land which is charac-
teristic of many indigenous epistemologies is being used to attempt to catalyze opposition
to littering. Never mind that genocide and centuries of settler colonialism have erased these
peoples from the very land they were connected to, here the native person is constructed
wholly as a stereotype and used instrumentally in the service of the dominant story. To be
blunt, individual litter was never the real environmental problem (a reality to which the
smoke stacks belching smog in the background of the commercial make subtle allusion).

In 2022, a commercial aired selling a package of streaming media (Hulu, Disney+,
and ESPN) starring the actor Dave Bautista as he paddled a canoe (https://youtu.be/C
c6QxlXjvWU, accessed on 1 February 2022) down a quiet stream. The version airing
within mobile games includes him trailing his hand in the water while saying “I love you,
stream”. Fifty years of advertising have developed from a native person at the heart of
a PSA bemoaning littering, to an ad for streaming media with a person whose physical
characteristics subliminally evoke native stereotypes (olive-toned skin, long hair pulled
back in a single ponytail, actions which clearly relish the “outdoors”) and which seeks to
sell digital media streams.

Here a comprehensive connection to the land and its resources, understood within
many native epistemologies as a relative, is trivialized and narrowed down to an excuse
for staying hooked to a computer screen even while outdoors “in nature”. This is an
example of how counter stories arising from indigenous epistemologies have been drawn
into dominant stories, perhaps identified as somewhat “concealed” or “minoritized”—but
nonetheless understood only in relation to a dominant story.

3.3. A Counter Story of Ecological Literacy

In practical theological terms, the challenge is not simply to offer better interpretations
of biblical stories, but also to deconstruct the racism and other oppressive dynamics
structured into all of our stock representations through their underlying epistemological
framing, through what is understood to be “knowledge” and what constitutes “knowing”.
Hearlson calls this “unmasking of idols” (Hearlson 2021, p. 138).

Scholars and teachers within the movement for environmental education have been
seeking for decades to push back against dominant stories. Consider the basic assertions
that David Orr (1994), a key figure in environmental education in the US, offered by
identifying what he termed “key myths” of US culture.

3.3.1. Myths Which Prevent Ecological Literacy

• Ignorance is a solvable problem
• With enough knowledge and technology we can manage planet Earth
• Knowledge is increasing and by implication human goodness
• We can adequately restore that which we have dismantled
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• The purpose of education is that of giving you the means for upward mobility and
success

• Our culture represents the pinnacle of human achievement (Orr 1994, p. 8 and following)

The “US culture” he is writing of here is clearly a dominant story that encapsulates
white supremacy, and in doing so removes human beings, at least those characterized as
white, from connection to the land in deeply relational ways. He asserts, by way of contrast,
that learning should be focused as follows.

3.3.2. Ecological Literacy Contrasts

• All education is environmental education (null, implicit, explicit)
• The goal of education is not mastery of subject material but of one’s person
• Knowledge carries with it the responsibility to see that it is well used in the world
• We cannot say that we know something until we understand the effects of this knowl-

edge on real people and their communities
• The importance of “minute particulars” and the power of examples over words
• The way learning occurs is as important as the content of particular courses (Orr 1994,

p. 8 and following)

3.4. A Counter Story from Christianity

In the same decade that Orr was writing, Parker Palmer published The Courage to
Teach (Palmer 1998), a book which has become a key text throughout the country in courses
focused on helping people learn to teach. Indeed, it has been reprinted so often that it has
both a 10th and a 20th anniversary edition. Even prior that book, however, a full decade
earlier, Palmer published To Know As We Are Known (Palmer 1983). In his books, Palmer
sought to retrieve what he identified as an ancient form of knowing rooted in the lives of
the desert mothers and fathers. The writings of these people, generally understood to be
Christians who lived in first few centuries following Jesus and who fled into the desert
regions of what is now Egypt to form monastic communities, have become central to a
retrieval of contemplative and communal forms of Christian knowing. Palmer has sought
to help contemporary teachers shift their practices to embody this form of knowing he has
termed “the community of truth”.

Much like Orr, Palmer’s arguments sought to dethrone what he labeled an “objectivist
myth”. His diagrams make his ideas clear, but they cannot be reprinted in this article due
to copyright constraints.7 Palmer’s “community of truth” is a profoundly relational, as
contrasted with relativist, way to conceptualize what it means to know. In his description,
every entity knows, and even that which is known has agency: the topic or subject at the
heart of our knowing impacts what we know. How we see shapes what we see, and what
we see shapes how we see. To teach within this conception, within this frame of knowing,
is to design spaces in which this “community of truth” can be genuinely embodied.

Palmer writes in a later book, with Arthur Zajonc, that physicist Henry Stapp believes that:
“it is no longer possible even to think of the atom as a discrete entity . . . an elementary particle
is not an independently existing, unanalyzable entity. It is, in essence, a set of relationships
that reach outward to other things” (Palmer and Zajonc 2010, p. 26). Further, they draw on the
work of philosopher of science, Ian Barbour, to suggest that: “Nature is understood now to be
relational, ecological, and interdependent. Reality is constituted by events and relationships
rather than separate substances or separate particles. We are now compelled to see nature as “a
historical community of interdependent beings (Palmer and Zajonc 2010, p. 26)”.

This profoundly interconnected, interdependent conception of reality can be linked, as
Palmer suggests, to the ancient work of the desert mothers and fathers (Palmer 1983, p. 207
and following). I often offer students the “sound bite” version of Palmer’s assertions
by noting that “the more diverse the knowers, the more robust the knowing”. This is
a story about knowing, an epistemological argument, that is deeply congruent with the
contrasting epistemologies shaped by First Nations, Metis, and Inuit peoples in North
America. Indeed, some scholars believe that this conception of knowing as thoroughly
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relational (not relativist), and profoundly embodied in story is a key similarity across
indigenous epistemologies the world over.8

3.5. Mediated Stories as Entry Points into the Trauma Found in Stock Stories

What could it mean, for those of us embedded in the dominant stories of North
America, to find ways to move to a more grounded—and I use that metaphor deliberately—
conception of knowing? Knowing through story requires learning a series of embodied
practices. Herein lies hope: hope for transformation (James and Brookfield 2014), hope for
renewing relationship (Brookfield and Holst 2011), hope for leaning into the sacramentality
of creation (Johnson 2014), the embodied and multi-sensory forms of knowing that can be
understood as being at the very heart of Christianity (Smith 2004).

Consider the story of the two wolves with which I began this essay. Where did it come
from? Who told it? In what context did I encounter it? What elements of my own already
existing sense of story did it hook into? A story invites imagination, it invites “feeling
with”, it casts a vision for how to perceive that which is around and within you. It also
narrows focus, and spotlights elements to the exclusion of other elements upon which it
casts shadows.

In this third year of the COVID pandemic, Adam McKay wrote and produced a film
entitled Don’t Look up which was then sold to stream online through Netflix. This satirical
comedy imagined a giant comet streaking towards the earth, certain to destroy the earth all
together.9 The film highlights the commercial success of misdirected and even patently false
information, and the extent to which vast numbers of people with the structural capacity
to respond to an existential threat instead are drawn into petty and self-serving dynamics.
The president of the US in the film, the military advisors, the mass stream “news” anchors:
all of them are in thrall to immediate polling numbers, the latest celebrity scandal, and
their own personal anxieties.

As is often stated, if you cannot imagine it, it is difficult to work towards transfor-
mation. Further, if you cannot feel it, how are you to desire transformation? Stock stories
numb our emotions, they hide and deny anguish, they seek to teach us that helping each
other somehow harms us by creating “dependence” (Stone 2008). We have to reclaim our
ability to sense and feel pain, and then to heal and grow with it. Just as the two wolves story
suggests we must “feed the wolf” of joy and love, we can engage the Christian story of Jesus
as one in which Jesus engages in relationship with everyone, no matter how marginalized,
and as a story in which “being baptized into death” yet brings forth life.

Resmaa Menakem has described two different kinds of pain that attend trauma. He
describes a traumatic event as “an incident that causes physical, emotional, spiritual, or
psychological harm. The person experiencing the distressing event may feel threatened,
anxious, or frightened as a result. In some cases, they may not know how to respond, or
may be in denial about the effect such an event has had”. In 2022, we are surrounded
by traumatic events, events that are entwined with environmental injustice, with deeply
oppressive relationships with creation (or the lack thereof). But Menakem describes trauma
not as an endpoint, but rather as the starting point for asking how we are to heal. In doing
so he suggests that there are at least two kinds of pain: “clean” pain and “dirty” pain. Clean
pain is “pain that mends and can build your capacity for growth. It’s the pain you feel
when you know what to say or do; when you really, really don’t want to say or do it; and
when you do it anyway, responding from the best parts of yourself”. While dirty pain is
the “pain of avoidance, blame, or denial—when you respond from your most wounded
parts” (Menakem 2018, p. 26).

Do dominant or stock stories help us to distinguish between clean and dirty pain?
Or instead, do they seek to numb us to the pain, hide its origins, and deflect engagement
with it? Might they in fact be supporting precisely the kind of “numbing” of which Brown
warned? In the film Don’t Look Up, the only hints of a different way to view reality come in
brief glimpses of animals amidst the beauty of nature. In contrast, we see many examples
of attempts to ignore, deny, and numb what Menakem would label “dirty” pain in the
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actions of the main characters. Perhaps one of the clearest examples of dirty pain in that
film, of someone who numbs themselves to reality, comes from a scientist who gets drawn
into an adulterous relationship with a media celebrity rather than deal with the pain in
his family.

The film concludes with a small group of people who sought unsuccessfully to inter-
vene in the disaster, eating one final meal together and sharing their sense of the peace
that can come from deep relationality, even as the comet obliterates them. It is a bleak
ending, and once again reinforces the notion that it is up to individual human beings
ensconced in particular structures of power to change things. It concludes that ordinary,
everyday human beings have little or nothing to contribute in transformation. Yet even
in that bleakness there is also a glimpse of the hope and joy that can come in sharing a
simple meal, in being with loved ones. Indeed, the only depiction of religion in the whole
film comes in this final scene when a millennial who has left a conservative evangelical
upbringing behind offers a profound prayer. There is hope to be found here, even if it is a
bleak hope, in acknowledging that we are all part of one another—indeed of all of creation.

3.6. Digital Stories as Entry Points into Resistance and Counter Stories

There are a nearly infinite number of examples of short pieces available through
Youtube that offer an imagination for such hope that is deeper and vividly depicted. There
are four that are particularly pertinent here.

The first is a film produced by the Bioneers,10 with Robin Kimmerer narrating, entitled
“the Honorable Harvest”. In this piece, Kimmerer offers the insight of a counter story that
the honorable harvest is a “covenant of reciprocity between humans and the living world”.
This covenant demands an understanding that the lives we are taking, when we pick plants,
are the “lives of sovereign beings . . . . And in order to accept their gift we owe them at least
our attention”. She goes on to describe how she has been taught “never to take the first
plant that you see . . . If you are going to take a life, you have to be personally accountable
for it”. This is a way of seeing the world, a way of knowing, that is very much part of
the epistemological frames I noted earlier, within native communities. Robin Kimmerer
herself is an enrolled member of the Potowatomi Nation. Her description of the “honorable
harvest” also has clear resonance with the “community of truth” of which Palmer writes.

A second piece produced by The Intercept, and narrated by Alexandria Ocasio Cortez,
is entitled “A Message from the Future”.11 In this short animation, Cortez imagines herself
twenty years in the future, looking back on both the climate devastation wrought by
humans, and also the hopeful interventions and shifts made possible when human beings
organize collectively to offer universal health care, universal income, universal access to
work. Hers is a profoundly political message, but one which is shaped by ideas about
collective action and collective accountability. She is narrating a resistance story, one which
invites an imagination that could develop into a counter story.

A third piece is an excerpt from a much longer film which is an interview with Joanna
Macy.12 In this short excerpt, she describes what it means to “befriend our despair,” and in
doing so talks about how we as a “planet people” are “sick in our soul”. She suggests that
we “need pain to alert us to what needs attention”. Rather than treating pain as an “enemy
to our cheerfulness”, we need to understand (as does the first noble truth of Buddhism) that
“there is suffering”. She remembers her early childhood in the Christian church to draw out
a belief that recognizing the pain of our suffering world is essential. “Pain opens the heart
and the eyes so you can see the beauty.” Here she is offering an example of Menakem’s
“clean” pain, and inviting us to see—as does Brown—how refusing to numb our emotions
is crucial.

Finally, a fourth piece is a short music video by the group Birdtalker, entitled “One.”13

This song uses a poem by Rumi to narrate a string of images which ignite imagination
for the heartbeat of creation, a heartbeat in which we all participate. A line from the
song, “underneath what’s detectable with eyes, every particle’s vibrating with the one
life”, makes clear the interdependent, entwined nature of reality. This is my briefest but
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perhaps most compelling example of a counter story rooted in this alternate epistemology,
this connected and relational and accountable form of knowing.

I offer these four examples because they are diverse, grounded in wildly different
spaces, and yet all four offer a narrative, a story, a vision of an inter-connected, inter-
dependent world that is in sharp contrast to dominant narratives. They are available via
digital media, they invite curiosity about our deep relationality, they draw on multiple
senses—visual, aural—to embody their story, and they each refuse to succumb to despair.

4. Developmental Psychology for Transformation

How are we to engage stories, then, how can we help people to see “through” the
satirical lens of dominant media, and to seek out and embrace resistance stories in ways
that might move us into the “community of truth” of which Palmer writes, the “ecological
literacy” of Orr; indeed, the contrasting epistemological frames offered by long minoritized
indigenous communities that provide profound counter narratives?

To return to the biblical stories we first read in Genesis, for those of us working within
Christian contexts at least, we have a set of stories that have come to be understood within
a fairly narrow range of interpretations. Before we can even begin to articulate alternatives,
resistance stories that might help us move to counter stories, we have to understand where
people are, how they have understood what it means to be Christian, particularly as part of
or in relation to Creation. This is urgent work that demands that we understand working
at the level of heart knowledge, not simply cognitive ideas. This is work that demands
transformation in the ways we know.

Robert Kegan, a constructive developmental psychologist, is eloquent about how
transformation of meaning-making unfolds in adult life. He has demonstrated that adult
learning and development proceeds in a spiral fashion that can be identified as “confirma-
tion, contradiction, continuity” (Kegan 1982, p. 123 and following). He and his colleagues
have documented different forms of meaning-making that can develop in adulthood. Of
specific interest here are the shifts they have observed when people move from what they
have labelled a “socialized mind with cross-categorical meanings” to a “self-authoring
mind capable of complex systemic” meaning-making. At least for people who carry one or
more of the identity markers that confer privilege in our systems of dominance (gender,
race, age, ability, economic status, education, and so on), it is a “self-authoring mind” that
needs to be cultivated to be able both to see these systems and begin to construct ways
beyond them.14 It is a “self-authoring” mind that invites relational accountability, and
offers the capacity to embody such.

As an example, if you are watching the 2022 commercial for streaming services I
described earlier, could you differentiate between the experience of joy and curiosity
you might experience in engaging stories in such digital streams while at the same time
acknowledging the tenuous relationship with the outdoors that is being depicted? If
connection to the outdoors truly is to bring connection and joy, how might you be fully
present to it? Holding awareness of both at the same time is a deeply challenging stance
that emerges within a self-authoring mind.15 In a similar dynamic, is it possible to engage
the stories of Genesis—particularly of the Garden of Eden, of the Fall, of the expulsion from
the Garden—as deep truths and at the same time enter into the awe and wonder evoked by
scientific explanations of the Big Bang, and the ever expanding and evolving Cosmos?

In the worlds in which the biblical stories first arose as compelling truths, in the social
spaces of oral culture, all that we can glean at this many centuries of distance from their
first telling suggests that a deep relationship with Creation was the center and heartbeat of
that imagination (Johnson 2014; Jennings 2010). When Palmer writes of a “community of
truth” that centers on learning a topic, a subject such that that topic, that subject, has real
subjectivity and agency itself, he is echoing in the language of rationalist western culture,
something that appears to me, at least, to be deeply rooted in the epistemological frames,
the stories and practices, of so many indigenous peoples.
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Robin Kimmerer (trained in the western practices of environmental and forest biol-
ogy, and also an enrolled member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation) is one of the few
teacher/scholars I have encountered who is able to speak in these disparate languages
(Kimmerer 2013). Her description of the “honorable harvest” I noted above in the short
video, offers the two frames side by side, or perhaps intermingled, in a way that bridges
some of the distance that might be perceived between them, while at the same time lifting
up the essential moral convictions embedded in indigenous epistemologies.16 Palmer is
seeking a similar moral conviction, when he urges readers to recognize that “we know as
we are known” by a God who is relational within God’s very self, in the social Trinity. So,
too, Pope Francis when he urges “care for our common home” (Pope Francis 2015).

Why does this matter to environmental education in religious settings?
Joanna Macy is quoted by ter Kuile (2020) as noting four metaphors for describing our

relationship with creation:

The first is to think of the world as a battlefield in which the forces of good fight
the forces of evil. In this frame of mind, the earth is a resource to be mined and
shaped to meet our human desires . . . .

Macy identifies the second paradigm as viewing the world as a trap.

Instead, argues Macy, we might think of the world as our lover. “When you see
the world as lover, every being, every phenomenon, can become an expression of
that ongoing, erotic impulse . . .

The fourth and final paradigm Macy invites us into is seeing the world as self.
No longer is nature something outside of us, a landscape for us to admire or even
to love—instead, we are nature. (quote in ter Kuile 2020, pp. 142–46)

This is a description that, at a minimum, comes from a “self-authoring mind”, perhaps
it even stretches into what Kegan calls a “self-transforming mind”.17

Do those psychological labels matter? Only if we can use them as a way to deepen
our empathy for the learning challenges we are facing in doing environmental education
entwined with religious education. As Kegan notes, transformative learning proceeds from
confirmation through contradiction and beyond only if and when sufficient continuity is

present. What can offer such continuity? What are the resources, the stories, we can use
that will hold us in such a way that we can perceive the contradictions we face without
descending into despair? Can we find our way into these forms of knowing that offer hope
in the midst of climate catastrophe? Is there a way to be present to our pain, to refuse to
ignore or deny what is going on all around us, and instead to live into deep relational
accountability?

In this third year of the global pandemic, I want to recall the early months, the summer
of 2020, when most of the world was enduring some form of stark lockdown. The enforced
physical separation led many of us to mourn what we were losing when our relational
patterns were so sharply disrupted. There was a short video spreading wildly, circulating
“like a virus” in March of 2020 entitled “#ASCOLTATE #LISTEN—a letter from the virus”.
Since then, many, many different versions of a “communication from the virus” have been
created and shared. One I particularly like is by a group called Sustainable Humans and is
entitled “What might we learn from COVID”.18 These pieces which ignited imagination
and drew global attention (as evidenced by their wide sharing),19 imagined the virus as
having subjectivity, as acting with intent, the intent being to force humans to slow down, to
pause, to quiet ourselves, and to listen to all that we are doing that is harming the earth
and its inhabitants. These videos urge us to see human beings intimately bound up with
all of creation; to see, as Macy suggests, that “we are nature”.

That same summer, in May of 2020, George Floyd was murdered by a police officer
near my hometown in Minneapolis, Minnesota. As the urgent uprising following that
murder unfolded, and as the funerals and memorials began, many people remarked on
how the video that 17-year-old Darnella Frazier filmed as the murder unfolded captured
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the attention of a nation in lockdown. There was surprise that people were able to focus, to
listen, to sense their own anguish and outrage at what was happening, and recognition that
that awareness was possible precisely because so many people were bereft of their usual
entertainment distractions. The Rev. Al Sharpton, in offering words at George Floyd’s
memorial in Minneapolis that June of 2020, noted that we are “in a different time, a different
season”.20 He was doing a riff on the Ecclesiastes 3 text, and urging people in the midst of
a time of COVID disruption, to use the space created by not having popular entertainment
to distract us, to use that space to focus a spotlight on the brutality and systemic racism
embedded in our systems of policing.

This season—of COVID, of global uprising in relation to racial injustice—has perhaps
disrupted our dominant stories just enough for us to long for a different way to view the
world, to long for a different form of knowing.

Confirmation, Contradiction, Continuity

In helping us to understand how to support transformative learning with adults,
Kegan writes of confirmation, contradiction, continuity. The pandemic brought huge
disruptions and exposed deep contradictions in our meaning-making. In some ways, it
has created room by stopping us in our tracks, and alerting us to what can happen when
we care for each other. Yes, there has been tremendous injustice, hatred, fear, and outrage
provoked by this virus. But there has also been renewed awareness of our connections
to the natural world. There was already attention being brought to the power of “forest
bathing,” of “spending time in nature,” of rebuilding broken connections prior to the
pandemic (Hari 2020), a process which the enforced physical isolation of the pandemic
only accelerated.

The pandemic has renewed awareness of the joy of simply being outside, of short
walks in a neighborhood, of creating things by hand, and of course, of the deep joy that
can come from re-connecting after a time of loss and isolation. It has also, at the same time,
brought attention to the plight of those who do not have the privilege of spending joy-filled
time outdoors, people who are isolated by their health, by their socioeconomic status, by
the conditions of their employment or lack thereof. And perhaps most of all, it has brought
attention to those who are unhoused, those who are outside because they have no choice
but to be outside.

Such complex storytelling is not only joy-filled storytelling about the outdoors, but
rather storying that recognizes the dangerous, anxiety-provoking, anguished lives of those
on the margins of our economies. I suspect that some of those stories were told, at least in
dominant media streams, because there was finally a recognition of how inter-connected we
are, of how much public health is shaped not by the most secure but by the most vulnerable
among us. Religious educators need to pick up on and highlight the interconnected
relationality evoked here, rather than the fear-mongering and shame of telling these stories
as “stock” or dominant stories.

The many and diverse realities of living within a global pandemic offer us elements
of what it means to be human that we can “confirm,” to use Kegan’s language, and in
doing so expose the “contradictions” (again, Kegan’s language) that are visible when racial
injustice is filmed and shared widely, when a pandemic reaches into all corners of the globe
and makes clear the inequities and injustice that are pervasive. Our task is now to provide
the “continuity” that can nourish transformation. This is the work of so many communities,
and an increasing number of authors who are calling us back into relationship, who are
demanding that we see our interdependence and the intimate connections we share, as
necessary (Ayres 2020). They are offering us “continuity” in Kegan’s frame. We are coming
to recognize that religious education, that environmental education, must embed us in
alternative epistemological frames. The continuity we need to face these contradictions,
the ways of knowing the world that can help us to embody deep relationality, have been
here all along if only we listen deeply enough.
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We must find and share resistance stories, and begin to build up counter stories that
draw us into deep empathy, into collective action, into hope even in the midst of climate
catastrophe and the despair it can provoke. These are stories that we can draw from
deep within our religious traditions, they are stories we can glean, interpretations we
can invite, from deep within the history of our tradition, offering continuity and hope
(Fleischer and DeMoor 2015). In order to do so, we must bring the “null” curriculum into
the light, into focus. We need to ensure that our “explicit” and our “implicit” curricula
are aligned with each other, and that the forms of knowing we are nurturing are deeply
connected to these relational and profoundly grounded frames.

The power of these widely shared stories—the “letter from the virus” and Darnella
Frazier’s recording—is clear in what has since unfolded. The challenge to us, in religious
communities in particular, is to offer the continuity that can sustain that transformation,
that can connect these stories to our traditions, to what we might want to retrieve from the
past, to the hope and the faith that creates room for these transformations. That continuity
cannot come from dominant frames of knowing, but demands that we retrieve—and learn
from other communities—forms of knowing that are thoroughly relational, rooted in a
“community of truth.” and deeply interdependent.

Having ignited curiosity about alternative frames for seeing, and curating good re-
sources for deepening and sustaining those perceptions, it is crucial to share practices that
embody these frames, that strengthen and root and ground them. The first step is in the ba-
sic process of “confirmation,” following beyond that into “contradiction” and “continuity.”

In the rest of this essay, I want to share some of what we are doing in my own contexts,
again, not as prescriptive but as evocative examples that I hope will ignite your imagination,
offer ways to find and curate good resources, and that can shape practices of storying.

5. Practices That Support Shifting Meaning Frames, That Invite Transformation

5.1. Story Exercises That Begin in Confirmation

Far too many of us are socialized primarily by the stock or dominant stories of white
supremacy, of neoliberal capitalism, of narrow forms of rationality taught in higher educa-
tion. Shifting the underlying epistemologies to meaning-making frames that emphasize,
interdependence, and accountability begins in offering respect and care for the persons
whose storying we are trying to shift. It is often remarked upon that one of the most sacred
practices we can engage in is deep listening. Or, as community organizers note: people do
not care what you know, until they know that you care. Yet we are not often taught how to
embody such a practice, and certainly the stock/dominant story processes that surround
us emphasize disbelief and criticism, rather than careful listening. The first set of exercises
I offer here are exercises that invite practices of attention, practices that are multi-sensory,
practices that can lead to deeper relationship.

5.1.1. Learning to Breathe

The global pandemic, and renewed attention to police brutality have heightened our
attention to our breath. “I can’t breathe” are often the last words of people held under the
knees of police brutality. “I can’t breathe” is also all too often a symptom of the oxygen
depletion caused by the SARS-CoV2 virus and its many mutations.

Learning to breathe deeply, learning to recognize when our breath has become
shallow—perhaps due to anger, or fear, or outrage—is a very first step. We know, deep in
our core, that we can live for days without food, for perhaps a day without water, but not
even ten minutes without breath. Breath is the gift of oxygen synthesized by the plant and
algae life all around us, the gift scientists have labelled “photosynthesis.” Doing something
as simple as paying attention one’s breath is a first place to begin to embody forms of
knowing that are open to our interdependence with all of creation, and Menakem offers
multiple ways to practice such attention in the midst of our pain. He shares ways to refuse
to numb our emotions but rather to learn with and from them (2018).
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5.1.2. Chanting to Sing

Anyone who has learned to sing knows how important breath is to singing. A simple
way to invite attention to breath beyond the practices already mentioned, is to draw people
into a chant. I am fond of the Julian of Norwich phrase “all will be well, all will be well, and
all manner of things will be well.” When you chant it in a two-tone phrase it can become a
round, and is easily picked up and shared by people. An experience of shared song, in this
simple and connected process, invites wonder and eagerness to keep learning. It “confirms”
a simple reality of connection.

5.1.3. Acknowledging the Land upon Which You Learn

Land acknowledgements are a tiny, a very small, first step in inviting awareness of
the ground upon which we stand in learning. Worked out in concert with members of
local native communities, a land acknowledgement can be a good practice in beginning, in
grounding people for whatever learning event is to unfold.21 Such a practice confirms a
given context, a shared place, with openness to the painful histories that are inscribed there.

5.1.4. Mindful Walking

There are many, many invitations spread across multiple religious communities to
practice “mindful walking.” Perhaps one of the more frequently shared comes from the
work of Thich Nhat Hanh, he of blessed memory, who wrote a piece in the Buddhist
magazine Tricycle describing this practice.22 This practice, like the others named above, is
focused being present to one’s immediate space. It builds capacity for feeling with, not
simply “thinking about.”

5.1.5. Digging in Dirt

One of the exercises that was shared with me, years ago when I first ventured into the
rural environs of Minnesota, came from the Rev. Dr. Mark Yackel-Juleen (2021), who put
down a hula hoop on the ground of the “prairie pothole” in which we were standing at the
time, and helped us to see more than 100 species (grasses, insects, small animals) present
in that small space. Learning that dirt, that the earthen soil in which our food is grown,
is itself a widely varied ecology, is itself a profoundly powerful counter story. Far from
the “dirt” which I learned as a child must be swept away, cleaned off, hosed down, not
tracked into the house, “soil” is a living organism upon which all of our lives depend. This
is actually an example of a practice that begins in “confirmation,” by inviting people to be
present to the land upon which they stand, but then builds into “contradiction” by asking
participants to wonder about our living relationship with this dirt/soil.

5.1.6. Attentive Seeing

Another exercise I frequently use with students is to send them out on a walk through
the neighborhood, wherever we are located (whether in a church, a seminary, a campsite)
with their phone cameras, and then to ask them to take pictures of anything they see that
catches their attention. Next I ask them to walk the same path again, looking for things that
do not do so. That is, I ask them first to take photos of beauty, and then to go back and take
pictures of things they see that they think are ugly, or at least that their eyes skipped over
on the first walk. We bring these photos back into a shared setting, put them up on a screen,
and meditate on them together. Where can we see God in these photos? What is in the
frame of the camera, and what was left out? Many people think they are taking a picture
of something only to look at the photo itself and realize how much was left out, or is not
visible. Bringing context to these images invites stories of the walk around, which in turn
invites a deeper awareness of what it means to “see” in new ways. Many educators have
written about “place-based learning” which clearly has roots in indigenous epistemologies,
whether acknowledged as such or not (Sobel 1996, 2004; Leslie et al. 1999; Sterling 2001;
Litchfield 2019).
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5.1.7. Tracing Water Pathways

The Capitol Region Watershed, a local government entity here where I live, has worked
with local churches to develop a curriculum called “Wade in the Water” that helps young
people to trace the ways water moves in their community, and to see what feeds that
water and what is fed into it that is destructive.23 Water holds such a powerful place in
religious imagination, across multiple traditions, and is an easily accessible entry point into
awareness of interdependence.

5.1.8. Listening to Sound (an Exercise in Sonic Environments)

“Create/share/believe” is a circle I often describe as an instantiation of the social
Trinity, and when drawn upon for religious education it is a recognition and embrace of
our creative “maker” cultures (Hess 2014). The following three exercises become environ-
mentally aware when the prompts used invite stories about relationship with creation.

So many of us have grown accustomed to creating the sonic spaces in which we live
by curating music on our phones and keeping that music on all around us, such that it
becomes a background for existence and we find it increasingly difficult to be quiet, to
inhabit stillness. This exercise is described at length in Engaging Technology in Theological
Education (Hess 2005, pp. 136–39). The learning goal is to invite people to attend to the
ways in which music shapes their emotional senses, and to begin to learn how to listen
more deeply. Once people have done the sonic exercise, it can invite conversation about
stillness, about quiet, and about what the sounds all around us might be inviting us to hear:
whether they are city sounds drowning out any other sounds, or they are the whisper of
wind, the creak of insects, and the calls of birds.

5.1.9. Story Listening in Circle

This is an exercise (described at length in Becoming a White Antiracist, Brookfield and
Hess 2021, pp. 66–83), in which people are invited to sit in groups of four and take turns
telling a brief story based on a shared prompt. Each, in turn, then reflects on the story
through attending to the feelings, the actions, and the values evoked. It is a way to slow
people down to listen to themselves through the ears of others.

5.1.10. Story Listening through Titling

This is another exercise (described at length in Becoming a White Antiracist), that invites
short story sharing in a circle, where the listening results in proposing various titles for
the story. Again, it creates an opportunity to listen closely and build capacity through a
process that is in itself enjoyable.

5.2. Story Paths for Confronting and Contradicting Stock Stories and Igniting Resistance

Having developed some basic practices of story listening and sharing, demonstrating
respect in a circle, “confirming” if you will, the reality of the people with whom you are learning,
it is necessary to move to widen and deepen awareness through contradicting the more narrow
and oppressive dominant/stock stories in which we find ourselves (Schroeter 2019).

It is in listening to, engaging, learning from the stories of indigenous communities that
those of us who are thoroughly shaped by stock stories can begin to hear what has been
concealed from us in ways that nurture resistance. There are so many opportunities to learn
from leaders in First Nations, Metis, and Inuit communities, to learn from the indigenous
peoples who have long tended this earth, and from many other minoritized communities.

The field of religious education has focused more recently on this kind of storytelling,
and there are numerous scholars working in this area. I would highlight in particular the
work of Kim-Cragg (2015, 2019); Tran (2017); Parker (2003); Smith (2004); Baker (2010); and
Kaunda and Sang-man (2021).

Here in Minnesota the project “Healing Minnesota Stories” (https://healingmnsto
ries.wordpress.com accessed on 1 February 2022) invites people to participate in sacred
site pilgrimages led by native guides. These experiential learning events draw people into
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direct contact with the ground upon which they stand, and then share the stories deeply
held by the native communities who have tended that ground.

Film and video streaming have also begun to offer many and varied ways to hear
stories that have been concealed by stock/dominant voices, and to begin to learn the stories
of resistance without unduly burdening or triggering trauma by constantly asking persons
who have been minoritized to share their stories. These are projects that have been created
precisely to share stories. Here are just a handful that we use regularly here in Minnesota,
but I would encourage you to be in contact with the indigenous communities in your own
lands for ideas and resources.

• “Dakota38”, a film (full film made available online: https://youtu.be/1pX6FBSUyQI,
accessed on 1 February 2022)

• “Say Your Name”, a short music video about boarding schools sung by Keith Secola
(https://youtu.be/1UftaoCvMxc, accessed on 1 February 2022)

• “Proud to be”, a PSA created by the National Congress of American Indians to fight
some of the NFL mascot battles. It remains a powerful resistance story (https://youtu.
be/mR-tbOxlhvE, accessed on 1 February 2022)

• “We Shall Remain”, a short film by the Stylehorse Collective in collaboration with tribal
youth programs in Idaho (https://youtu.be/1pX6FBSUyQI, accessed on 1 February 2022)

• “Grace”, a poem written and read by poet laureate Joy Harjo (https://youtu.be/dua
lpWSuT3I, accessed on 1 February 2022)

• More than a single story website (https://morethanasinglestory.com, accessed on
1 February 2022)

• The National Native American Boarding Schools Coalition (https://boardingschool
healing.org, accessed on 1 February 2022)

• ROCO films (a documentary film production company) (https://rocofilms.com, ac-
cessed on 1 February 2022)

• The Hartley Media Impact Initiative (https://auburnseminary.org/hartley/, accessed
on 1 February 2022)

• Adam Mazo and Mishy Lesser at the Upstander Project (https://upstanderproject.org
/dawnland, accessed on 1 February 2022)

5.3. Creating Counter Stories for Building Self in Deep Relation to the Earth (Continuity)

As noted earlier in this essay, the goal of shifting our storying, the learning frame
necessary for coming into deep relationality, for coming to “see ourselves as nature” (Macy),
for coming into a “reciprocal covenant” (Kimmerer), requires offering continuity that
supports people as they move through the contradictions, many of which are deeply
painful and guilt producing, that arise when opening up to wider awareness.

I am reluctant to offer too many examples in this category because I know I am myself
so deeply embedded in dominant/stock stories that I find it most helpful to stand with
humility and listen to my native siblings as they offer their stories. I have been deeply
impacted by authors such as Louise Erdrich, Robin Kimmerer, Peter Razor, Drew Haden
Taylor, Diane Wilson, and so on.

I do want to point, however, to contemplative traditions in Christianity, which have in
many ways kept alive a respect for and engagement with forms of knowing that are not
narrowly rationalist (Smith and Higginbotham 2019). These are the streams which Parker
Palmer has drawn on. Maggie Ross in her book Silence: A User’s Guide, writes of a form
of knowing, of knowledge, that arises in “drinking from the well of silence” (Ross 2014).
Willie James Jennings (2010), in narrating the many paths Christianity took to create and
enforce racialization, notes that there are other paths, roads less traveled, that are evident
in the glimpses we still have of Christians who did not perceive such a stark separation
between humans and animals, between Creation and ourselves.

I am often struck by how many of my students are deeply connected to yoga, or find
certain kinds of Buddhist meditation powerful, but have no idea that similar embodied
practices of prayer exist within Christian traditions as well. Often the best way I know
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to help young adults begin to imagine how Christianity might be a resource for them, is
to introduce them to the embodied practices, the rituals, pilgrimages, shrines, and other
elements I can draw on within my Roman Catholic community.

6. Concluding Notes

I want to conclude by reiterating that we are storying people. To transform our
practices in the midst of climate catastrophe, we must transform our stories. And to do that
we must transform the very ways in which we come to know. That process, at least for
those of us who have been thoroughly socialized into dominant stories, requires a spiral
process of “confirmation, contradiction, and continuity”, drawing us ever more deeply into
a mutual covenant of relationality and reciprocity. Such a covenant has been embodied
and embraced for millennia by indigenous communities, from whom all of us have so
very much to learn. Stepping into such deep and accountable relationality is a process that
demands that we open ourselves up to a full range of emotions, and that we not numb
ourselves to the pain that arises when we are honest about the climate catastrophe we face.
First Nations, Metis and Inuit peoples lead the way here, helping us to see that we are all
part of one another.
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Notes

1 Like many stories from oral cultures, it is difficult to cite the “first” evidence of this story. The Wikipedia article on the story is
regularly updated: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Two_Wolves, accessed on 1 February 2022.

2 One of the more profound articulations of this other way of interpreting Christianity, with a particularly pertinent congruence to
the issues discussed in this essay, is Pope Francis’2015 encyclical Laudato ‘Si: On Care for Our Common Home.

3 A good collection of the growing research on this issue can be found at Harvard’s T. H. Chan School of Public Health (https:
//www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/subtopics/coronavirus-and-climate-change/, accessed on 1 February 2022).

4 Please note that I am thoroughly aware that other religious traditions have powerful ways to speak to these realities as well. I am
simply seeking to stay specific to my social location.

5 Here again the Wikipedia article is useful as it points off to multiple popular culture “takes” on this story.
6 See for instance, Erin Magner, https://www.wellandgood.com/spirit-animal-native-american/ (accessed on 1 February 2022).
7 On a side note, the reality that certain elements of his argument cannot be reproduced due to copyright restrictions is a small, but

powerful, element of the larger argument in which his work is embedded.
8 A particularly powerful and useful guide to such work on indigenous forms of knowing has been made available in an open

textbook format: Pulling Together: A Guide for Curriculum Developers by Asma-na-hi Antoine; Rachel Mason; Roberta Mason;
Sophia Palahicky; and Carmen Rodriguez de France is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International License, except where otherwise noted.

9 More credits for the film are available online: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Don%27t_Look_Up (accessed on 1 February 2022).
10 https://bioneers.org/about/purpose/ (accessed on 1 February 2022), and then the link to the video: https://youtu.be/cEm7gbI

ax0o (accessed on 1 February 2022).
11 The Intercept (https://theintercept.com/about/, accessed on 1 February 2022), https://youtu.be/cEm7gbIax0o (accessed on 1

February 2022).
12 You can access the interview with Macy here: https://youtu.be/7fnEUhZIirw (accessed on 1 February 2022).
13 Birdtalker: https://youtu.be/Odlw8WdsZS8 (accessed on 1 February 2022).
14 I am writing in this article from a very specific location, but I would note here that Walker and Cariaga (2021) offer an important

corrective to this theory by lifting up ways in which hybrid cultural identities must be recognized and engaged.
15 Kegan and associates have also identified a fifth space of meaning-making, something they term a “self-transforming mind”.

That frame could be even more conducive to managing the contradictory stories here, but few adults ever get that far in the spiral
of adult development.

16 For a lengthier treatment of these ideas, her book Braiding Sweetgrass is a wonderful read.
17 In a different discursive terrain Hanchin and Hearlson (2020) suggest that what we need is an “ecological and psychic conversion”

(p. 258 and following).
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18 Originally created in March of 2020 (https://youtu.be/UEgl_TUYOZo accessed on 1 February 2022), many, many versions of
the same idea have been created and shared since then. One I particularly like comes from the Sustainable Humans group:
https://youtu.be/XELczQ3JWQY (accessed on 1 February 2022).

19 Note Jenkins et al. (2013) and their work on “spreadable media” as contrasted with the slang of “viral” media.
20 Visible here at about the 1:46 mark: https://youtu.be/3egsimHziWg (accessed on 1 February 2022).
21 There is much wisdom available as to how to craft such an acknowledgement, beginning with connecting with local native

communities. Basic information can be found here: https://usdac.us/nativeland (accessed on 1 February 2022).
22 Available here: https://tricycle.org/magazine/walk-buddha/ (accessed on 1 February 2022).
23 The curriculum is free to download and available here: http://growinggreenhearts.com/stories/wade-in-the-water-curriculum-

for-community/ (accessed on 1 February 2022).
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Abstract: This article explores how pastoral care is performed in an age of climate change. University
students suffer from a wide range of stresses, reducing their well-being. Climate change compounds
these stress reactions, even where students are not directly affected. As climate change affects
concrete, material matters, human reactions to it may no longer be viewed and treated as purely
inner psychic states. Thus, climate change disrupts usual divisions of material, social, and mental
features as separate categories, underscoring instead the close-knit relations between them. Given
the far-reaching ways climate change affects mental health, the article presents an ethnographical-
theologically-driven model for basic conversation in pastoral care with students in the midst of
escalating climate events. Making use of theories from anthropology, psychology, and theology, this
article builds on in-depth interviews with Danish university chaplains about their pastoral care with
students. The model extrapolates from these theories how pastoral care may support students in the
era of climate change through a triad of organizing themes that come to the fore in the interviews:
“Mothering the Content”, “Loving Vital Force”, and “Befriending the Environment”.

Keywords: pastoral care; climate change; sustainability; psychological stress; university students;
ethnography; in-depth interview; feminist theology; trinity; mentalizing; the new climatic regime

1. Background

“Only rarely do students seek pastoral care specifically expressing a need for help
because of stress arising from climate change. However, the whole preoccupation
with the climate . . . it is a part of the students’ scenario for the future. It enters
the pastoral care room through statements like: ‘I’m now going to live vegan’ or
‘What do we do about the globe?’ or ‘I wonder if we have a future at all?’. The
utterances are placed in the periphery. Yet, climate change remains an underlying
concern in the foreground conversations. Remarks about food and second-hand
clothes, open questions about the acceleration . . . how difficult it is to stop on
your own, like: ‘Can I change it myself?’”

Student Chaplain H

Pastoral care at university has to work with a multiplicity of stress states in students.
Students suffer from different kinds of stress, such as anxiety, depression, bereavement,
discrimination, suicidal ideation, failed studies, loneliness, abuse, breakups, troubled
relationships, family, and interpersonal functioning (Smith and Khawaja 2011; Field et al.
2011; Haldorsen et al. 2014; Appiah-Brempong et al. 2014; Sharp and Theiler 2018; Ribeiro
et al. 2018; January et al. 2018; Thai and Moore 2018; Russell et al. 2019; Klein and Martin
2021). Psychological stress is classically defined as “a particular relationship between
the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding
his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being” (Lazarus and Folkman 1984,
p. 19). Studies have shown that high levels of stress reduce students’ well-being, and this
negatively impacts their performance outcomes (Keech et al. 2018). Even though stress is
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experienced and often treated individually, it can also be viewed as a collective form of
societal reaction (Kirkegaard and Brinkmann 2015).

Studies on students’ mental health have shown positive effects of psychological treat-
ment and prevention and social support (Regehr et al. 2013; Rith-Najarian et al. 2019;
Maymon and Hall 2021). Further, there is a growing awareness that spiritual well-being
and religiousness have a beneficial impact on students suffering from stress (Krägeloh
et al. 2015; Fabbris et al. 2016; Hai et al. 2018; Leung and Pong 2021). Hence, the literature
indicates that pastoral care may also help youth and students in crisis (Cardoso et al. 2012;
Murphy and Holste 2016). Addressing different types of stress and distress in the context of
pastoral care, the American pastoral theologian Robert C. Dykstra (1997), in his book Coun-
seling Troubled Youth, addressed how young people are overwhelmed by forsaken hopes
for a meaningful future. Dykstra drew attention to the importance of pastoral caregivers
having “theoretical knowledge and practical wisdom” to offer youth and students on their
way to finding their “self”.

Following this, recent literature also shows that climate change concerns can lead to
different kinds of psychological distress and stress—a phenomenon often called “climate
anxiety” (McBride et al. 2021; Pihkala 2020). Young people experience a wide range of
emotions related to climate change, including anxiety, anger, grief, fear, powerlessness,
and hopelessness, even though they may not directly be affected by the climate changes
(Wachholz et al. 2014; van Nieuwenhuizen et al. 2021; Burke et al. 2018; Lancet 2021). Studies
indicate that higher pro-environmental behavior among students may be associated with
greater well-being, possibly because it satisfies basic psychological needs like autonomy,
competence, and relatedness (Senbel et al. 2014; van Nieuwenhuizen et al. 2021). However,
while activism may prevent feelings of helplessness and increase young people’s sense
of empowerment, meaning, and purpose, it may also lead to decreased health due to
increasing the stress states (van Nieuwenhuizen et al. 2021).

Studies also suggest that different kinds of psychotherapy may have a positive im-
pact on stress from climate change (Budziszewska and Jonsson 2021). However, climate
stress relief may be viewed from other perspectives and disciplines beyond psychother-
apy. Climate change stresses are not just feelings to be got rid of but indicate lessons to
be learned; climate change stress should not be seen just as a problem to be solved or
a condition to be medicated but rather an important encounter with our awareness of
our impact on the world (Pihkala 2020). We are dealing with a widespread—and often
unconscious—environmental anxiety which posits a pastoral challenge (see, for example,
Campbell-Reed and Lartey 2015; Pihkala 2016; Calder and Morgan 2016; LaMothe 2016;
Miller-McLemore 2020).

Given the far-reaching ways in which climate change affects psychological well-being
among students and the youth, pastoral theology and care may have an important role
to play. In developing alternative dialogues, supportive social networks, and a living
relationship with the Earth, pastoral theology and care may “think and be otherwise”
(LaMothe 2021). Here, some basic questions arise: How might pastoral care conversations
with students respond to states of stress under the further pressure of climate change?
How might these conversations create a basis for the release of stress whilst simultaneously
nourishing opportunities for positive changes in the action and thinking of the students in
their relationship with the Earth?

2. Aim, Empirical Research, and Methodology

2.1. Aim, Argument, and Outline

This article explores the basic contact in pastoral care between chaplains and university
students, addressing the context of climate change. By scrutinizing empirical practices in
pastoral care grounded in theological and psychological theory, the aim is to unfold “a
sustainable pastoral care practice” in the midst of escalating climate events.

The argument is that pastoral care, as it is often intuitively done through social and
material enactments, may hold an emerging climate pastoral care. Such pastoral care
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would contain practices concerned with alleviating stress but would also be given through
communication and a spacious image of God that is related to the single individual through
social-material manifoldness and communality. I aim to show how pastoral care contains a
trust-building and embodied practice as a basis for change as it unfolds a doctrine of the
Trinity which breaks open traditional images of God. Attaching theory to practice may
open new insights and possibilities for pastoral care addressing climate change. Thus, this
article establishes a constructive pastoral theological perspective, not with the purpose of
being in agreement with one particular theology, but for the purpose of outlining a grasp
in pastoral care practice which is consistent with students’ contemporary understanding
of reality.

As a part of my ethnographical-theological research project “Sustainable pastoral care
and stress release”, this article builds on my in-depth interviews with Danish university
chaplains about their student pastoral care. Seeking some kind of order in the chaplains’
many narratives, descriptions of their practices, observations, and interpretations, my
analysis takes a point of departure in the chaplains’ reflections on how stressors from climate
change come to the fore as viewed through the prism of a philosophical-anthropological-
inspired repertoire on climate change (Bruno Latour). Using a theological repertoire,
making reference to a feminist interpretation of Trinity as “Mother, Lover and Friend”
(Sallie McFague), and a psychological repertoire, making use of concepts of “epistemic
trust” and “mentalizing” (Peter Fonagy and colleagues), I develop a pastoral care model
extrapolated through a triad of organizing themes, as they come to the fore in the interviews:
“Mothering the content”, “Loving vital force”, and “Befriending the environment”. The
leading idea is that pastoral care conversations transcend differences between everyday
language and Christian theological language. In fact, the three themes cannot be separated
in pastoral care conversations, rather they unfold together as a network of connections,
which transcends the understanding of them individually. These connections create a
network of entanglements that tie together the psychological, the pastoral, the theological,
and climate-related issues.

2.2. Empirical Material and Method

The empirical data derive from recordings and notes from semi-structured, in-depth in-
terviews with participant observation carried out among eight Danish university chaplains
from the Danish Lutheran Church. The inclusion of chaplains intended a wide socio-
demographic distribution. The ethnographical method used is in line with ethnographical
principles in anthropology and pastoral theology (Spradley 1979; Moschella 2008). The
duration of the interviews varied between 75 and 150 min. Audio records were transcribed.
The chaplains were asked to describe their practice of pastoral care in detail in relation to
different kinds of students’ stress.

Ethical guidelines were followed accurately in relation to The European Code of
Conduct for Research Integrity (ALLEA 2017) and The Danish Data Protection Agency
(Datatilsynet.dk n.d.). The chaplains were provided with information about the research
before the interview and informed that they had the right to withdraw from the study.
Chaplains gave their written consent. All the names mentioned were converted into random
letters to secure anonymity for the persons who participated in the research project.

2.3. Methodology

This article’s use of the term “pastoral care” starts from a broad meaning of the concept,
as it addresses diversity in gender, age, race, sexuality, social class, and religious and non-
religious/secular convictions and values in order to include everyone who seeks pastoral
care. Thus, the concept of pastoral care operates in line with Rodney J. Hunter’s broad
intercultural definition, here cited in a slightly moderated version:

“Pastoral care is considered to be any form of personal ministry to individuals and
to family and community relations by representative religious persons (ordained
or lay) and by their community of faith, who understand and guide their caring
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efforts out of a theological perspective rooted in the tradition of faith.” (Hunter
and Ramsay 2005, p. x)

In order to form a useful clinical resource for the pastoral care of that particular
emotional dilemma that our ecological crisis creates, I draw on three grounds of theories—
from anthropology, theology, and psychology—that inform the practices of pastoral care,
as each of them in different ways corresponds through different kinds of perspectives that
operate and relate—with their similarities and differences—in constructive ways.

The eco-anthropological theory presented draws on the constructivist Bruno Latour’s
(1993, 2017) “empirical philosophy”. It holds critiques against a modern worldview and
argues that humans and nature—instead of separating them from one another—become
more and more interconnected as entangled hybrids. As a co-architect of Actor Network
Theory, Latour is preoccupied with tracing “the enactment of materially and discursively
heterogeneous relations that produce and reshuffle all kinds of actors including objects,
subjects, human beings, machines, animals, ‘nature’, ideas, organizations, inequalities, scale
and sizes, and geographical arrangements” (Law 2009, p. 141). Thus, Latour claims that
religion holds the language and passion for the force of the world in which everything is
entangled. In this sense, this amodern approach to science and religion can lead us through
our crisis in order to care for the Earth.

In the context of pastoral care practice, a theological “translation” of Latour’s an-
thropological view is necessary in order to address and interpret beliefs, faith, and trust
with further regard to the cultural (and confessional) context in Danish society. Turning to
theological theory, I present a protestant, constructive, and postmodern perspective by the
eco-feminist theologian Sallie McFague (1987, 2008). McFague argues that God is not a dis-
tant supernatural force but incarnated in the world as “the body of God”—a God who will
hold us “close through our greatest fears” (McFague 2008, p. 172). By use of McFague’s the-
ology correlated to anthropology, Latour, in turn, presents a theo-anthropological ground,
which unfolds the relation of nature-culture, that shows complementary to McFague’s
framework. However, McFague’s systematic theology and Latour’s empirical philosophy
raise the question of how theology and anthropology are clinically applicable in pastoral
care in order to work as a stress releasing mental health practice related to the individual—
as it is simultaneously not only related to self and others but directly connected with
communality, the collective, society, and world.

In addressing this clinical need in pastoral care, I turn to psychological theory. The
concept “mentalization”, developed by Fonagy and colleagues, has strong roots in psycho-
analysis. I suggest this therapeutic framework for mental health as a stress releasing and
“Earth healing” practice in pastoral care, as mentalizing builds up (“epistemic”) trust in
care practice through its work with relating self to others and the world. Mentalizing is
related to everyday concepts, such as thoughtfulness, empathy, and self-knowledge, and
integrates elements from, e.g., psychoanalytical theory, evolution theory, developmental
psychology, affect theory, neurobiology, theory of mind, social cognition, meta-cognition,
and attachment theory. Mentalization-based therapy (MBT) has proven to be useful in the
treatment of mental disorders and has further expanded the knowledge on mentalization
in relation to mental health in general.

Emphasizing in this context that pastoral care practice is not MBT in its classical clinical
form and that pastoral care does not indicate psychological treatment as such, I suggest that
pastoral care may be inspired by the ways that mentalizing, among others, highlights the
role of imagination in the intersubjectivity between self, others, and the world. I suggest
that this imaging may come near to both Latour’s anthropological understanding and
McFague’s theological interpretation of our connectedness to Earth, indicating a kind of
openness towards the spiritual—an openness which is further supported by scholars in
mentalization, who point to the fact that clients, in general, are more inclined to talk about
religious and spiritual matters than psychotherapists (Allen 2013).

Altogether, I relate these three theories to the empirical material from the University
chaplains—as they unfold and crisscross through similarities and differences—and suggest
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that they create a room of conversation in pastoral care practice, which has the opportunity
to use theological and pastoral knowledge and religious beliefs to solve environmental
issues. Hence, as I draw on implicit ideas of pastoral care imagined as a “web” (Miller-
McLemore 1996) or “network” (Johannessen-Henry 2012, 2013, 2017), I leave the suggested
model open as actualizations of unprejudiced, anti-hierarchical, and devotional spaces.

3. “Down to Earth”: A Point of Departure for an Ethnographical-Theologically-Driven
Pastoral Care Model

“The condition of living with climate change lies as foil on everything in the
conversations. They [the students] get in contact with basic anxiety, the anxiety
of vanishing. The situation of climate changes appears in one way or the other—
intensified by the fact that we seemingly are much, much closer to disaster than
we have earlier believed. This triggers conflicts between the generations; it is
my boomer-generation who prompted the climate changes and placed the whole
responsibility on the youth. So, when we present explanations of meaning (of
life), they do not listen at all, saying: ‘You have really no idea what you have
done. You have created a situation that leads to the Twilight of the Gods’. I feel it
through their anxiety: ‘What is the meaning of life, if we are not here anymore in
a few generations?’. The students raise climate issues directly by saying: ‘Well,
then there is all that with the climate . . . ’. It is like blind spots appearing in
the conversations that you cannot deal with rationally. It’s about gaining more
knowledge about it, more, more, more, how to prevent it and what we can do,
where is the worst happening, and what is the best to do. It runs constantly on
other levels during the pastoral care conversations.”

Student Chaplain C

The quotes from Chaplain H and Chaplain C both illustrate how a deep intensity
pervades the pastoral care as it takes place. The content of pastoral care concerning stress
from climate change is difficult to represent in all its many different and indirect shapes.
As a starting point, the direct expressions regarding climate changes are characterized by
being sporadically spread out through a diversity of situations, feelings, states, and beliefs.
The expressions come to the fore directly almost only through short statements or quick
words and questions which fall into the conversation. Because of this, the climate content
is impossible to just mark with a label or distil as “pure” climate change stress separate
from the rest of the content. Quite the contrary, it seems like we are dealing with invisible
connections and lines, which somehow inseparably cling to the students’ state of mind as
“foil”—or even as something penetrating the things that go on in the lives of the students.
Student Chaplain Z phrases the impact of climate change like this:

“It is like all over. Like anxiety of the future. Like their future is in liquidation. I
can tell the students that it is not an individual problem. Talk with them about it.
In itself that is no comfort. That something outside us sets an agenda, that we do
not have the power over.”

In many ways, the interviews bear witness to content that takes shape as something
intangible and global. At the same time, the narratives are also characterized by being
rooted in something local to them—in things that are concrete, bodily, and fleshy, which
also “messes” things around in connection to the feelings, thoughts, and beliefs as they
flow out during the pastoral care conversations. Continuing with Student Chaplain Z:

“A student said that she had been used to hearing a particular bird coming back
to the same place year after year. Suddenly the bird wasn’t there anymore. So,
the student googled it and found out that it was endanger of total extermination.
She became so devastated and sad that life around us is destroyed. Young people
are supposed to expand, while biodiversity and climate are about to crash.”

As exemplified by this quote (which some term: “ecological grief”, Comtesse et al.
2021), the interviews testify that the climate’s state is related dynamically to the students’
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states of mind as both global and local. It is experienced as materially connected to feelings
of sadness, despair, loneliness, etc. In other words, we are dealing with some kind of
entanglement. Rather than trying to divide or split climate change stress in pastoral care
from the rest of the content, the interviews show that the global and local, entities and parts,
humans and non-humans are inseparably interwoven.

In this respect, the chaplains’ narratives seem to be captured, in different ways, by the
thoughts of the philosopher, anthropologist, and sociologist Bruno Latour (2017), not least
presented in his book Facing Gaia. The pastoral care experiences, at first glance, seem to
match his opening image drawn from “The Angel of Geostory” by Stéphanie Ganachaud:

“A dancer is rushing backwards to get away from something she must have
found frightening; as she runs, she keeps glancing back more and more anxiously,
as if her flight is accumulating obstacles behind her that increasingly impede her
movements, until she is forced to turn around. And there she stands, suspended,
frozen, her arms hanging loosely, looking at something coming towards her,
something even more terrifying than what she was first seeking to escape—until
she is forced to recoil. Fleeing from one horror, she has met another, partly created
by her flight.” (Latour 2017, p. 1)

Illustrating the force coming at us in this harrowing form—the “emergence of an
enigmatic figure, the source of a horror that was now in front rather than behind” (ibid.,
p. 2)—Latour seeks to draw the contours of the New Climatic Regime. In this new regime,
the physical framework, which has earlier been taken for granted in the modern way of
thinking of the world and reality—the ground on which history had always played out—
has become unstable. Contradicting the modern view, Earth seems to react to our actions.

In our climate change situation, Latour argues, this force of the Earth may be captured
by the metaphor of Gaia. In the ancient Greek poet Hesiod’s narrative, Gaia plays the
role of a primordial and ancestral force. Gaia (‘Ge’ from the ancient Greek root for ‘earth’)
is not a goddess, properly speaking, but a force from the time before the gods (ibid.,
p. 81). Hence, she is not a figure of harmony. There is nothing maternal about her—
in the traditional understanding of “Mother”, anyway; her performances are “multiple,
contradictory, hopelessly confused” (ibid., p. 82). In Hesiod’s telling, she animates her
children to castrate their father, her husband Uranus. In that, she is an active prophetess
and advisor. Gaia makes others act.

Latour calls attention to Gaia because she is presented as the occasion for a return to
Earth that allows for a differentiated vision reduced to more modest, that is, “earthbound”
views of reality (ibid., p. 4). Gaia reacts to us, calls us. This way, Latour describes Gaia
as a force, which indicates the need for humble, situated actions that can break down or
make up the blindness and blind-ended Anthropocene—calling attention to the “terrestrial”
(terra) forces to become less anthropocentric, as we interact with birds, foods, seas, air (cf.
the quote from Student Chaplain Z), and in our scientific approach of things, including the
discipline of theology. Latour holds that when we seek to grasp what is coming at us with
climate change, we need to “come back down to Earth” (ibid., p. 87).

Relating Latour’s thoughts to the interviews on students’ pastoral care, the point is
that it matters how each of us thinks and does—coming from a view of our interaction with
Earth. In this sense, supporting the students is not about serving “perspectives” on the
world, distancing us from it, but about enacting the world (cf. Mol 2002). This means that
pastoral care, which seeks to take this new climatic regime into conscious account, is, in
the words of Latour, “to discover a course of treatment—but without the illusion that a cure
will come quickly” (Latour 2017, p. 13). Connecting this point to the above quotes from the
chaplains on the lack of any possibility of a traditional “safe comfort” through a modern
view of ensuring Earth as a stable object, Latour suggests:

“There is no cure for the condition of belonging to the world. But, by taking care,
we can cure ourselves of believing that we do not belong to it, that the essential
question lies elsewhere, that what happens to the world does not concern us.
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(. . . ) In these matters, hope is a bad counsellor, since we are not in a crisis. We
can no longer say ‘this, too, will pass.’ We’re going to have to get used to it. It’s
definitive.” (Ibid., p. 13)

What I suggest here is that in the practice of pastoral care, the local and basic enact-
ments of things, bodily expressions, feelings, and views which drive (and hinder) our being
as belonging to the world are not separated from the issue of climate change, but they
are interconnected. Climate change is not just something passive “out there” in itself that
humans then relate to. Hence, Latour’s alternative narrative is that instead of separating
the world into a nature/culture binary, as passiveness and activeness, respectively, (which
modern thinking has usually done), we ought to realize that our planet is full of ‘agents’—
things—which have the power to act according to their own intention, will, force, desire,
need, or function. Our environments are anything but passive. Humans and things are
inextricably connected. As Latour puts it:

“Don’t try to define nature alone, for you’ll have to define the term ‘culture’ as
well (the human is what escapes nature: a little, a lot, passionately); don’t try
to define ‘culture’ alone, either, for you’ll immediately have to define the term
‘nature’ (the human is what cannot ‘totally escape’ the constraints of nature).
Which means that we are not dealing with domains but rather with one and the
same concept divided into two parts, which turn out to be bound together, as it
were, by a sturdy rubber band. (. . . ) They were born together, as inseparable as
Siamese twins who hug or hit each other without ceasing to belong to the same
body.” (Ibid., p. 15)

My interviews show precisely that climate change discourse and changes in the
environment are not distant issues separated from moods, feelings, beliefs, anger, joy, faith,
etc., but are entangled in social activities, disciplines of science being studied, and the
imagination of every single student seeking pastoral care. In this sense, climate change
is socialized and incorporated into pastoral care practice. “As soon as we abandon the
borders between the outside and the inside of an agent, by following these waves of action
we begin to modify the scale of the phenomena considered” (ibid., p. 104). Latour speaks
of a “multiplicity of modes of action that are capable of intermingling (. . . ) human and
nonhuman actors” (ibid., p. 50). The Earth is lively, vital, and active, though certainly not
as a single agent or a unified subjectivity. Humans and nature are connected as complex,
heterogenic entities, as intensely interwoven hybrids (Latour 1993, 2017). They are not
distant but entangled in the same multiple bodies of the world (cf. Latour-quotation above).

From this opening analysis, leading into an earthbound approach in pastoral care, we
now turn to a theological view that might further unfold the new climatic regime leading
to a more specific model for pastoral care practice. For this purpose, we need a form of
God-talk which does not address a God of distance, but a present and participating God—a
theology approaching exactly our belonging to the world—the Earth—as the body of God.

4. Climate Theology

“I usually inquire into the students’ projects as crisis may also grow out from
them. To most students who write about sustainability, it is seen as a societal
task. They can do something for the environment. But some are confused about
how slowly science is moving forward—the stress is related to this, even though
it is difficult for them to put it directly into words. Ambitions and career, the
character of working stress, contributes to channel that anxiety they feel about
what is going to happen in the future. Thus, they do something, going out to
look at the trees and birds, prefer to bike instead of driving a car, protest against
nuclear power. Much merges exactly there. It is a kind of a monk’s understanding
of the world, go out and do good. They live by it. Become vegans. Charity. The
matter of the climate is such a charity. Sincerely magnanimous motives.”

Student Chaplain X

71



Religions 2022, 13, 527

It clearly emerges from Student Chaplain X’s quote that, in the “repertoire” of everyday
experiences, the awareness of climate change is embodied and material. “Events are
necessarily local. Somewhere. Situated” (Mol 2002, p. 180). For that reason, pastoral
care practice needs a broad image of God or imago dei—a metaphor that is able to hold
life’s multiplicity, that is, diversity, difference, connectedness, and the entanglement of
humanity and nature—addressed by Latour as the new climatic regime. Such pastoral
practice requires theological images and models which are able to express the claims
of Christianity in contemporary and vigorous language, which contains embodiment,
commonality, imagination, and vision.

In connecting Latour’s thoughts on climate change to God-talk, associations arise to a
range of climate theologies that have advanced through decades, not least those related to
thinking of Gaia (Ruether 1992; Primavesi 2009). However, in search of a model of God
that can develop an empirically-driven grasp for pastoral care communication, I turn to the
American theologian Sallie McFague. McFague (2008) was experimenting with alternative,
new languages of God and ourselves, later insisting on the need to find a language that
addresses the planetary agenda—“with the hope that different action may follow” (p. 3).
According to McFague, we become ourselves by acknowledging our radical dependence
on God and on our planet. What McFague presents is exactly a theology, which brings the
church—in the words of both Latour (cit. above) and McFague—“back down to Earth”
(ibid., p. 32). She proposes a God-talk where God is not supernatural, distant from humans,
but in which God and humans are entangled and connected. “Because God is always
incarnational, always embodied, we can see God’s transcendence immanently” (ibid., p. 76).
“In the world as God’s body, God is the source, the centre, the spring, the spirit of all that
lives and loves” (ibid., p. 76). This way God is permanently and “bodily” present to us, in
all places and times of our world (McFague 1987, p. 60). Humans are not to “rule” but to
be responsible for the world (cf. Gen 1:27). McFague writes:

“The significance of the truth that the transcendent God is with us cannot be
overestimated as we struggle to care for the Earth. It means that we are not alone
as we face the despair that creeps over us when at last, we acknowledge our
responsibility for climate change. We do not face this overwhelming problem
on our own: God is with us as the source and power of all our efforts to live
differently”. (McFague 2008, p. 77)

Thus, according to McFague (1987, p. xii), theology must try out images which can
lead the reality of God’s love into the imagination of today’s people. Working with ideas of
“the body of God”, McFague (1987) proposes a metaphor for the Trinity in her book Models
of God. For the purpose of a pastoral care model, the Christian dogma of the Trinitarian
God—traditionally interpreted as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—offers a symbol or image of
God that is fluid, multiple, and relational (Cooper-White 2007). The relations in the Trinity
show a true network, a web, an image of God, who is not simple, but rather a multiple One
(Keller 2008, p. 64). The image of God as Trinity operates in web structures in the sense that
the single parts cannot be separated but hang together as they weave into and out of each
other. This web of relations opens for lived and bodily experiences. Through such images,
God is experienced physically (Moltmann and Moltmann-Wendel 2003): God is body, not
released from the body (Moltmann-Wendel 1995). In this sense, faith in God is organic.

As a corrective to a traditional imperialistic image of God, which typically runs through
the patriarchal expositions, McFague proposes an image of the Trinity of God as “Mother”,
“Lover”, and “Friend”. She understands the metaphors of God as a parent, lover, and friend
of the Earth, which is precisely expressive of God’s very self (McFague 1987, p. 62). As
corrective, she argues, these more concisely call attention to heterogeneity, diversity, and
difference, and thereby open us for change. As imago dei, humans are called to be Mother,
Lover, and Friend to the world, other humans, and non-humans; these specific metaphors
originate from the deepest levels of life (ibid., pp. 86–87). To practice the presence of God
means to embrace what God embraces: life and love (McFague 2008, p. 172). God is what
keeps us from giving up (ibid., p. 173).
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In what follows, I make an attempt to organize the chaplains’ numerous practices,
experiences, considerations, and intentions about pastoral care with students by letting
these reflections cross with McFague’s metaphoric expression of God’s love and rescuing
presence. At the same time, I let the interviews and McFague’s model be escorted by
a “psychological repertoire” on stress-regulating communication by use of the concepts
“mentalizing” and “epistemic trust”, which are to serve the social understanding. Herein,
trust is viewed as crucial in order to be able to open up to and interact with the world.

5. “Mentalizing” and “Epistemic Trust”

“As a chaplain, you let burdens be burdens. The climate problem cannot be fixed.
But God makes the whole difference in how the pastoral care conversation turns
out, and in exactly that belief lies the relief: The experience of truly speaking
about our condition of life here and now. To have trust in life itself, in God, that
things are moving, by taking one step at a time.”

Student Chaplain L

To have trust, to have trust in life, to have trust in God. “Trust” is a word that recurs
again and again in the reflections of the student chaplains, as the interview quote from
Student Chaplain L illustrates. This points towards what we might call “down-to-Earth”
social and material enactments that go on outside the pastoral care room. Trust is here
intimately related to feelings of connectedness—to others, life, the world, and God. Trust
and connectedness seem to be central in the related psychology, too.

“To mentalize” (Fonagy 1991) is about attending to mental states in the self and others;
it is about “holding mind in mind”—“seeing yourself from the outside and others from
the inside” (Allen et al. 2008, p. 3). To be able to mentalize is to be able to imagine what is
behind the other’s behavior and, at the same time, imagine how one is affecting the other.
The point of highlighting the concept of mentalizing in pastoral care is that mentalizing,
in its ideal form, provides intimacy. That is, mentalizing can nourish a loving feeling of
connectedness with the reality of another person (Allen and Fonagy 2006). In pastoral care,
it is necessary that chaplains are able to draw on imagination and ideas, and this is what
mentalizing is referring to.

The psychologist Peter Fonagy and his colleagues have argued that mentalizing plays a
part in the process of change as a “common language” in the therapeutic process regardless
of the details, nuances, or particulars present in the conversation and regardless of the
way the professional shapes the conversations (Fonagy and Allison 2014). Drawing on
newer research in the area of communication and learning processes concerning “common
factors” in psychotherapy, Fonagy and colleagues argue that limitations in clients’ capacity
to learn from their experiences—that is, where the client is difficult for the professional to
reach—can be generally overcome by letting the clients feel understood. To feel understood
serves to reconstruct/restore a capacity for social understanding, that is, mentalizing (ibid.).

However, newer developments in the concept of mentalizing have further developed
this argument and call attention to the development of “trust” (Fonagy and Campbell
2015). To feel understood does not only restore social understanding but also creates
the trust needed to learn from social experience. The prerequisite for being able to open
oneself to good advice, guidance, notions, and contact is the willingness of the individual
to regard new knowledge as trustworthy and relevant—and thereby as worth integrating
(Campbell et al. 2021). “Epistemic trust” is defined as “openness to the reception of social
communication that is personally relevant and of generalizable relevance” (Bateman and
Fonagy 2019, p. 15). In short, Fonagy and colleagues suggest that a rise in epistemic trust is
the potent driving force in therapeutic change and that restoring epistemic trust may be at
the core of all effective therapeutic work (Fonagy and Campbell 2015).

Taken together, social understanding (mentalizing) and increased epistemic trust build
some basis for life outside the therapy room upon which new information about oneself
and the world may be acquired and internalized. Ultimately, this may imply that the
changes happening in therapy (or pastoral care) are not just due to new skills or insights
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which are acquired in the professional room. Rather these are due to the capacity that
is implied in the therapeutic (or pastoral care) relationship, which creates a potential for
learning about oneself, others, and the world outside the therapy room (ibid.).

Fonagy et al. (2017) describe the therapeutic change in terms of three processes that
facilitate the development of epistemic trust and the capacity to mentalize: Communication
System 1: “The teaching and learning of content that lowers epistemic vigilance”; Commu-
nication System 2: “The re-emergence of robust mentalizing”; and Communication System
3: “The re-emergence of social learning”. The following analysis is inspired by these three
processes and weaves them together with McFague’s Models of God (Mother, Lover, and
Friend) and also with the chaplains’ efforts in pastoral care based on the interviews. The
aim is to show how trust-building activities and movements in Trinity traverse the pastoral
conversations taking care of the “blind spots” of stress arising from climate change (cf.
Student Chaplain C).

6. A Down-to-Earth Pastoral Care Model: “Mothering the Content”, “Loving Vital
force”, and “Befriending the Environment”

6.1. Mothering the Content

“The awareness of the climate’s changes is experienced by some students as a
place of powerlessness. Here, faith becomes involved—in the community to-
gether. A student comes and sees me. And then she sobs her heart out. I go round
to her and hold her. She is blessed with a nice boyfriend, the right study, a good
family. We talk about her sense that she is in some state of powerlessness. She is
to discover the things she has got . . . The Mother-Child-feeling appears thinking:
‘Oh, you little biscuit’. The care. The young ones are to take responsibility for
their lives. Evidently, of course, it is a shock, suddenly to become and be grown
up. Feelings storm within them. They have to take a position on so many things—
achieve endlessly, love affairs. It is a bit like Ecclesiastes. It is new experience.
Then we try to break it down together into many small winds, instead of one big
storm. . . . In the gospels we find plenty of love and pain and suffering . . . ”

Student Chaplain Z

The quote from Student Chaplain Z illustrates the chaplains’ wish to grasp the com-
plexity of the student’s situation in the world through eyes, voice, and bodily attitude that
are open, caring, and calm. As the students enter the chaplains’ rooms they are exposed
to “unusual” or everyday objects, such as small cards with prayers lying on the table,
chocolate beans which are on offer, ecological coffee and tea to drink, natural water poured
from the tap, small cookies to crunch, plants on the floor, a Jesus-figure wearing boxing
gloves on a bookshelf, posters on nature lectures, a chaplain’s cyclewear on a chair in the
corner, trees, or a dozen tiny birds in a big cage outside the window “participating” in the
conversations. The senses are activated by all of the materials—a wealth of human/nature
hybrids creates the surroundings for the pastoral care talks/conversations.

With reference to the repertoire of psychology, the first step of the therapeutic process
seeks to offer a coherent, closely reasoned, and continuous framework that enables the
student to explore their issues in a safe and relatively low-arousal context. That is, a
communication is taking place which is personally suited enough to make the student able
to feel recognized. The contact provided by the chaplain to the student is to be experienced
as personally relevant (Fonagy et al. 2017; Bateman and Fonagy 2019).

The basic contact provided by the professional has, in classic psychoanalytic literature,
been compared to a “good enough mother”’s ability to provide “a holding environment”
(Winnicott 1965). In McFague’s model of the first person in the Trinity, God resembles
a mother, not only because she gives birth to the whole universe but also because she is
not distant from creation. On the contrary, she is coming near the world, as incarnate
God is in the flesh (McFague 1987, p. 110). God as Mother refers to a parent’s love—deep
and unprejudiced, caring for life in all its manifestations and on all levels, saying: “It is
good, that you exist” (ibid., p. 120). It is wishing growth and fulfilment for all, caring for
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the weak and vulnerable, as well as the strong and beautiful. In her action, Mother God
is the life-giver, she is creative power. The metaphor of God as Mother does not build
on stereotypes of maternal tenderness, softness, pity, and sentimentality but on women’s
experience of pregnancy, birth, and breastfeeding (ibid., p. 113). God as Mother is imaging
a presence of God signifying a force of action.

Relating this to pastoral care, the above quote reflects Student Chaplain Z’s use of
maternal mirroring. If the student looks worried, the chaplain feeds back to the student
that they are admittedly in a context that is different to what they are used to. Z mirrors the
student’s bodily reaction with bodily action, meeting the student’s expressed feelings of
powerlessness with an understanding, maternal voice. The chaplain sends “ostensive cues”
to the student, including eye contact, exaggerated facial expressions, use of voice tone, and
turn-taking—in a “playing” manner, as Winnicott would have put it (Bateman and Fonagy
2019, p. 16; Winnicott 1971). These cues show that what the caregiver is trying to convey is
significant and should be remembered (Bateman and Fonagy 2019, p. 16).

If the student is to get the sense of being understood, the mirroring is to match
the student’s own experiences of her or his own mental states: the mirroring should be
“marked” (Fonagy et al. 2002). There is to be a difference between that which is mirrored
and the mirroring itself. At the same time, the mirroring is to be recognized by the student.
The chaplain mimes the student’s affects. Simultaneously, the chaplain mimes affects that
the student does not have. As the chaplain undertakes marked mirroring, the student is
capable of relating as a mental actor to the chaplain’s mental states and thereby is able to
relate to her/his own mental states. The quote indicates how Student Chaplain Z mirrors
the student’s sobbing by simultaneously reflecting the student’s worry and maternally
holding her, using calm breathing, and mothering words. Herein, the student gets the
feeling that the chaplain really begins to sense how it is to be the student. In short, the
chaplain is to recognize the feeling that the student experiences and expresses and mirror
it as marked. In this way, the chaplain can appropriately regulate, that is, scale up and
down, the feelings expressed by the student and by the chaplain herself. In other words, if
students are stressed then this stress needs to be regulated.

In McFague’s model of Mother-God as life-giver, that which is most ordinary and close
is taken as central. Coincident with the creative force, God as Mother holds justice. As a
force involved in the world, she establishes justice and liberates creatures from oppressive
structures (McFague 1987, pp. 117–18). This was imaged by Student Chaplain Z too, who
was aware of the pressures exerted by escalating climate change insofar as they may be
linked to the student’s feeling of powerlessness. In this way, the image of Mother-God
expands love’s different shapes and their meaning—internally, but also beyond our closest
family, society—connecting nature and Earth (ibid., pp. 120–21).

It is the contact with the student that always comes first, and it needs to be worked
on a lot. If the chaplain gets too occupied with what the problem is or what is to be talked
about before establishing personal contact, learning cannot take place. The student who
learns is the one whom the chaplain really sees and shows genuine interest in. The chaplain
is seeking to form a connection and holds the connections by basic bodily and emotional
expression and with the world as the body of God.

6.2. Loving Engagement

“I experience how students stress out about climate change—about eating vegan,
food production, recycling—the social control that goes on. It lies implicitly as
something stressful, but is expressed directly by saying: ‘I am not good enough—
because I am not good enough!’ It is very difficult for them to be in here. I tell
them ‘down to Earth’. We wonder if it is okay to put our feet on the ground
and live this life. Climate changes are not stopped by not seeing and not living.
Creating a peaceful space in the pastoral care room, I attempt to let the student’s
inner voices be heard so that we can talk with their inner voices, wonder about
what the voices are saying. Let voices that control, what they can’t stand about
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themselves, come out. There are voices they are scared of. We try to find out
if some of the voices also contain some good. On the positive, the voices are
concerned with the climate, but they may have prevailed in the student’s mind,
shouting too much. Together we wonder about how the inner voices tell us to
sustain life—socially and earthly—but wonder if, maybe, the voices need to be
calmed down. We say to the shouting voice: ‘You are good enough, but now
you must lie down a bit’. We treat stress and anxiety a little like a guard dog
that needs to be calmed. The voice is to be heard, but needs to be let off a bit
sometimes. By doing this we express our trust in it, that there is also something
that holds us in the middle of our stress. To have trust in life. To get from control
and mistrust—daring to take a few steps and see if it holds. Have faith that life
holds us. ‘And if it doesn’t?’, some students ask. There are no guarantees. But
the alternative is a life with hands clenched and mistrust. To have faith that
something holds me up, that is deeply Christian. We cannot take responsibility
for it all. I say sometimes (with a caring smile): ‘You don’t have that much power’.
Otherwise, we must think that we ourselves are God. As chaplain it is about
stopping ‘private metaphysics’.”

Student Chaplain L

The chaplains’ interview narratives witness practices which insist on experiencing
“present moments” in life (Stern 2004)—both inside and outside the pastoral care room.
Drawing from the interviews, the occupation with the presence here and now in the pastoral
care work and in relation to the world outside the pastoral care room seems crucial.

The second step in a psychological repertoire is that the chaplain provides the impres-
sion that he or she genuinely seeks to understand the student’s perspective—this helps
enable the student to listen and hear for themselves (Fonagy et al. 2017; Bateman and
Fonagy 2019). Actually, the chaplain models this for the student; she demonstrates it by
engaging in mentalizing. The pastoral caregiver seeks to make sense of the way the student
behaves—and of the way the pastoral caregiver is behaving too. The chaplain looks at the
student and looks at herself, asking: “I wonder what the student is doing?”, “I wonder
what I am doing myself?”, “I wonder why you said and did that?”, and “I wonder why I
said and did that?”. The chaplain explores the intentions of what is being said. The chaplain
is curious about what she does not know. Then the chaplain and student begin to wonder
together why they did as they did—preferably involving some use of delicate humor.

In McFague’s model of the Second Person in the Trinity, God as Lover, she points to
the act of salvation. This represents a certain approach to the loved one, assuming that
the loved one is not bad but that they only love improperly—by loving the self instead of
God in the body of the world (McFague 1987, p. 144). This action assumes that the work
towards healing the body is the revelation that we are loved deeply and passionately by
the force whose love pulses through the universe. This may be a revelation which we are
not able to imagine on our own. This knowledge performs what a lover’s declaration of
love to the loved one can do: to stir up an answer of the same kind. The loved one feels
valuable and wishes to repay the love, which is to be closely connected with the other.
Interpreted as an image, the Lover, in a climate context, is the world in its many material
and non-material forms and shapes, rather than one specific individual (cf. ibid., p. 145).

When we mentalize, we attempt to feel clearly (Allen and Fonagy 2006). Our emotions
are then better able to attune us to our surroundings. They enable us to quickly see things
precisely as they are so as to be able to react appropriately; our emotions make it possible
for us to “get it right” (ibid.). When the chaplain sees a facial expression, the chaplain may
create stories about why such a feeling arises (rather than just jumping to a conclusion about
the feeling involved). Thus, the chaplain makes use of wondering and imagination without
jumping to immediate answers. With this sort of “playing”, we can enter into—ideally,
at least—an intersubjective community and see ourselves, others, and the world in more
nuanced ways.
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Connecting mentalizing to the model of God as Lover, salvation is here to be connected
with a sense of what is valuable in life and, by extension, with a longing after all kinds of life
and creation. Healing, viewed as a way to perceive salvation, emphasizes our opposition
to the suffering and destruction of all of creation. This is done by identifying with it
(McFague 1987, p. 153). God as Lover says: “You are exceedingly valuable” (ibid., p. 128).
Incorporating pastoral care practice into McFague’s model, the act of mentalizing can be
understood as enabling a feeling of community which connects all life on a deep level. This
is by virtue of the powers of imagination that make it possible for us to empathize with all
creation despite our differences (ibid., p. 153).

These mentalizing movements create an open and trusting social situation, which
can nourish a better understanding of and connection to one’s own actions and others.
This has the potential to open the student’s sense of being related to in a sensitive way by
the pastoral caregiver through interpersonal communication. Herein, the student’s own
ability to mentalize re-emerges. It is a (re-)ignition of the student’s wishes to learn about
the world.

6.3. Befriending the Environment

“The students are certainly very aware of climate change—at the same time, these
are very abstract, because we don’t really experience them in Denmark. I mention
this, when we are out on our arranged moss and mushroom excursions. We
attempt to make the students engage in nature. What you have knowledge about,
you care more about. What you care about, you are interested to know more
about. You may be able to teach the students to care for biodiversity by teaching
them that there exists more than one bird, but many species, by learning their
different names, learning that you can find them in our [local] nature and be
absorbed in them—or in plants and flowers—and that the life that goes on is of
interest. Learning that the way moss grows and reproduces and lives is extremely
interesting, although alien to us. To arouse their curiosity in nature by naming all
things. To raise questions. To philosophize about them while we walk: does it
actually bring a greater understanding of nature and make our relation to nature
different, when we are able to say: ‘Hey! That was a cormorant’, instead of ‘I
think there was a bird’ What it means, when it is named. I think it plays a rather
big role. The crisis of biodiversity . . . my excitement for such action is related
to the Christian idea that it is your duty to save the world. When you get so
preoccupied with a bird, well, then love is obliged. When you love something,
you cannot help but do acts of good.”

Student Chaplain P

Student Chaplain P’s interview reflects in different ways a social-minded position to
the surroundings and the environment, which they talk with the students about. When trust
is present, it creates possibilities for taking in something new, for taking one’s understand-
ing further. As one chaplain stated: “there is resurrection in pastoral care conversation”—
new beginnings. The new can start in that which is quite basic and ordinary. It can also
start in embodiment: holding hands, crying, eating, laughing, maybe praying together.

This is part of the stress relief of a caring community. The third step in a psychological
repertoire relates to being able to learn from those who have a precise and personal
understanding of you as a person (Fonagy et al. 2017; Bateman and Fonagy 2019). If I
feel understood by you, I will open myself up to you, so that I will be able to learn from
you about things. This helps change fixed and persisting convictions. The reopening of
the potential for understanding by feeling sensitively reacted to may set off more trustful
and new relations outside the pastoral care room. This may thereby open the student to
new understandings of various social situations when these appear outside the pastoral
care room.

When the student relaxes, the ability for trust increases and the student may discover
new ways to learn about others and new settings. Such positive social experiences now
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have the potential to have a positive impact. In other words, the student may begin to
experience social interactions in a more benign manner and see their social situation more
precisely. The change that happens between the pastoral care sessions is a consequence
of changed attitudes towards learning brought about by the pastoral care. In this sense,
the changes owed themselves to the transformation of the ways in which the student uses
their social environments rather than by things happening in the pastoral care. In the
case of Student Chaplain H, this means that the transformations begin in the pastoral care
practices and that the students bring them further by expanding their awareness of their
entanglements in belonging to the world outside the pastoral care context too—becoming
“friends” with birds, moss, and flowers, and learning a praxis of handling plastic, foods,
clothes, woods, and so on.

According to McFague, friendship is the most elementary form of bond, a relation
created by one’s own choice. The image of the third person of the Trinity, “God as Friend”,
represents a God who sustains, whose immanent presence is the faithful companion, who
operates with us in reciprocity in generating healing in all parts of the world’s body
(McFague 1987, p. 167). We are God’s auxiliary force in that mutual project that embraces
the whole creation. The basis for friendship is freedom; when friendship is chosen, one of
the strongest bonds is created: the bond of trust (ibid., p. 162). Friends are absorbed in a
shared interest in the world. However, friends in shared, collaborative projects do represent
another aspect of friendly interactions. Collaboration on large projects means that many
friends are needed with many different abilities. Of course, one can be friends with anybody
across gender, race, class, nationality, age, conviction, and religion (adding species). To be
like-minded—across forms of life (and ontological distinctions) is the primary thing. In that
sense, one can indeed be friends with God, especially as part of a large-scale collaborative
project, such as caring for the Earth really is. In that sense, friendship is the most all-
embracing form of love. It means a willingness to take responsibility for the world. Thus,
God as Friend can be taken as a model of hope, defying despair (ibid., p. 169).

Enhanced epistemic trust and dismantling of the student’s rigidity, by which social
experiences are interpreted and reacted to, opens the way for the student to change their
views in a safe and secure way; it releases the opening of an “epistemic superhighway”
(Fonagy and Allison 2014). All in all, this may serve to nurture a growing resilience in life,
whereby the student is able to find new ways of moving forwards through their various
difficulties and distress. In short, the experience of feeling understood in pastoral care
makes the student feel safe enough to think about themselves in relation to the world.
It enables them to learn something new about the world and how to operate in it in a
positively responsible manner.

The chaplains’ interviews are filled with narratives about students who seek roads to
walk by. Student Chaplain C expresses this need for the caregiver to act as a wise person,
to give advice on life’s conditions, to understand how life is for the young student, and
how to take life’s problems one piece at a time:

“I talk with the students about living in the moment and being present instead
living only in the future ‘Also try to live now and grasp the day instead of just
putting all your strength and courage and hope and faith and joy out in the future.
You don’t know if you are going to be here tonight or tomorrow, and neither do
I’. Try to get them to relate to their life. If they constantly try to calculate it in
advance, say: ‘Are you to figure it out beforehand?’ I turn to action: ‘Just do it!’
‘The plastic wrap is to be saved now!’.”

Finally, the core of McFague’s model of God as Friend is the joy of being together.
An image of eschatological completion is Lord’s Supper: sharing a meal. Strangers are
welcome. The guest’s requirements are what is needed in all human life: food, shelter,
clothes, and company. Koinonia applies to every life: openness towards what is different,
unexpected, and alien (McFague 1987, p. 174). This represents a community of all creation
united in the source of life—enacting together just that: food, shelter, cloth, company, birds,
moss, and plastic wrap, too.

78



Religions 2022, 13, 527

7. Conclusions

In the present era, the world is undergoing fundamental changes. Thus, our usual
understandings of the relationship between humans and our surroundings are changing,
too. Based on Danish student chaplains’ narratives, this article has attempted to extrapolate
a model of “Down-to-Earth Pastoral Care”, seeking to build up trust in the process of
pastoral care. This is in order to support students suffering from stress by bringing the new
climate regime to the foreground.

This practical-theoretical conception for pastoral care conversations has put forward
a suggestion regarding how developments within climate anthropology, mentalization-
based psychotherapy, and feminist climate/eco-theology may be profitably interwoven.
Thereby, through a triune of organizing themes that arose in the course of my chaplain
interviews, namely: “Mothering the Content”, “Loving Vital Force”, and “Befriending
the Environment”, I have shown how pastoral care conversations transcend differences
between everyday language and Christian theological language. They unfold together
as a network of deeply interconnected entanglements. This, furthermore, transcends the
understanding of each individual theme taken in itself—thus resonating with the image of
the Christian Trinitarian God.

The result is a kind of plastic model that seeks to break away from rigidity and
monodox thinking within the self, in regard to the world around us, and in relation to God.
Ideally, this will give impetus to two movements. Firstly, through its psychological and
theological repertoire, the model points towards community, generating resilience against
isolation. Secondly, the model puts forward an image of God that, through its feminist
framework, insists on an imago dei for all—regardless of gender, ethnicity, sexuality, social
status, and religion.

Informed by the student chaplains’ narratives, this framework model for pastoral care
may indicate a practice, actions of taking care, which may contribute to supportive ways
of being able to endure the stress of the reality of climate change. This would work by
encouraging thinking about belonging to the world and realizing that the world is not just
something “out there”. In this sense, pastoral care promises a space for students to realize
that our planet is full of “agents”—things—which have the power to act according to their
own intention, will, force, desire, need, or function—as humans and things are inextricably
connected in the body of God.
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Abstract: This article employs the body of God metaphor, developed by Sallie McFague, in order
to propose that the environmental crisis can be understood as a crisis in which the earth is being
subjected to repeated sexual violations. The first section develops what is at stake, theologically,
for the climate crisis when utilizing this metaphor. The next considers how applying this metaphor
shifts the story of Christianity in ways that illuminate historic hierarchies of creation, as well as
shift the way we frame the ecological crisis to one in which sexual harm has occurred. The third
section uses trauma theory to understand the earth’s response to the climate crisis and proposes a
trauma-informed ethic for a revised practice.
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1. Introduction

In August of 2020, the Trump administration authorized oil drilling in the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge, allowing approximately 1.6 million acres, in the coastal plain
region of the refuge, to be made available to companies who could extract natural resources
from it. While the governor of Alaska hailed the move as an opportunity to create jobs,
environmentalists and indigenous activists railed against the decision, arguing that it
would devastate a delicate ecosystem and do irreversible damage to a number of species
that call the region home.

This is but one anecdote of many in which governments and industries have assumed
they have a right to control the earth’s body; to understand the earth not as a living,
breathing subject, but as an object designed primarily for human use and consumption.
Christianity at large has been complicit in the anthropocentrism that permits the objectifica-
tion and ecological destruction of the earth, thereby also becoming complicit in a seemingly
endless climate crisis.1 As Catherine Keller writes, “One upon a time we had . . . time . . .
And now we seem to have lost it” (Keller 2018, p. 1).

Eco-feminists have recognized parallels between the subjugation experienced by the
earth and the subjugation experienced by women in ways that mutually enable the perpet-
uation of patriarchal authority (Warren 2000; Dunayer 1995). These scholars observe that
the feminized language used to describe the earth (i.e., Mother Earth/Mother Nature) and
the pejorative terms that liken women to animals mutually support epistemic frameworks,
as well as practices that allow for the control and manipulation of each (Adams 1990).2

Both possess, in other words, identities constructed by patriarchal epistemologies that
enable their violation. Meanwhile, feminist theologians have been attentive to a number
of systemic forms of harm, including traumatic sexual violations inflicted upon human
bodies, and while theologians at large are increasingly recognizing the need for theological
analysis of the ecological crisis,3 more work needs to be done, especially by theologians like
feminists who are attentive to matters of power. As Rosemary Radford Ruether recognizes,
there are “interconnections between the domination of women and the domination of
nature” (Ruether 2012), and an awareness of these interconnections not only changes how
we think about these relationships but how we inhabit them (Ruether 2012).
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This article, therefore, builds upon these interconnections by providing a theological
analysis of the climate crisis that emerges when using Sallie McFague’s metaphor of
the world as the body of God. I propose that this metaphor functions as an important
hermeneutic—as well as a deeply challenging one—for theologically framing both the
climate crisis, as well as God’s identity and relationship to creation. In particular, I elucidate
and develop McFague’s metaphor to suggest that there are parallels that can be drawn
between the sexual violations that the earth experiences and the sexual violations that
women’s bodies experience. I unpack these challenges and then use this conceptualization
as a way to reframe both the dominant denial that characterizes the human response
to the climate crisis, and to propose a trauma-informed ethic for moving forward in
humans’ relationship to creation at large. Such an analysis develops a practical theology
of the climate crisis insofar as it both encourages readers to think differently about their
relationships to the earth, and to live out that relationship in a way that transforms the
earth from object to subject.

Before proceeding further, however, a note of limitation: It is worth naming, at the
outset, that women’s bodies are not the only human bodies that are subjected to sexual
violations. I will be limiting my analysis to women’s bodies for the purposes of this
article, in part because they constitute the majority of cases of sexual violations, and also
because one of the goals of the article is to draw parallels between gender-based sexual
violations and the violations inflicted by humans upon the earth.4 In addition, the role
that the systemic oppression of women’s bodies plays in the normalization of sexual
violations can be paralleled with the systemic oppression the planet faces, resulting in
the vulnerability of each to continued harm. Indeed, one might argue that a rise in the
awareness concerning the vulnerability of both occurred concurrently in the United States,
as the height of the #MeToo movement collided with what might be named as a heightened
call to climate action, initiated by Greta Thunberg’s school strike. Parallels between the
constructed vulnerability of women’s bodies, the earth, and the trauma caused to each will
be elucidated in what follows.

2. The Body of God, Sexually Violated

Sallie McFague is well-known for the development of metaphorical theology, which is
a way of doing theology that considers how words and concepts have come to function
as linguistic and conceptual idols, rather than metaphors for the Divine. She proposes in
Metaphorical Theology that masculine language for God has come to function as such an idol,
leading many who employ it to conclude God is essentially male, rather than the recognition
that masculine terminology is only a partial and metaphorical representation of the “root-
metaphor” of Christianity, the metaphor from which all other Christian metaphorical
language ought to emerge (McFague 1982, pp. 28, 194).5 McFague proposes that the God–
human relationship, specifically as represented in the vision of the kingdom of God, ought
to ground the root-metaphor (Ibid., pp. 26–28).6 However, McFague also postulates that the
root-metaphor is, essentially, beyond language, which cannot in and of itself encapsulate
the divine, because the divine is ontologically more expansive than language, and because
language is subject to human influence, including the influence of sin, which distorts it.
Language can, therefore, partially represent the root-metaphor but it cannot directly or
fully encapsulate it.

McFague proposes linguistic multiplicity as a possible antidote to language’s limita-
tions and fallibility, which is why multiple metaphors are important to her. If one metaphor
cannot fully represent the Divine, then perhaps many, when used together, can more closely
do this linguistic work. Thus, rather than discarding the metaphor of God as a father or
the biblical texts that support it, McFague asks readers to consider the extent to which
the metaphor—and the biblical texts that name it—may be incomplete or not intended
for literal interpretation, even as she simultaneously encourages readers to consider other
metaphors that could illuminate previously undeveloped aspects of Christianity’s root-
metaphor, thereby opening the possibility for humans to deepen their knowledge of, and
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relationship with, the Divine (TeSelle [McFague] 1975, p. 29). McFague, therefore, suggests
that the issue with using masculine language to name the divine is not its existence, but its
dominance. In other words, the exclusivity of its use reinforces the power of the linguistic
idol, and so the solution is to disrupt the power of that idol by creating more linguistic
frameworks which, together, might do a more comprehensive job of representing God.

McFague proposes various metaphors in the corpus of her work, including the
metaphor of “friend” (McFague 1989, p. 160; McFague 1982, pp. 178–94)7 but here I
would like to focus particularly on the metaphor of the world as God’s body, a metaphor
she develops at length in The Body of God. McFague argues that the metaphor of the world
as God’s body is an important supplement to the dominant human male metaphor, because
it draws upon the inherent embodiment present in the incarnation itself, such that bodies
of all sorts—including the earth’s body—matter because God chose to incarnate Jesus into
a body. As McFague explains,

“We will suggest that the primary belief of the Christian community, its doctrine
of the incarnation (the belief that God is with us here on earth), be radicalized
beyond Jesus of Nazareth to include all matter . . . As long as we refuse to imagine
God as embodied, we imply . . . that the body is inferior” (McFague 1993, p. xi).

The incarnation, therefore, justifies the overall theological import of the body, including
the embodiment of the earth upon which Jesus lived and through which he procured
sustenance, clothing, and shelter. This does not mean that the earth and its contents can be
equated with God, but it does mean that we can know God through the world, the locus
where God chooses to self-mediate. As McFague writes:

“The world, creation, is not identified or confused with God. Yet it is the place
where God is present to us. Christianity’s most distinctive belief is that divine
reality is always mediated through the world, a belief traditionally expressed
in the Chalcedonian formula that Christ was “fully God, fully man” . . . In both
instances, the Word is made flesh, God is available to us only through the me-
diation of embodiment . . . Incarnationalism, radicalized, means that we do not,
ever, at least in this life, see God face to face, but only through the mediation of
the bodies we pay attention to, listen to, and learn to love and care for” (ibid.,
pp. 135, 134).

As a result of this fundamental tenet, McFague makes the provocative argument that
in destroying the earth, we are participating in the destruction of God, because, while “a
panentheistic model does not reduce God to the world . . . God is in the young woman
killed in the accident and in the baby with birth defects as well as in those who suffer the
loss or diminishment of their loved ones” (ibid., p. 176). To that end, God participates in our
losses, in suffering, in an embodied, intimate way that not only affects us but also affects
God. In turn, the embodied world—creation—becomes not only the site of divine–human
suffering, but also of redemption, because if God is in creation, then salvation must take
place within it (ibid., pp. 179–80).

McFague’s metaphor of the world as God’s body has significant implications for
both constructing the body theologically and relationally (ibid., p. 101). Because God is
part of creation, and because God is, in essence, good, so too are bodies good. To that
end, privileging the body’s goodness becomes a fundamental priority for McFague, for in
the metaphor of the world as God’s body, each of our bodies—indeed, the bodies of all
creation—are part of God. However, this awareness also means that bodies are connected
through their relationship to God, who inheres in each one. As she writes, when one accepts
as axiomatic the metaphor of the world as God’s body, then it becomes evident that,

The “God-part” will take care of itself if we can love and value the bodies.
That is what an incarnational theology assures us: it is right to have a nature
spirituality. In fact, we should have one . . . All of us, living and nonliving, are
one phenomenon, a phenomenon stretching over billions of years and containing
untold numbers of strange, diverse, and marvelous forms of matter—including
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our own . . . [Therefore] I belong not only to my immediate family or country
or even my species, but to the earth and all its life-forms. I know this now. The
question is, can I, will I, live as if I did? Will I accept my proper place in the
scheme of things? Will we, the human beings of the planet, do so? (ibid., pp. 97,
113, 211).

The theology that McFague proposes, therefore, maps the body of God metaphor
for the purpose of developing a distinctly practical theology. The goal is not just to think
about our relationship to the earth differently, but to act differently, because our awareness
of that relationship causes us to regard the earth as subject instead of object. Hence, the
reader observes how McFague’s process of transforming the vocabulary that expresses the
divine–human relationship has a broadly performative effect, because it calls us both to
experience the ontology of the earth differently and, symbiotically, to act differently.

How, then, might this metaphor of the world as God’s body cause us to see ourselves
and our relationship to the earth differently, in light of the climate crisis?

3. Assessing the Metaphor

The world as God’s body metaphor provokes a number of difficult questions about
divine power, the relationship between members of the Trinity, and the dynamics of the
God–human relationship. For instance, can humans harm God? Is the first person of the
Trinity capable of being harmed? Yet, readers must recall the importance of the word
“metaphor” here, before they either raise their hands in despair or abandon McFague
entirely because her beliefs seem too radical. Recall that McFague holds that language
is imperfect and that God is so vast and beyond linguistic comprehension. I agree with
that assertion. Therefore, neither McFague nor I intend for any one metaphor to be a
comprehensive representation of the divine, but rather a partial and imperfect reflection
that, at best, reveals something of true value that might otherwise go unsaid about the
divine–human relationship. The particular metaphor of the world as God’s body, then, was
never intended to replace or supersede all other representations or beliefs about God, but
rather it was meant to supplement those representations that align with the root-metaphor
with a vision that adds something new and previously unexpressed.

What is gained theologically by such a metaphor? First, the metaphor of the world
as God’s body allows McFague to argue that bodies of all kinds matter to God and that
any act of violence, injustice, or ecological destruction done to the earth is an act against
God. McFague’s intention here is not only to draw attention to the theological significance
of the harm done to the earth’s body, but also to draw attention to the harm done to other
objectified bodies, including human ones. In other words, McFague recognizes that while
“a panentheistic model does not reduce God to the world . . . God is in the young woman
killed in the accident and in the baby with birth defects as well as in those who suffer the
loss or diminishment of their loved ones” (ibid., p. 176).

To that end, in suggesting that the world is God’s body, McFague not only argues
that bodies matter, but that any act of violence, injustice, or ecological destruction done
to the earth becomes an act against God, and that such harms echo others inflicted upon
humans beings whose bodies have been constructed as vulnerable in ways that cause
them to become disenfranchised and neglected by those with power in society (ibid., pp.
16–22, 165). Ethical and pastoral implications for ecological theology, and the care of bodies,
thus evidence themselves through this metaphor (ibid., p. 186). Insofar as one conceives
ecological destruction as a form of sexual violation, then, it becomes possible to argue that
McFague’s metaphor represents the possibility of divine solidarity with human victims of
sexual violations, while simultaneously condemning both the enactment of human and
ecological sexual harm on the grounds that both violate the creation in which God embeds.
It, therefore, gives a theological warrant for both naming and condemning the sexual
violation of the earth, as well as the sexual violation of human bodies.

Second, theologians including Cone, Williams, and Moltmann have convincingly
argued that there is value in understanding Jesus’ life and death as illuminating the
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presence of divine solidarity with humans. From an intersectional feminist perspective,
solidarity is likewise important, because it calls us to acknowledge the subjectivity of
another, such that a relationship between parties is possible. Divine–human solidarity
matters, therefore, because it helps humans see that they are not alone in their suffering and
that their personhood matters to God. What McFague’s metaphor of the world as God’s
body adds is an additional dimension to divine solidarity, such that solidarity is not just
shared with humans, but also shared with the earth. While solidarity alone is not a sufficient
telos for the theological project of salvation because it is limited in its ability to actively
defeat the given sin or evil at hand, it nonetheless responds to the reality that suffering
alone renders a victim more vulnerable and isolated than suffering in a community does.

Relatedly, other theologians have done important work in parsing out how it is
possible for Jesus to simultaneously be capable of experiencing embodied vulnerability,
while not compromising the divine essence.8 These conceptions allow for the recognition
that Jesus’ embodied vulnerability has value, while nonetheless asserting that it is possible
for Jesus to have suffered and died on the cross without the simultaneous destruction of
the divine essence. Perhaps, then, it is possible to make a similar argument for the first
person of the Trinity; to assert that it is possible for the Creator to experience suffering in a
way that reconceptualizes and heightens the gravity of the earth’s suffering, while also not
sacrificing a divine essence that remains inviolable.

Finally, expanding on how and where God engages in solidarity with all of creation
has important gendered implications for the environmental crisis as a form of sexual harm,
when one considers it in conjunction with the common metaphor that English speakers use
to speak of the earth in feminine terms, as “Mother Nature” or “Mother Earth”. Ecofeminist
philosophers, such as Carol Adams, suggest that the likening of the earth to a woman’s body
becomes a convenient way to essentialize the earth as an entity that needs to be subdued
and controlled, just as women’s bodies need to be subdued and controlled (Adams 1990).
This gendered metaphorical language itself emerges from the assumption that women’s
bodies create life, just as the earth creates life, but it also relates to the assumptions about
the extent to which either is essentially nurturing, life-giving, and, because of each capacity,
mysterious at best, and inferior at worst, to the independent rationality associated with
the male mind, as constructed by Enlightenment thought. Language, in other words,
frames how we understand the world around such, such that to gender the earth in ways
that mirror the subjugation common in women’s lives enables the continued subjugation
of each, while simultaneously perpetuating patriarchal ways of knowing (Saidero 2017;
Gudmarsdottir 2010).

Now, while this language embeds flawed assumptions about gender essentialism and
pastoral implications for women whose reproductive organs cannot effect the creation of
new life, it also allows theologians to frame the climate crisis in terms of gender-based
violence and to query whether the crisis is only a violation of the earth or a violation of
women’s bodies more generally.9

Such a conceptualization also allows theologians to differently frame the earth’s
response to human actions. At the risk of anthropomorphizing, it allows us to see climate
change in terms of sexual violations that can be conceptualized through the lens of trauma.10

This trauma-informed lens can inform how humans not only see the climate crisis, but also
how they respond to it.

4. Applying the Metaphor

First, the application of this metaphor encourages us to consider the role that stories
play in how we construct our role in climate change. The metaphor of the world as God’s
body is but one way to image God’s relation to humans, and far from the dominant one.
But, by applying the metaphor, we become more attuned to how it causes us to read the
climate crisis differently from the way that the dominant metaphor does. Returning again
to McFague, she writes in A New Climate for Christology that there is indeed a dominant
story, a dominant narrative or metaphor about Christianity. She refers to this dominant
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story as a “model” and explains that much of what we consider undebatable Christian
theology is, in fact, “the Western story, anchored by a monarchical, all-powerful God”
(McFague 2021, p. 2). McFague goes on to suggest that, truthfulness aside, the usefulness
of this particular story has worn thin,11 and, in turn, it suggests that the Western interpretive
story of Christianity is an essentially patriarchal story, one that pits male humans against
a male God in a sort of cosmic battle rooted in individualism, Enlightenment ways of
knowing, and capitalism (ibid., p. 3).

In terms of inter-human relationships, a consequence of this dominant story is that
it allows some bodies to be privileged above other bodies. Humans collectively privilege
their own bodies over animal bodies and the body of the earth. More specifically, humans
also collectively privilege bodies with lighter skin over bodies with darker skin, as well as
the bodies of those who identify as men over the bodies of those who identify as women
(ibid., p. 6). Those who find themselves beneath the pinnacle of the most privileged
body type therefore find themselves inhabiting a place of vulnerability. This vulnerability,
moreover, is socially constructed in such a way that it becomes appropriate to exploit it.12

At the same time, it is also a story that allows for the earth’s violation. The earth, in
this story, is not a body at all, but rather an object and, as such, is designed to be subdued
and dominated, in the spirit of a literal reading of Genesis 1:28. There is, in other words, a
hierarchy in this story in which God is at the top, humans are directly underneath, and the
rest of creation exists to be used at the convenience of these humans. We see the application
of this story on a daily basis, in such subtle and insidious ways that we barely notice:
Humans choose to drive cars that raise the planet’s temperature and destroy its ecosystems.
They manufacture and dispose of plastic, to the extent that islands of it have coalesced in
the Pacific Ocean. They raise, kill, and consume large numbers of animals, most of whom
spend their lives in cramped, contained, and unnatural habitats.

This kind of objectification is precisely the kind seen in inter-human sexual violations
in which one human being sees another as an object to be used, rather than a subject with
agency that deserves respect. In other words, while the physical forms of harm are not
the same, the meaning of them and the goals of them are strikingly similar—to subdue, to
dominate, to control. Moreover, that both of these forms of harm exist—and exist in a way
that is so normalized—is a symbol of how powerful the dominant story of Christianity is.
Applying the metaphor of the body of God becomes one way to disrupt the power of that
dominant story, because it brings to light assumptions about the story that may have gone
unquestioned by too many for too long.

It also provides a new story of the relationships between God, humans, and the earth
that can guide our ethics going forward. In this case, the metaphor of the world as God’s
body makes it unthinkable to harm the earth, because to harm the earth would be to harm
the most generative parts of God’s self. To do that would be the very definition of sin, and
therefore, the application of this metaphor requires that humans find ways to see the earth
as a subject and to treat it with the reverence that we give to God.

5. Ecological Sin as Sexual Selfishness

The second consequence of this metaphor’s application is that it allows us to strike
a parallel between ecological sin and sexual selfishness. Throughout her corpus, Sallie
McFague adheres to the belief that solidarity and relationships are grounding principles
of the Christian life, such that the violation of relationships become the basis for her un-
derstanding of sin. Phrased differently, if the relationship between God and humans,
as modeled in the life of Jesus and the New Testament parables that comprise the root-
metaphor of Christianity (the fundamental metaphor through which others derive), then
acts that betray the principles of that relationship constitute sin, such that sin becomes the
act of ranking oneself above or apart from others, thereby eschewing relationships. Sin,
therefore, manifests when individuals refuse to acknowledge that they are in a relationship
or refuse to value the other with whom they are in relationship, resulting in their objec-
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tification. As McFague summarizes, “Our sin is plain old selfishness—wanting to have
everything for ourselves . . . Sin is limitless greed” (McFague 1993, pp. 114–15).

McFague describes sin in different ways, depending on the metaphor she is working
with, though the priority of selfishness remains consistent between each. When working
with her metaphor of God as a friend, she explains sin through the language of betrayal—
because loyalty to the friend and the free choice to be in such relationships ground friend-
ships, sin becomes the act of turning away from the relational loyalty to which one is
committed (McFague 1989, p. 162). In contrast, when dealing with the metaphor of the
world as God’s body, McFague suggests that sin involves denying relationships not just
with humans, but also with the earth. Indeed, a relationship with the earth is a precondition
of human survival, because humans cannot live without certain fundamentals that the
earth provides, including food from its soil, heat from its wood, and shelter from its stone.
Hence, humans sin when they fail to acknowledge that they are in a relationship with
other humans and with nature through virtue of their embodiment. This orientation is also
known as speciesism.13 To that end, McFague writes that:

“It is obvious, then, what sin is in this metaphor of the world as God’s body: it is
refusal to be part of the body, the special part we are as imago dei. In contrast to
the king–realm model, where sin is against God, here, it is against the world. To
sin is not to refuse loyalty to the Liege Lord but to refuse to take responsibility
for nurturing, loving, and befriending the body and all its parts. Sin is the refusal
to realize one’s radical interdependence with all that lives: it is the desire to set
oneself apart from all others as not needing them or being needed by them. Sin
is the refusal to be the eyes, the consciousness, of the cosmos . . . If Christian
discipleship is shaped by solidarity with the needy, including nature as the new
poor, then natural evil is not limited to what happens to me and mine, and sin
becomes the limitation of one’s horizon to the self” (McFague 1993, pp. 77, 174).14

McFague, therefore, concludes that humans make idols of their own identities by
limiting their horizon of the self, and by privileging their own subjectivity above the
subjectivity of other bodies, or, phrased differently, privileging their own power in a way
that constructs the vulnerability of other bodies (McFague 2008, p. 15). Sin, thus, manifests
because this form of idolatry refuses to acknowledge the reality that one is in a relationship
with others who may have different needs, identities, and values from themselves. This can
occur both intra- and inter-species. In cases of misogyny, for instance, men become capable
of idolizing their own embodied identity and privileging their own subjectivity above the
embodied identity of women, thereby allowing themselves to objectify women, construct
women as vulnerable, and enact harm upon them. The corollary in the environmental
crisis is that humans, at large, function as men do in misogyny—able to privilege their own
subjectivity, to construct the earth as vulnerable by rendering it an object that exists for
human use, and to exploit its body without a second thought because we believe that the
earth’s body belongs to us (McFague 1993, p. 115).

I’d like to build on McFague’s conception of sin as selfishness to suggest that the
dominant discursive beliefs and practices that humans exercise in their relationship with
the earth can be categorized as sin, because they allow humans to objectify and desire
the earth in a fundamentally selfish way. The Trump administration’s authorization of
oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge provides just one of many examples
that support this assertion. Lawmakers and other powerful figures in governments and
businesses make decisions that are driven by the short-term interests of humans, not of
the earth. As a result, a decision like the one to drill in the Arctic is justified by the need
for oil to fuel energy-inefficient vehicles that transport humans, as well as arguing that
humans need their jobs in the oil and auto industries. Such an argument is, therefore,
selfish insofar as it is driven entirely by the needs of human beings—as well as a failure of
imagination—without regard for the earth and the damage done to it.

Relatedly, the ecological crisis can be understood not only as a sin but also as an
act of sexual violation, because this objectifying orientation allows humans to presume

89



Religions 2022, 13, 249

that it is appropriate to penetrate generative parts of the earth’s body without the earth’s
consent.15 We frack the earth’s crust, seizing gas from its innermost parts. We rip trees
from soil intended to generate life. We litter the atmosphere with carbon dioxide and
methane emissions that pollutes the very air needed for the creation and continuation of
life. Humans do this without asking the earth, assuming that it is our right to use the
earth’s body, including its generative and reproductive capacities, as we please. Indeed,
one may go so far as to say that humans have been raping the earth’s body.

Now, I recognize that this assertion is, prima facie, problematic in its own right because
of the way it anthropomorphizes the earth, constructing it in terms of a subset of human
bodies. However, what might be beneficial about attempting, however clumsily, to identify
the way in which both women’s and the earth’s bodies frequently experience a form of
sexual violation is that it recognizes that the bodies of each have been constructed as
vulnerable in such a way that that the vulnerability can be exploited in ways that become
normalized, instead of being identified and responded to as real forms of wrongdoing. Put
differently, I am following in McFague’s footsteps by proposing a linguistic metaphor that
hopefully will not function as an idol, but rather as an important addition that allows us to
give speech to forms of harm in new ways. In turn, it also allows us to think about and
speak about the relationship between women’s bodies and the body of the earth in a new
way.

Framing these human acts as rape or as a sexual violation has provocative implications
for McFague’s metaphor: If we are raping the earth, then are we raping God? What would
be at stake were God—and not just the earth—vulnerable to this kind of trauma? This
framework challenges us to think afresh about what role vulnerability plays in God’s iden-
tity, and it also challenges us to consider the possibility that we have become perpetrators
who take advantage of that vulnerability.

6. The Dialectic of Trauma and a Proposed Ethic

Sexual violations are, more often than not, traumatic for those humans who experience
them. We know this from the numerous studies done on inter-human sexual violations—
when one person sexually violates another, it often results in trauma, where the victimized
party experiences symptoms of posttraumatic stress, including flashbacks and emotional
numbing. These alternating symptoms of hyper-awareness and numbing are known as
the dialectic of trauma, meaning symptoms that appear to be antithetical to each other but
are, in fact, intimately linked. In the case of trauma, the dialectic symbolizes the desire to
both remember the trauma, so it doesn’t happen again (as exhibited by symptoms, such as
flashbacks and hypervigilance) while also desiring to forget it because of how terrible it
was (as symbolized by symptoms, such as numbing or forgetting aspects of the event).

If we apply the metaphor of the world as God’s body to the climate crisis and un-
derstand the harm we are doing to the earth is a sexual one, in which the agency and
generative parts of the earth are being violated by humans, then perhaps there is a trau-
matic dimension to the earth’s violation. Indeed, framing the ecological crisis in terms of
a series of sexual traumas undertaken by humans on the earth’s body changes how we
understand the earth’s response, because it causes us to consider the ways in which the
earth is a subject and, as a subject, is exerting agency in response to the horror humans are
inflicting upon it.

It also calls us to recognize the ways in which trauma—which we often assume is
only a human phenomenon—is actually a response that humans share with other parts of
creation. Scientists are discovering that animals of all sorts experience traumas in ways
that alter brain chemistry and induce posttraumatic stress symptoms, symptoms that
include, what trauma theorist Judith Herman calls, a “dialectic” of intrusive and avoidance
symptoms (Herman 1997, pp. 47–51). In the Canadian Yukon, for example, the snowshoe
hare population rises and falls based not just on how many predators successfully kill the
hares, but also based upon the trauma of living among the predators. Ecologists studying
the phenomenon have found that snowshoe hare mothers experience such profound stress
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from living amongst the predators that it causes changes in the brain, including a rise
in cortisol levels, that resembles those found present in the brains of humans with PTSD
(Sheriff et al. 2010). Interestingly, the researchers also found a generational component
to the trauma, as the changes in the brains of the snowshoe hares passed from mother
to daughter; both populations produce fewer young as a result of the changes in brain
chemistry.16

Researchers have hypothesized that trauma works in the wild across species ranging
from elephants, to rats, in ways that reminisce the human posttraumatic stress reaction
(Zanette and Clinchy 2020). In other words, it appears to be the case that the animal world at
large may experience intrusion symptoms—which include recurring memories and dreams
about the trauma, flashbacks, emotional distress or flooding when one is reminded of the
trauma, and flashbacks—as well as avoidance symptoms, such as attempts avoid locations
or people associated with the trauma, as well as dissociation, emotional numbness, attempts
to avoid thinking of the trauma, and difficulty remembering the trauma. In addition to
those symptoms that are emblematic of the dialectic, posttraumatic stress is also marked by
symptoms including guilt, shame, difficulty sleeping, difficulty concentrating, outbursts of
anger, and a heightened startle response.

Perhaps most valuably, using a trauma-informed lens to understand climate change
as a form of trauma inflicted upon the earth’s body allows humans to reframe the events
we are seeing in terms of concrete harm: The overall warming of the globe that appears in
tandem with periods of striking cold can be understood as a dialectic, an earthquake as an
earthly startle response, a hurricane as an outburst of anger. The earth is speaking in its
own language, a language of wind, heat, water, and magma. Insofar as we see the world
as God’s body, this response can also be understood as God speaking through the earth’s
suffering in order to signal that the violation that humans inflict on the earth breaches the
root-metaphor of Christianity and needs to change.

Recognizing earth’s speech is essential to responding to the climate crisis for the
same reason that it is essential to respond to the speech of other members of creation who
experience forms of trauma. It affords them a form of epistemic credibility. By way of an
example, research on human traumas shows that affording epistemic credibility to victims
is both paramount for their healing and is also countercultural.17 When victims tell others
about traumatic events in their lives, it is not uncommon for witnesses to respond with
denial because, as trauma theorists like Judith Herman postulate, it is easier to live in a
world where one assumes the victim is lying than to accept the pervasiveness of violence
and the reality that we may be complicit in it to some degree (Herman 1997, pp. 7–33). This
denial is not helpful to either victims or witnesses. Victims are unable to recover without
the ability to speak, to craft a narrative, and to integrate trauma into the reality of their
lives. They need witnesses who will listen and respond to isolation with community, to
harm with safety (ibid., pp. 155–213). Meanwhile, witnesses who adopt a stance of denial
are avoiding both painful truths and the opportunity to serve as supporters and advocates.

If we think about the climate crisis as a form of trauma inflicted upon God’s body,
then human propensity to deny earth’s speech makes more sense. Human denial of the
earth’s trauma mirrors their denial of the trauma inflicted upon human bodies; in both
cases, it remains more convenient to blame the victim than to acknowledge the reality that
one lives in a world in which such horrors can occur.18 Yet, the earth persists in her efforts
to be heard, just as human survivors of traumas refuse to be silenced. Melting glaciers,
hurricanes, fires, and earthquakes can be read as acts of divine speech that perhaps mirror
the words of Jesus on the cross, “Eli, Eli, lama sabacthani?” or “My God, my God, why
have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:36; Psalm 22:1, NRSV). Ethically, then, we must listen to
the testimony of trauma and consider what needs to be done to make things right, because
to continue to ignore what is being said is to continue being complicit in the trauma itself.

Lastly, the earth’s traumatized speech can be read as an act of resistance undertaken
by the earth to draw our attention to the reality of its traumatization, calling humans
out of denial to be witnesses. Humans are uniquely responsible for the climate crisis, or,
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put differently, they are uniquely the perpetrators of the earth’s trauma. It is, therefore,
imperative that humans find ways to move from a stance of denial to undertake the work
of active witnessing and active solidarity. Only by actively witnessing, recognizing, and
naming the harm being done can we grow in awareness of it, and awareness is the first
step to change, because it allows us to recognize our individual complicity as well as a
systemic need for accountability.19 In other words, if McFague is right in that sin is a form
of selfishness, then one way to counteract its power is through a radical practice of empathy
that extends beyond our own species and to creation at large, even including the God who
made it. Only through that empathy can we begin to comprehend the enormity of the
wrong we have done, as well as starting to take concrete steps to listen to what the earth is
demanding needs to be done in order to make things right. Such steps would return agency
to the earth, and while experiencing the return of agency is a necessary step in healing for
any trauma survivor, it takes on a new dimension when we consider its meaning in light
of the guiding metaphor of this paper. If, indeed, the world is God’s body, then returning
agency to the earth is an active step that humans would take to not only make things right
for the earth, but also to make things right between themselves and God. It comes as an act
of recompense, a form of confession, and a way of atoning for sin.

7. Conclusions

Catherine Keller writes that the earth is “not yielding submissively to the religio-
politico-economic schematisms of what we may call anthropic exceptionalism. Earth
names do not matter beneath us, not space lying static beneath time, but the teeming
sphere of our collectivity” (Keller 2018, p. 6). Humans are, as Keller acknowledges,
profoundly dependent on, and connected to, the life of the earth. That recognition of our
interdependence is perhaps what led McFague to develop the metaphor of the world as
the body of God, a metaphor that supplements the dominant masculine metaphor of the
Christian tradition, while raising both relevant and provocative questions about God’s
identity within the ecological crisis and within the sexual crises facing human bodies. This
article sought to parse out some of what might be theologically at stake in this metaphor,
suggesting that it has the potential to add theological value and ethical relevance to the
current ecological and human crises of our day. The metaphor also parsed out a trauma-
informed response that might emerge from reframing the climate crisis as a series of
traumatic sexual violations.

McFague, as stated earlier, never intended any of the metaphors she developed to
be comprehensive. In this way, she adopted a hermeneutic of humility in her work. This
hermeneutic helps readers understand both the significance of her theological contributions,
while also orienting them towards a way of living in relation to God that is, in and of itself,
humble at its roots. That humility may serve us well as we seek to understand the nature of
God and our relationship to the Divine. It may also orient us as we step out of our denial
and begin to address the trauma we have inflicted upon the earth.
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Notes

1 Pamela McCarroll writes that theology has been complicit in an anthropocentric focus in its work. Indeed, one could argue that
this form of anthropocentrism elevates the status of women’s bodies and other minoritized human bodies by denigrating the
earth’s body, which raises intriguing questions about extending the notion of intersectionality to include systems of power that
involve players beyond the human species (McCarroll 2020).

2 For a helpful primer on the philosophical intersections of feminism and environmental studies, see Warren (2015).
3 For a particularly comprehensive overview, see the Routledge Handbook of Religion and Ecology (Jenkins et al. 2016).
4 For an extended discussion of how the limits of language enable false or limited assumptions about sexual violations, see

Tumminio Hansen (2020); for more on the term “sexual violations” as a preferable alternative to more commonly used terms,
including “rape” or “sexual assault” or “gender-based violence”, see Alcoff (2018, pp. 12–14).
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5 McFague inherits the term “root-metaphor” from Stephen Pepper, who opposes logical positivism, arguing that all data is
necessarily subject to interpretation by the interpreter, thereby pressing against the assumption that objectivity exists. In turn, he
coins the term “root-metaphor” to mean the guiding principle or the grounding for any interpretation (Pepper 1972).

6 McFague, here, harkens to Earl MacCormac, who defines a root-metaphor as, “the most basic assumption about the nature of the
world or experience that we can make when we try to give a description of it” (MacCormac 1976, p. 93).

7 For more of a contrast between McFague’s model of a friend and her model of a lover, see McFague (1989, p. 168): “To be friends
with God is the most astounding possible, for whereas a mother desires your existence and a lover finds you valuable, a friend
likes you”. For more on the model of God as a friend, specifically in relation to climate change, see McFague (2021, pp. 69–89).

8 For a book-length consideration of this topic, see Adams (2006).
9 Candida Moss and Joel Baden raise an important biblical challenge to the assumption that women’s bodies are essentially

reproductive bodies and that their identities ought to be essentially rooted in their reproductive capacities. Relatedly, Danielle
Tumminio Hansen develops a practical theology of how the dominant discourse of the biological family functions as something
like an idol in the reproductive culture of the United States, to the detriment of those who cannot reproduce via heterosexual
intercourse, including those who suffer from infertility or reproductive loss, who are single, or who are in same-sex or transgender
relationships. See Moss and Baden (2015) and Tumminio Hansen (2019).

10 I do not mean here to assume that all sexual violations are traumatizing, but rather to say that sexual violations have the potential
to be. Indeed, Nicola Gavey has made important contributions from a psychological perspective about how trauma theory has
come to be a dominant discourse in evaluating the authenticity of sexual violations, even though it is possible to experience a
sexual violation without being traumatized in the aftermath (Gavey 2018, pp. 159–81).

11 As McFague explains, one of the issues with the current interpretation of the Christian story by those in power is that the
story does not allow for constructive action in the secular world. As she writes, “A story is most effective when it aligns the
religious dimension with the secular: when they are mutually reciprocal and supportive. When the distance between the two
interpretations becomes too great, the link between them breaks, and people are left adhering to just one or to none at all. The
latter stance is scarcely credible, and folks will fight to hold on to their story, even an “incredible” or mediocre one, rather than be
bereft of any story” (McFague 2021, p. 2).

12 McFague writes of vulnerability differently in A New Climate for Theology, where she proposes that humans must internalize their
own vulnerability to climate change in order to recognize their role in it, their interlocking relationship to the earth, and their
responsibility to respond to the harm being done (McFague 2008, pp. 15–20).

13 The term “speciesism” means the privileging of the human species over other forms of creation. The term was popularized by
philosopher Peter Singer in the 1970’s.

14 The limitation of one’s horizon is, likewise, central to McFague’s definition of natural evil. Distinguishing between natural evil
and sin, McFague explains how they overlap insofar as each roots itself in a kind of selfishness, as defined by being unable to
see beyond one’s personal horizon. She writes that, “Natural evil and sin join at this one point for both are concerned with a
limited horizon, the inability to identify with others outside of the self, the refusal to acknowledge that one is not the center of
things. Natural evil is narrowly interpreted as bad things happening to me and sin is the desire to have everything for oneself”
(McFague 1993, p. 175).

15 Feminist philosophers and psychologists have raised important questions about the validity of consent as a criterion for evaluating
whether a sexual violation has occurred. However, it may still be fair to say that while these scholars express concerns about how
it is possible to coerce consent, such that consent can be given when desire is not truly present, they express fewer concerns about
instances where consent is explicitly withheld. For a selection of readings that discusses the problems with consent, see Alcoff
(2018), Gavey (2018) and Cahill (2014).

16 The authors of the study suggest that there is an adaptive use to the steps taken by the snowshoe hares during this period, as the
stress required to survive necessitates that they hide more and eat less in order to survive. Though this causes a reduction in
births—as well as in the size of young—it also ensures that the population will continue in the long-term, because the snowshoe
hares are taking measures to avoid predators in the short-term (Sheriff et al. 2010).

17 Susan Brison writes at length about how misogyny, a denial of trauma, and our propensity to side with perpetrators affect the
epistemic credibility of sexual trauma survivors (Brison 2003).

18 McCarroll suggests that ecoanxiety underlies human denial about the climate crisis, and that this anxiety is grounded emotions
like guilt and shame, as well as a sense of psychological paralysis. As she writes, “Perhaps we are so overwhelmed by the
enormity of the challenge before us—both as a field rethinking its foundational priorities and as a species in the face of extreme
environmental changes—that we would rather close our eyes, close our ears, and carry on as we always have, something like
Nietzsche’s “last men” seeking to be distracted by trivialities” (McCarroll 2020, p. 44).

19 It is worth naming here that not all humans are equally complicit in the climate crisis and that some have been concrete victims of
it. Humans who occupy places of power (as well as the institutions they support) bear a disproportionate amount of responsibility,
while the most vulnerable (who are often minoritized bodies) have suffered the greatest impact. As McCarroll summarizes,
“While creation is groaning, burdened under the consuming habits of the richest among us, the poorest of the world suffer the
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extremes of the environmental crisis” (McCarroll 2020, pp. 30–31). For a book-length exploration of this topic from a womanist
perspective, see Baker-Fletcher (1998).
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Abstract: In this article, the realities of the climate emergency reveal that human beings, especially
those of us in the grips of capitalism, imperialism, and nationalism, have little control over nature
and we are inextricably a part of nature. This revelation further exposes the tragedy and illusions of
sovereignty, which is produced and maintained, in part, by Judeo-Christian scriptures and political
theologies. While this revelatory event is disruptive, it also invites us to reimagine political theologies
without the belief that sovereignty is existentially or ontologically necessary for political belonging.
This includes embracing the revelation of the infinite, non-privileging care of a non-sovereign God
for all creation.

Keywords: climate emergency; belonging; political theology; revelation; sovereignty

1. Introduction

In the last several years, the discourse around climate change has shifted to climate
emergency. There is growing realization of an existential threat regarding the long- and
short-term impacts of climate change. At an international conference on climate change,
a reporter cornered two scientists, wanting to know their thoughts about the causes of
climate change and the possibility of effective responses by nations to slow or stop the
destructive trajectory of climate change. The scientists looked at each other. One of the
scientists turned back to the reporter and succinctly said, “We’re fucked” (Dufresne 2019,
p. 93). I imagine that the “we” the scientist referred to is human beings. However, “we”
are not alone. As Elizabeth Kolbert (2014) and Naomi Klein (2014) note, the earth is in the
midst of a sixth extinction event,1 which they and others call the Anthropocene Era2—an
era of mass extinctions caused by human beings. Famed Harvard biologist E. O. Wilson
(2005) predicts that by the end of this century, over half of all known species will be extinct,
leaving a less biodiverse earth and the very real possibility of the eventual extinction of
human beings.3

In this article, I consider the climate emergency as a revelatory event that exposes
the tragedy and illusion of sovereignty, which is produced and maintained, in part, by
Judeo-Christian4 scriptures and political theologies (and philosophies5). This revelatory
event, while painfully disruptive, invites us to reimagine political theologies without the
belief that sovereignty is existentially or ontologically necessary for political belonging.
To make my case I first identify and discuss the meaning and attributes of sovereignty, as
well as the negative impacts on subordinated and subjugated human beings and more-
than-human beings. This sets the stage to argue that sovereignty is a central belief in
Judeo-Christian scriptures and Western political theologies (and philosophies), shaping
political subjectivities and relations. Put differently, I contend that scripture and political
theologies operate as apparatuses6 that secure the belief in sovereignty vis-à-vis human
dwelling as existentially and ontologically necessary. I then move to depict how our climate
emergency reveals the tragedy and illusion of our belief in human and divine sovereignty.
The last section depicts how this revelation, when acknowledged and embraced, renders
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human and divine sovereignty inoperative, which invites forms of political belonging that
affirm (1) the infinite, indiscriminate, non-privileging care of a non-sovereign God for all
creation and, correspondingly, (2) the categorical political demand to care for all human
beings, other-than-human species, and the earth.

Before beginning, it is necessary to offer five clarifications. First, theological renderings
of the notion of “revelation” reveal varied characteristics of God with regard to creation
and, in particular, human beings. While biblical revelations can be experienced as affirming
and pleasantly appealing (e.g., God’s love for creation), they can also be understood as
psychosocially disruptive and painful. A revelatory event is disruptive in that it can
unsettle our unquestioned and unquestionable “normative” ways of being in the world,
rendering inoperative7, in this case, human apparatuses of political belonging that depend
on beliefs in human and divine sovereignty. In this article, it is the latter that is my
focus. A second point concerns the traditional relation between revelation and sin. In
one sense, the harm to human beings, more-than-human beings, and the earth by human
participation in the construction of ecologically destructive systemic apparatuses such as
capitalism, imperialism, and nationalism—which intersect with and depend on the idea of
sovereignty—can fall under the heading of social sin, with some human beings bearing
more accountability than others. However, my focus is not moralization but instead on
depicting the tragic nature of the human theological and philosophical beliefs associated
with human and divine sovereignty. Third, the general claims made regarding scripture
and Western political theologies regarding the issue of sovereignty are intended to be
heuristic rather than definitive or reductive about scripture or political theologies. A fourth
and related clarification concerns the heuristic use of scripture to reimagine the revelation
of a non-sovereign God. As Roland Boer (2009) notes, Ernst Bloch (and others; Benjamin,
Adorno, Althusser, and Žižek) was “enthusiastic about the revolutionary possibilities of
certain types of biblical myth” (p. 27). Thus, in critiquing and rendering inoperative
scripture and political theologies vis-à-vis sovereignty, an emancipatory space is created
wherein we reimagine human belonging in the Anthropocene Age. Finally, focusing on
sovereignty is not meant to suggest that this is the only artifice that has moved us into the
Anthropocene Age. Clearly, there are other social imaginaries (e.g., capitalism, imperialism)
that have contributed to climate change and serve as obstacles to climate action.

2. Sovereignty: Meaning and Attributes

Jean Bodin (1530–1596), a French jurist and political philosopher, was interested in
explicating the nature of sovereignty, perhaps because of the political instability resulting
from the Protestant Reformation. Of course, sovereignty and its varied forms had been
discussed and argued since Plato and Aristotle (Grayling 2019, pp. 35–39), if not before.
However, Bodin (2009) sought to identify its fundamental attributes. There are, for Bodin,
four essential features of sovereignty, namely, supreme power (no superior), absolute,
indivisible and perpetual. One can easily imagine these traits fitting best in relation to God,
but, for Bodin, they are features of human sovereignty. The king has no superior (except
God); is absolute in his rule; his power and rule cannot be divided; and his rule is perpetual,
handed down to his sons (in rare cases, daughters). In the 20th century, German jurist
Carl Schmitt (2005) picked up on Bodin’s work, pointing out that it is widely referenced in
previous political philosophical works on sovereignty. Schmitt writes:

Bodin asked if the commitments of the prince to the states or people dissolve his
sovereignty. He answered by referring to the case in which it becomes necessary to
violate such commitments. To change laws or to suspend them entirely according to
the requirements of a situation, a time, and a people. If in such cases the prince had to
consult a senate or the people before he could act, he would have to be prepared to let
his subjects dispense with him. Bodin considered this an absurdity because, according to
him, the estates were not masters over the laws . . . Sovereignty would thus become a play
between two parties. (pp. 9–10)
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What Schmitt is pointing to is the idea of “the state of exception” as a central feature
of sovereignty. “The sovereign”, he writes, “is he who decides on the state of exception”
(p. 5). He adds, “What characterizes an exception is principally unlimited authority, which
means the suspension of the entire existing [juridical] order. In such a situation it is clear
that the state remains, whereas the law recedes” (p. 12). The law and the state, in other
words, are subordinate to the absolute authority of the sovereign.

Philosopher Giorgio Agamben (2005) further clarifies the state of exception. “The state
of exception”, he writes, “is not a dictatorship (whether constitutional or unconstitutional,
commissarial or sovereign) but a space devoid of law, a zone of anomie in which all
legal determinations—and above all the very distinction between public and private—are
deactivated” (p. 50). One immediately can see the paradox here. For Agamben (1998),
the “paradox of sovereignty consists in the fact that the sovereign is, at the same time,
outside and inside the juridical order. The sovereign, having the legal power to suspend
the validity of the law, legally places himself outside the law” (p. 15). “The sovereign”,
Sergei Prozorov (2014) remarks, “remains a borderline or threshold figure at the limit of
order” (p. 99). As a threshold figure, the sovereign “is both the sign of the rule and the
jurisdiction of law, and supervenes the law” (Brown 2001, p. 59). What is interesting and
important here is that the sovereign possesses the supreme (legal) authority to set aside
laws because they are given the legal power to determine the exception. Add to this the
idea that the state of exception is at play in the very creation of the law itself. Put another
way, the establishment of the law already reveals the state of exception. I stress here that
the state of exception does not make the law invalid, but rather that in the exception, the
law is simply not applicable. The law remains in effect, but is set aside.

Naturally, the sovereign need not act on the state of exception. It can simply be
potential, which is nevertheless powerful. Prozorov (2014) writes, “even when exceptional
or emergency measures are not actualized in policies, they remain potentialities of state
action and may indeed be more effective as potentialities, capable of regulating conduct by
sheer threat of their actualization” (p. 101). This is analogous to the U.S. Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) having the power to audit someone but choosing not to exercise it. The threat
of being audited motivates many people to make sure they pay their taxes.

Wendy Brown (2010), surveying classical theorists of modern sovereignty such as
Thomas Hobbes, Jean Bodin, and Carl Schmitt, summarizes the core attributes of sovereignty:
“supremacy (no higher power), perpetuity (no term limits), decisionism (no boundedness
by or submission to law), absolutism and completeness (sovereign cannot be probable or
partial), nontransferability (sovereignty cannot be conferred without cancelling itself), and
specialized jurisdiction (territoriality)” (p. 22). Given this, I want to elaborate further on
other attending features of sovereignty.

First of all, there is no such thing as a sole sovereign. Sovereignty exists because of
the construction of social and political apparatuses that produce and maintain the idea
of sovereignty and the belief in its necessity for political belonging and stability. Thomas
Hobbes’ leviathan is, perhaps, the most obvious depiction of the absolute belief in the
necessity of sovereignty—lest we sink into social chaos and brutality. The social contract
citizens make with the all-powerful leviathan provides society with peace and stability
so that citizens can, within limits, pursue their individual desires. The apparatuses that
produce the belief in the necessity of a sovereign also reveal the presence of sovereign
classes. A sovereign or leviathan, then, cannot exist without sovereign classes that support
and advance supremacy, the state of exception, perpetuity, etc.

Another key feature of sovereignty’s state of exception is its dependence on force/
violence or the threat of violence. Agamben (2005) addresses both law-making and law-
preserving violence, and he asserts that what the “law can never tolerate . . . is the existence
[of violence] outside the law” (p. 53). Violence outside the law “neither makes nor preserves
law, but deposes it.” As I understand this, sovereignty accompanies and depends on
legitimate violence exercised by the apparatuses that produce and maintain the sovereign.
Sovereign violence is never outside the law, even though the law is set aside. Violence

97



Religions 2022, 13, 524

outside the law is a threat to the sovereign because the sovereign and sovereign classes
possess the sole legitimacy with regard to the exercise of political violence. To return
to Hobbes’ leviathan, the leviathan—a construction of human beings—retains the only
capacity for legitimate violence.

Of course, history is replete with stories of violence perpetrated by those who question,
reject, or rebel against the sovereign. Even those in sovereign classes can join in the violence
to overthrow the sovereign. Yet, as Saul Newman (2019) notes, “[R]evolutions and counter-
revolutions often share the same structure—both gravitate around sovereignty and both
affirm its place of transcendence and authority. While counterrevolution safeguards the con-
stitutional state order by suspending it in the state of exception—thus creating, artificially,
a situation that resembles a revolution—a revolution destroys an existing constitutional
state order only to erect a new one in its place. The core of sovereignty is retained in both”
(p. 106). The violent overthrow of the sovereign simply shifts the legitimacy of violence
to the revolutionary group. Sovereignty and political violence remain unquestioned and
unquestionable.

A related feature of sovereignty and violence is that it is founded on relations of
subordination and, more often than not, subjugation. All residents are subordinate to the
sovereign, including those of the sovereign classes. Residents who disobey or reject the
sovereign are subject to the sovereign’s disciplinary apparatuses. For Hobbes, citizens
willingly accept subordinate status for the sake of the political security and stability that are
needed for the freedom to pursue their individual desires. Indeed, most people internalize
the beliefs that subordination to the sovereign is natural or existentially necessary. There are
also numerous examples in history of sovereigns and their sovereign classes subjugating
people (e.g., enslaving people, jailing dissidents, terrorizing persons, colonization).

Relations of subordination also point to the hierarchical nature of sovereignty, which
is accompanied by beliefs in exceptionalism and beliefs in superiority and inferiority. To
exercise the state of exception necessarily accompanies the belief that sovereigns (and
sovereign classes) are exceptional (in their beingness). The apparatuses that produce and
maintain sovereignty also carry this belief in exceptionalism, which is buttressed by the
social, economic, and political privileges that accrue to the sovereign and elite sovereign
classes. This exceptionalism is joined to the beliefs in the superiority of the sovereign and
sovereign classes and the inferiority of non-sovereign classes.

One might question this by suggesting that democracy as the rule of the people
is egalitarian, thus eschewing relations of subordination and beliefs in exceptionalism,
superiority, and inferiority. First, the notion of democracy retains the belief in sovereignty
as necessary for ordering political belonging. In a “democracy” the “people” have supreme
power, exercise the state of exception, legitimate the use of political violence, and the
indivisibility of the people’s rule. If everyone is sovereign, then no one is subordinate,
exceptional, and superior. Of course, reality reveals something different. In one of the
earliest democracies—Athens—it is clear that adult male citizens were the sovereign class,
while non-citizens (barbarians) and women were constructed as subordinate and inferior
classes. This group of men exercised the state of exception and political violence by
sentencing Socrates to death for corrupting the youth. Leaping to the 21st century and
the putative U.S. democracy, sovereign elites (political and economic classes) believe and
act out their exceptionalism and beliefs in their superiority. People of color, poor persons,
incarcerated persons, and immigrant persons without documents are examples of those
deemed to be inferior, especially in relation to white citizens (see Desmond 2016; Wilkerson
2020).8

Implicit in the attributes of relational subordination/subjugation, violence, and beliefs
in exceptionalism, superiority, and inferiority are two other features of sovereignty, namely,
instrumental knowing and relating. The obvious and egregious illustration of instrumental
knowing and relating is found in the term “bare life”, which, for Agamben, refers to persons
“caught up in the sovereign ban . . . stripped of all protections and abandoned to the force
of law” (Prozorov 2014, p. 102). Stated more starkly, “The sovereign sphere is the sphere in
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which it is permitted to kill without committing homicide” (Agamben 1998, p. 83). That
is, “it is the sovereign who, insofar as he decides on the state of exception, has the power
to decide which life may be killed without the commission of homicide” (p. 142). All
of this comes across as pretty drastic and dramatic, perhaps referring to a tiny segment
of the population that have committed crimes, but this is not the case. Bare life can be
seen in instrumentalizing African Americans (Alexander 2010; Anderson 2016), and is
produced by apparatuses that deny or disrupt the distribution of the resources needed
to live well (Fraser and Honneth 2003). An example of this is the rise of the “Black Lives
Matter” movement, which rose in response to the killing of African Americans by police
(an apparatus of sovereign’s violence)—killings that are not considered to be homicides.
Instrumental knowing and relation are also evident in innumerable examples of how, in a
market society, those who are employed are constructed in terms of the demands of the
capitalistic system (global sovereign) and those who are poor (Marx’s reserve army of labor)
are disparaged and denied resources, which undermines their well-being (Lukács 1968).
An additional example of the instrumental knowing and relating vis-à-vis sovereignty is
the categorization and objectification of so-called illegal immigrants who are residents of
the society without rights of citizenship.

The final attribute of sovereignty, which is tacitly evident in the discussion above,
is its inherent exclusivity. This exclusivity can be seen within the borders of a nation.
The sovereign and the sovereign classes exclude or restrict non-sovereign classes from
participating in public spaces of speaking and acting together. Ancient Athens excluded
women and resident “barbarians” from engaging in political spaces of speaking and acting
together. Today, voter suppression laws, laws regarding those who have committed felonies,
and immigration laws exclude millions of persons from political spaces. Sovereignty is also
exclusionary when it comes to those who reside outside the boundaries/borders, which are
constructed by the sovereign and the sovereign classes. Wendy Brown (2010), for instance,
notes the proliferation of nation-states that are building walls to ensure the exclusion
of those deemed to be threats (e.g., U.S. southern border wall, Israel’s wall separating
themselves from Palestinians).

Thus far I have focused primarily on sovereignty and its relation to human beings and
their political belonging. I want to extend these attributes of sovereignty to our relations to
more-than-human species and the earth. Colby Dickinson (2015), referring to the work of
Giorgi Agamben, contends that in Western political philosophies (and their affirmations
of sovereignty), there is a “deep ontological rift . . . between animal and human” (p. 173).
Agamben (2004) writes:

It is as if determining the border between human and animal were not just one
question among many discussed by philosophers and theologians, scientists and
politicians, but rather a fundamental metaphysico-political operation in which
alone something like ‘man’ can be decided upon and produced. If animal life and
human life could be superimposed perfectly, then neither man nor animal—and,
perhaps, not even the divine—would any longer be thinkable. (p. 92)

The ongoing drive in the West to differentiate between human beings and animals,
which is a project of philosophy, theology, and some of the sciences, leads to “a radical
and total discontinuity between human and nonhuman” (Kompridis 2020, p. 252) and,
consequently, privileging human beings over all other species—anthropocentrism. In short,
these political theologies and philosophies produce the belief in the sovereignty of human
beings over other-than-human beings and the earth. Human beings have supreme power.
We believe we are superior and exceptional (anthropocentrism). Our power vis-à-vis
other species and the earth is absolute. We exercise “legitimate” violence toward other
species who are deemed subordinate and can be legitimately subjugated for human benefit,
which accompanies a disavowal of the singularities and needs of other species and the
earth. If other species and the earth are considered in terms of the political, it is almost
always instrumentally for the sake of human political belonging, which also means that
the needs of other species are considered to the degree that they benefit human beings.
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Evidence for this abounds: factory farming, the use of other-than-human beings in scientific
experiments, the removal of, if not extinction of species for the sake of human land use,
mining operations such as mountain top removal, which also undermines the well-being
of local human beings.9

In summary, sovereignty comprises a number of interrelated features. Jean Bodin
identified four features, namely, supreme power (no superior), absolute, indivisible, and
perpetual. An aspect of supreme power is the sovereign’s state of exception, which entails
the capacity to decide to set aside laws. Sovereignty and the state of exception are founded
on political violence or the threat of political violence, which is part of possessing supreme
power. I also noted that a sovereign exists by virtue of sovereign classes and the attending
apparatuses that produce and maintain a belief that sovereignty is existentially necessary
for political belonging. Included in this are the beliefs in superiority and exceptionalism of
the sovereign and sovereign classes, as well as the inferiority of subordinate and subjugated
others (which includes other species). Three other attending features I identified were
exclusivity, objectification or instrumentalization, and the disavowal of the needs and
singularities of othered human beings and other species and the earth.

3. Sovereignty, Scripture, and Political Theologies

Carl Schmitt believed that “all significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are
secularized theological concepts” (Brown 2010, p. 59). Similarly, Wendy Brown (2010) notes
that “sovereignty, secularized for political purposes, does not lose its religious structure
or bearing, even as it ceases to have the direct authority of God at its heart” (p. 70). In
the West, this religious structure is rooted in Judeo-Christian scriptures, which are founda-
tional for the construction of political theologies. The stories in scripture consistently and
unquestioningly affirm the ontological sovereignty of God. The attributes of sovereignty
are clearly present in the belief that God is sovereign over all creation. God is superior, all
creation is subordinate. God’s power is absolute, indivisible, and eternal, which is evident
in the creation stories, as well as miracle stories. That is, as part of God’s absolute power,
God can exercise the state of exception, setting aside natural and divine laws. Having
heard the laments of the Israelites in Egypt, for example, God performed a series of violent
miracles, killing untold numbers of Egyptians and devastating the land. More miracles
took place during the Israelites sojourn in the desert, and when it came to entering the
promised land, God, the ultimate sovereign, commanded the Israelites, in what today we
would call ethnic cleansing, to remove the inhabitants—apparently setting aside previous
commandments regarding killing, coveting, and stealing. God’s exercise of the state of
exception also means that God’s political violence, whether performed through miracles
or commanded, is legitimate. We read, “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?”
(Gen 18:25). This means that God’s commands are unfailingly just and those who obey the
divine sovereign do right, which accompanies absolute disavowal of the suffering inflicted
on subordinate and subjugated othered human beings, other species, and the land. The
sovereign and those who obey the sovereign’s order to kill are without remorse. It is also
important to note that the stories in Genesis and Exodus are devoid of the voices of those
who were subjugated. Harm inflicted on othered human beings, othered animals, and the
earth goes unremarked. The silence reveals the din of the sovereign’s commands and a
disavowal of the singularities, needs, and sufferings of subjugated others.

The attributes of divine sovereignty are also evident in God’s relation to the Israelites
as the chosen people. By virtue of God choosing the Israelites, they retain the belief
in their exceptional status, which is reflected in their God-given “right” to inhabit the
promised land. Of course, this exceptional status comes with the demand to obey the
covenant and God uses political violence or the threat of physical violence to punish those
who resist. Consider that the Israelites (read men), who were subordinate to God, were
repeatedly called a stiff-necked people, usually by God (Ex. 32:9, 33:3, 5; 34:9; Deut. 9:6,
13; 10:16). Synonyms of stiff-necked are obstinate, headstrong, strong-willed, obdurate,
and bull-headed. This suggests that not everyone was happy to submit to divine or a
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human appointed sovereign. The response to obdurate Israelites entailed varied forms of
punishment (or threat of punishment) by God—political violence. Of course, the ultimate
exercise of political exclusionary violence toward members of the community was death or
bare life. God, for instance, commanded Moses to kill those Israelites who had rebelled
by fashioning a golden calf (Ex. 32:25–29). Absent in the narrative is Moses’ hesitation
or remorse, which again points to the state of exception, righteous violence, and bare life
(killings were not considered sacrifices or homicides).

While God’s sovereignty is unquestioned and unquestionable, things become more
complicated when it comes to human beings and the Israelites in particular. First, it is
important to mention that in Genesis (1:26, 28) God gives human beings dominion over
nature. Indeed, God as sovereign has created animals and plants for use by human beings.
Of course, one may interpret dominion to mean that God commands human beings to care
(stewardship) for nature and for other animals. Even if this is correct, a belief in human
sovereignty over nature is retained and has been a pervasive feature of Western political
philosophies and theologies, leading to the ontological rift mentioned above.10 It is more
complicated when we turn to sovereignty among the Israelites. Initially, the Israelites
viewed God as their sovereign, which meant that any leader (e.g., Moses) appointed by
God was subordinate to the sovereign, though not sovereign himself (see Walzer 2012,
p. 53). As noted above, in terms of the state of exception, this meant that the Israelites could
exercise political violence at God’s command. This arrangement, though, proved to be
unsatisfactory for these “stiff-necked people.” After defeating the Midianites, the elders
asked Gideon to be their ruler. Gideon responded, “I will not rule over you, and my son
will not rule over you; the Lord will rule over you” (Judges 8:23). Gideon was adhering
to the traditional story that God is the only sovereign. Later we learn that the desire to be
ruled over by a king continued. The elders of Israel asked Samuel to “appoint for us a king
to govern us like other nations” (1Sam. 8:5). God commanded Samuel to go to the people
and warn them of the consequences of having a human as their sovereign. Samuel told
them that:

These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will take your
sons and appoint them to his chariots and be his horsemen, and to run before
his chariots; and he will appoint for himself commanders of thousands and
commanders of fifties, and some to plow his ground and to reap his harvest, and
to make his implements of war and equipment of his chariots. He will take your
daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your
fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his courtiers. He will
take one-tenth of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his officers and
his courtiers. He will take your male and female slaves, and the best of your cattle
and donkeys and put them to his work. He will take one-tenth of your flocks,
and you shall be his slaves. (v.11–17)

As Samuel predicted, a human leviathan possesses the state of exception, establishes
relations of subordination and subjugation, and rules through actual or threatened political
violence. The elders remained adamant, perhaps because having a king would result in the
elders’ elevation to the sovereign class. God, we read, accepted and fulfilled their request,
though God remained sovereign.

Christian scriptures also repeatedly affirm the sovereignty of God, though I will qualify
this below. Jesus, as the son of God, tells Pilate that his kingdom is not of this world (John
18:36). The kingdom of God is referenced throughout the Gospels, which only reinforces the
idea of God’s sovereignty. Perhaps, though, the revelation of the incarnation is a different
kind of sovereign God than that of Jewish scriptures, namely, the sovereignty of God’s love
for all of humanity. Yet, if we turn to the last canonical text, we see an orgy of political
violence in heaven and on earth. There is no spoiler alert here since it is fairly obvious how
this story of political violence will end. God, the absolute sovereign, prevails by way of
violence, leading to a new heaven and a new earth.
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The sovereignty of God is lauded in Christian rituals, in the hymns people sing, in
sermons, etc. Roman Catholics, along with other denominations, celebrate Christ the King
Sunday. Even the monarchical structure of the Roman Catholic polity parallels and looks
to the sovereignty of God for its legitimacy. Add to this the innumerable theological texts
over the centuries that overtly proclaim God’s sovereignty. My point here is threefold. First,
scripture, Christian rituals, theologies, and, often, Judeo-Christian polities unquestioningly
proclaim the sovereignty of God/Jesus Christ. Second, all of these serve as apparatuses to
produce and maintain the idea of and belief in God’s sovereignty, as well as the sovereignty
of human beings over more-than-human species and the earth. Put another way, these
apparatuses produce a belief, often unstated, that sovereignty is necessary for maintaining
the polis/ekklesia. Without a leviathan, whether that is God or God’s representative on
earth, life would be nasty, brutish, and short. Third, scriptural stories of sovereignty,
whether human or divine, possess the attributes identified above.

4. Climate Emergency and Revelation of Non-Sovereign Humanity and a
Non-Sovereign God

At the beginning of this article, I mentioned Naomi Klein’s (2014) and Elizabeth
Kolbert’s (2014) survey of the data about climate change, as well as E. O. Wilson’s (2005)
prediction that at least half of all known species will be extinct by the end of this century.
When considering the present and future realities of the climate emergency, it is, in my
view, an obfuscation to simply say that climate change is caused by human beings, as
if all human beings share equal responsibility. It is instead more important to identify
particular systems and apparatuses constructed by human beings that lend themselves
to harming other human beings, other species, and the earth, and to consider how these
apparatuses deflect accountability for the consequent harm. Jason Moore, for instance,
coined the term “capitalocene age” to highlight the role of capitalism in climate change.
Capitalism, however, is not simply an economic system. It is inextricably tied to political
systems, which created (Woods 2017) and maintain it (Brown 2015). Western imperial
nation-states, also, were and are largely responsible for globalizing capitalism (Klein 2007).
The apparatuses of capitalism, imperialism, and nationalism are intertwined. One thing
that binds them together is the notion of sovereignty and its attending attributes. For
instance, capital is sovereign in that it rules over workers and nature, though regulations
and protections mitigate some of capitalism’s excesses. In addition, capitalism as sovereign
is produced and maintained by sovereign political classes (Piketty 2014, 2020; Reich 2007;
Woods 2017), who make laws that legitimate the dominion of capitalists. Moreover, the
sovereign political classes of imperial nation-states are sovereign over subordinate and
subjugated countries. The intersection and interplay of these apparatuses produce and
maintain the belief in individual sovereignty over “nature”, as well as the belief that the
sovereignty of these apparatuses is necessary for human life and political belonging. This
belief in the necessity of sovereignty is noted in Frederick Jamison’s (2016) remark that “it
is easier . . . to imagine the end of the world than to imagine the end of capitalism” (p. 3 or
nationalism).

The realities of climate change reveal that human beings, especially those of us in
the grips of capitalism, imperialism, and nationalism, have little control over nature and
we are inextricably a part of nature. Yes, we obviously do have some control, and many
of us have used this control to exploit other-than-human beings and the earth for our
short-term benefits; yet, we are not sovereign over the earth. Climate devastation, in other
words, demonstrates that the earth is not subordinate to human beings and we cannot
subjugate the earth without undermining human and other-than-human existence. We are
limited in knowledge and in our ability to manage the earth and the climate. Of course,
some scientists and engineers are seeking to develop macro geoengineering solutions to
mitigate the destructive aspects of climate change. Meanwhile, human sovereignty with
regard to capitalism, nationalism, and imperialism remains unquestioned and unchanged
by billions of people. The claim here is that although we can continue to try to control,
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subjugate, and subordinate other species and the earth, climate change reveals the tragic
and illusory nature of this belief and the actions that stem from it. In short, human
sovereignty and its attributes are illusory precisely because the likely possibility of human
extinction demonstrates an end to human political power, whether it is understood as
necessary for human belonging or in relation to other species and the earth. Extinction, in
other words, negates any relation of subordination and subjugation, as well as any belief in
human superiority and other-species inferiority.11 Jonathan Schell (2020) summarizes this
well, remarking, “If we conquer nature, we will find ourselves among the defeated” (p. 19;
see also Wallace-Wells 2020).12 Moreover, we will have defeated ourselves by refusing to
let go of our belief in sovereignty—both human and divine.

Perhaps a religious reader will concede that human beings are not sovereign over
nature and that the belief in human sovereignty over nature has led to ecological disasters,
yet continue to affirm God’s sovereignty. The climate emergency as a revelatory event may
show human hubris, ignorance, and greed, but it does not, in and of itself, negate God’s
sovereignty. My response to this is to first note how persistent the belief in the idea and
necessity of a sovereign God is. Maybe we feel a need to believe that, despite the mess
many of us have created and despite the possibility of human extinction, God is and will be
in control, enacting miracles when needed. This said, the climate emergency as a revelatory
event cannot definitively reveal the non-sovereignty of God, but it can invite us to imagine a
non-sovereign God, and, for Christians, a non-sovereign Christ (Caputo 2006). Put another
way, the climate emergency can move us to realize that the idea of sovereignty and the
belief that it is necessary for human dwelling are strictly speaking human constructions,
which ultimately say nothing about God or Being. Second, if one can argue that political
belonging does not depend, necessarily, on human or divine sovereignty, then would
we really need to believe in the sovereignty of God? Or, relatedly, does our “belonging”
to God and belonging to each other (polis) require belief in God’s sovereignty? More
specifically, can we turn to scripture for help in considering a non-sovereign humanity and
a non-sovereign God? Moreover, what would human dwelling or belonging mean without
a sovereign or sovereign classes—divine or human? Will all of this result in changing how
we relate to each other, to other species, and the earth?

As to the question about scripture and sovereignty, Jacob Taubes (2004) provides an
interesting and important interpretation of Paul’s epistle to the Romans (see also Crossan
1995, 2007; Horsley 2003, 2011). Commenting on Taubes’ work, Hartwich et al. (2004)
write that the Epistle to the Romans was “directed against Rome and relativizes Rome’s
world imperialism . . . and directed against Jerusalem in that it relativizes the limits of
Israel’s self-definition, which are founded on nomos and ethnos” (p. 117). Stated differently,
Jesus “frees himself from the determination of ethnic ties and the Roman idea of empire”
(p. 119; emphasis mine) as a condition of belonging vis-à-vis the ecclesia or polis. Hartwich
et al. explain further that Paul, from Taubes’ perspective, “doesn’t oppose a political
theology of the Torah to the Roman nomos of the earth in order to establish a new national
form of rule. He fundamentally negated the law as a force of political order. With this,
legitimacy is denied to all sovereigns of this world, be they imperatorial or theocratic” (p. 121).
The Epistle, then, “undermines the function of the law as ordering power, be it in the
context of political order, church order, or a natural order” (p. 122). The messiah does
not and cannot represent or legitimate institutions of earthly sovereignty nor political
violence used to establish belonging. Instead, the messiah “can only make them irrelevant
and ultimately replace them” (p. 142). I add here that this new political order of love
of neighbor and enemy is further understood as based on the revelation of Jesus as the
incarnation of the infinite, indeterminate care of a non-sovereign God (Caputo 2006).
Put another way, political dwelling vis-à-vis the ecclesia is not dependent on relations of
subordination/subjugation or beliefs in superiority and inferiority, which are inherent in
any iteration of sovereignty. Likewise, the ecclesia does not rely on the threat or use of
political violence to order belonging and cooperation. That said, Hartwich et al. (2004) point
out that the “position of Paul doesn’t imply any positive political form” (p. 121), though, the
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principles of dwelling are identified, namely, care, mercy, compassion, and forgiveness.13

They continue by arguing that the “ecclesia understands itself, not as an autarchic polis
that separates itself militantly from other communities, but as a new universal world order”
(p. 130). “The new political order”, they continue, “is constituted by love in its two forms:
love of neighbor (inward love) and love of enemy (outward love)” (p. 130).

Giorgio Agamben (2013), who is familiar with Taubes’ work, provides a philosophical
view of this form of political belonging without sovereignty. In the coming community, he
argues, human beings can “co-belong without any representable condition of belonging”,
“without affirming identity” (p. 5). According to Agamben, “What the State (or sovereign)
cannot tolerate in any way is that the singularities form a community without affirming an
identity, that human beings co-belong without any representable condition of belonging”
(p. 5). Using Agamben’s notion of inoperativity, identity that is rooted in and dependent
on sovereign apparatuses (Jewish or Roman in the case of Paul), is deactivated with regard
to who belongs and who merits care. It is possible to hear echoes of Agamben’s coming
community in Galatians (3:28 NRSV): “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer
slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ.”

Taubes and Agamben envision political belonging that does not depend on the belief in
the necessity of human or divine sovereignty. As a result of shedding this belief, interhuman
relations are altered, as well as the possibility for more just and caring relations between
human beings, other species, and the earth. First, let me return to Agamben and sovereignty.
Above I noted Agamben’s contention that Western political theologies and philosophies
produce and maintain an ontological rift—“a radical and total discontinuity between
human and nonhuman” (Kompridis 2020, p. 252). This ontological rift privileges human
beings over all other species.14 Agamben (2004) asserts further that when we render
these apparatuses of sovereignty inoperative, it will “show the central emptiness” of the
proposition that human beings are superior and privileged beings (p. 92). Rendering these
apparatuses inoperative creates space for relating to other species and earth in ways that
respect the singularities of other species and the earth.

The coming community, then, establishes belonging that does not depend on a
sovereign state constructing and legitimizing particular identities vis-à-vis belonging.
Those human and other-than-human species that are present belong and, therefore, are due
care—a categorical demand to care for all who belong. At the same time, the deactivating
apparatuses that produce a belief in human sovereignty over other species, makes possible
the realization that other-than-human species are necessary for human belonging—the
very existence of a polis depends on a biodiverse earth. Lest one believe that this is an
unattainable utopian idea, we need only turn to the Norwegian town of Longyearbyen15

that requires no visa to belong and is not “ruled” by an individual or a group.16 It is a town
without visas and there are over 50 nationalities represented. It is an inclusive community
that seeks to care for and respect its residents—human and other-than-human (and the
earth). I add that in the last 30 years, there has been a growing trend toward creating
eco-villages throughout the world (U.S., Chile, Canada, Japan, etc.),17 where people live
in cooperation with nature. These eco-villages are diverse, but they are not organized by
apparatuses of capitalism and nationalism or the attending illusions of human dominion,
exceptionalism, superiority, and entitlement. There are also efforts by some Christian com-
munities to find ways for more sustainable living. “Eco-Church” was started by the Diocese
of London in 2016 and now has over 1500 member churches. In the U.S., Robert Shore-Goss
(2016) has been the senior pastor of MCC United Church of Christ in California since 2004.
During his pastoral leadership, he and other pastoral leaders have listened to congregants
and facilitated the congregation’s discernment about climate change and how to respond
(see also, Antal 2018; Spencer and White 2007). This said, it is not entirely clear that these
Christian communities, while ecologically minded, have shed beliefs that are embedded
in scripture and theologies regarding human and divine sovereignty. Nevertheless, they
are pursuing forms of political dwelling that take into account the needs of other human
beings, other species, and the earth.
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If climate change is a revelatory event that invites human beings to render inoperative
the apparatuses that produce and maintain beliefs in human sovereignty, then this event
may similarly disclose the revelation of a non-sovereign God’s indeterminate, and infinite
care of all creation—not simply privileging human beings. Given this, we may turn to
scripture and the revelation of Jesus Christ, not as a confirmation of divine or human
sovereignty, but rather as the possibility of belonging based on non-sovereign care for all
those who reside, which today includes the recognition of other-than-human species and
the earth as the material foundation of human belonging and flourishing.

5. Conclusions

Albert Camus ([1947] 2002) remarked that “[W]hen an abstraction starts to kill you,
you have to get to work on it” (p. 69). In this article I have claimed that climate change
reveals that sovereignty is the abstraction that is killing us and millions of other species.
To “work” on this abstraction includes first acknowledging it. Only then can we begin
to envision how we might live and relate to each other and other species without this
abstraction. As Clayton Crockett (2012) suggests, “We need to experiment radically with
new ways of thinking and living, because the current paradigm is in a state of exhaustion,
depletion, and death” (p. 165). I also argued that the revelation of climate emergency
invites us to reimagine the Christian revelation as one that invites believing and living
together without the apparatuses of human and divine sovereignty. It is altogether another
question whether this will be enough.
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Notes

1 There is considerable debate about the idea of a sixth extinction event and, if so, what date is to be used to mark the beginning of
this event. See Northcott (2017) and Nichols and Gogineni (2020).

2 Scientists Crutzen and Stoermer (2000) coined the term “Anthropocene Age” to indicate that we are now out of the Holocene Age.
3 The scientific data regarding global warming is mountainous and easily attainable, which is why I have decided not to take it up

here. I am presuming that readers are already acquainted with some of the research since it is part of the news nearly every day.
However, for those who may be interested in some of the recent research, I suggest the following websites: Sixth Assessment
Report (ipcc.ch) accessed 8 February 2022; NASA: Climate Change and Global Warming accessed 8 February 2022.

4 The use of this appellation is simply to identify the scriptural sources used for some of the beliefs associated with the notion
of sovereignty that emerge from Western Christian political theologies and philosophies. To use an alternative term, such as
Abrahamic scriptures, would incorrectly imply my familiarity with Islamic scriptures and political theologies.

5 The idea of sovereignty is not simply a concern of political theologians. Secular political philosophers have, since the Enlighten-
ment, argued about various iterations of sovereignty being necessary for political dwelling. While this paper concerns political
theologies that promulgate notions of human and divine sovereignty, I contend that the climate emergency reveals the illusions
and tragedy of sovereignty promulgated by Western political philosophies.

6 For Giorgi Agamben (2009) the term “apparatus” refers to “a set of practices, bodies of knowledge, measures and institutions
that aim to manage, govern, control, and orient—in a way that purports to be useful—the behaviors, gestures, and thoughts of
human beings” (p. 13). Referencing Foucault, Agamben writes that “in a disciplinary society, apparatuses aim to create—through
a series of practices, discourses, and bodies of knowledge—docile, yet free, bodies that assume their identity and their ‘freedom’
as subjects” (p. 19).

7 For Agamben “inoperativity” means to deactivate the functioning of apparatuses, which does not mean that these apparatuses
do not continue to operate or do not continue to have effects (Prozorov 2014, pp. 31–34).

8 Let me complicate this a bit further. Western nations affirm democracy, yet, in reality, democracy is mostly a mirage—a seemingly
unattainable ideal. Wendy Brown (2015), in a nod to Agamben, notes that “capital takes shape as an emerging global sovereign.
Capital alone appears perpetual and absolute, increasingly unaccountable and primordial, the source of all commands, yet
beyond the reach of nomos. Capital produces life absent provisions of protection and ties of membership, turning population
around the world into homo sacer (bare life)” (p. 64). More particularly, “states are subordinated to the market, govern for the
market, gain and lose legitimacy according to the market’s vicissitudes” (p. 108). Taking this further, Sheldon Wolin (2008)
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argues that the dominance of neoliberal capitalism has resulted in an inverted totalitarian system in which the state is used to
legitimate and extend the power of the market (the new sovereign with political and economic elite sovereign classes), through
legal privatization of previously public institutions, deregulation, austerity measures, and the expansion of money’s influence
in the political process. Moreover, non-state institutions such as corporations, think tanks, lobbying groups, etc., (sovereign
classes) work closely with the state to deregulate and privatize the common. Inverted totalitarian systems, Wolin argues, project
power inward by “combining with other forms of power, such as evangelical religion, and most notably encouraging a symbiotic
relationship between traditional government and the system of ‘private’ governance represented by the modern corporation”
(p. xvi). The accumulation of the various forms of power means there is no clear leader or sovereign of the system, as there
would be in a totalitarian system (p. 44). In totalitarian states, there is a dictator who is sovereign, while in inverted totalitarian
societies there are many leaders from different parts of society (e.g., political, economic, religious—sovereign classes) who support
and shape the totalitarian system. Because there is no clear, single institution or person involved in using the state, it becomes
impossible to locate the leaders who are responsible, heightening a sense of helplessness and futility among many citizens. I
would add that while the center of power is difficult to locate, citizens may continue to believe in democracy and believe that the
power resides in traditional government institutions and in the democratic citizenry when, in fact, it is diffused over a wide area
and subservient to the needs of the market god (Cox 2016).

9 Of course, one can cite numerous examples of human beings caring for other species and the earth, but the long history of human
sovereignty over “nature” and systemic disavowal of the singularities and needs of other species are evident in the destructive
realities of climate change.

10 It is not simply theology and philosophy that affirm human sovereignty over nature. Devout Anglican, philosopher, and scientist
Francis Bacon (1561–1626), for example, claimed that “the practical aim of improving humanity’s lot [depended on] the increased
understanding and control of nature” (in Grayling 2019, p. 197). There are numerous instances of scientists tacitly claiming
sovereignty over other animals and the earth (e.g., experimenting on other animals, developing technologies for fracking,
mountain top removal mining, etc.).

11 The possible extinction of human beings does not mean “nature” is sovereign. Applying the notion of sovereignty to nature is a
category mistake. Sovereignty is a human concern and pertains only to human beings.

12 Alan Watts (1957) also points out Western preoccupations with conquering nature, as if nature is an object to serve the needs of
humanity or that “nature” can actually be conquered (pp. 174–75).

13 Arendt (2005) argues that, because of human limitations and failings, forgiveness is necessary for a viable polis.
14 Philosophers Deleuze and Guattari (2003) agree with Agamben’s claim, arguing that “We make no distinction between man and

nature . . . man and nature are not like two opposite terms confronting each other . . . rather they are one and the same essential
reality” (pp. 4–5). These philosophers argue that the ontological rift is a human construction and one that is, in the end, deadly
for human beings and other species. Interestingly, earlier echoes of this are evident in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s (1849) writings
about nature.

15 https://en.visitsvalbard.com/visitor-information/destinations/longyearbyen (accessed on 28 July 2021).
16 Another illustration is noted by Bryant Rousseau (2016), who points out that New Zealand has two representatives in Parliament

whose duty is to represent the lands and rivers of particular areas of the country. Granted, New Zealand is a democracy, which
still retains the notion of sovereignty. Yet, there is a realization that nature and other species are integral to the political well-being
of the people and therefore need to be represented.

17 Ecovillages: definition, examples and characteristics—Iberdrola accessed 11 February 2022.
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Abstract: Leaders on the forefront of the rapidly escalating climate crisis continually seek effective
strategies to help communities stay engaged without burning out or spiraling into despair. This paper
examines the concept of adaptive change for its potential to reframe disruption and intentionally
harness its potential for building resilience in both practical and psychological ways. In particular,
social science suggests that secure communal bonds lay the foundation for the adaptive ability to
build resilience through and from disruption. Swiss history offers an intriguing example of this
phenomenon: held up as a model for its social, political, and ecological resilience, Swiss democracy
evolved as part of the restructuring of society after a series of disruptive historical pandemics. This
paper uses the Swiss example and the current COVID-19 (Coronavirus Disease) pandemic in order to
explore the potential of transcendent and adaptive sociological and theological frameworks for the
development of robust concepts of resilience in the face of climate destabilization. It further argues
that a wide theological interpretation of Eucharistic abundance offers a lens through which to claim
the liberative resurrection of disruptions, even, or perhaps especially, in the extreme case of human
or planetary annihilation.
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1. Introduction

In the midst of the already highly disruptive and destructive era of climate change,
the global COVID-19 pandemic has added an additional, smaller scale but more distinctly
defined disruption. In cases of sufficient stability and support, societies can take advantage
of these disruptions: with new awareness around social inequity, many communities have
responded with new creative solutions to address gaps in access to societal security and
safety nets. This particular pandemic effect channels sudden, disruption-driven changes in
awareness into high impact momentum for the common good (Stiglitz 2020; Liu et al. 2020).

How can societies better understand, prepare for, and utilize disruption more in-
tentionally, in order not only to reduce and prevent suffering but also to create a more
resilient future? Social scientists note that cycles of adaptive change, in societies, smaller
human organizations, and in ecosystems, require certain levels of connective stability in
order for a disruption to yield an overall increase in function, for the good of the overall
system (Holling 2001). Stable human communal connections provide the foundation for
the mindfulness, empathy, and altruism required to transcend, alleviate, and prevent future
suffering.1 Such a transformation occurred in Switzerland in the late 19th Century, where
growing networks of social solidarity took advantage of a series of epidemics to spur the
development of what is now considered the most robust form of democracy in the world
(O’Sullivan 2020).

This paper begins with a general overview of socioecological cycles of adaptive change,
specifically the need for connectional foundations that allow disruptive change to bring
about greater resilience. It then uses the historical example of Swiss democracy to exam-
ine the ways such communal connections provided the theological and socioecological
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foundations necessary for resilient adaptation in response to various disruptions. It fur-
ther explores the ways theological ethics intentionally draws upon both connection and
disruption as a way to formulate strategic approaches to the unprecedented disruption
of the climate crisis. It argues that non-attached approaches to survival, such as from
wilderness skills practitioners, provide an important piece of the connectional foundation
needed to formulate climate change frameworks of adaptive change that offer resilient
kinds of hope in the face of possible human extinction. In particular, it explores the ways in
which the climate crisis presents a kind of acid test of the application of disruption-based
theological frameworks of hope: for example, the viability of the transcendent promise of
resurrection in the face of human annihilation. It argues that close examination of biblical
narratives and theologies of disruption and hope reveals their appropriateness and utility
for contemporary applications to today’s greatest disruptive challenges.

2. The Ambivalence of Disruption: Destruction as an Essential Part of the
Creative Cycle

The word ‘disrupt’ includes the idea of ‘rupture,’ to break apart. Though we instinc-
tively shy away from disruption due to its inherently destructive nature, we also recognize
the necessity for disruption, or change, in order to achieve growth. The amniotic sac literally
ruptures to allow a woman to birth a child. Disruption—rupture—must continually occur,
in some form, for life to exist; in other words, the moment we let go of disruption is the
moment we die.

Social scientists note this dual, cyclic nature of social and ecological disruption and
change in the development of models of adaptation and resilience.2 These models recog-
nize the destabilizing nature of disruption as an essential precursor for the possibility of
rapid social and ecological—and thus, interconnected socioecological—restructuring that
integrates needed forms of resilience. C. S. Holling measures socioecological sustainability
based on the resilience of what he calls a ‘panarchy’: the interconnected cycles of disruption
and reorganization within larger ecosystems and in societies, “interlinked in never-ending
adaptive cycles of growth, accumulation, restructuring, and renewal” (Holling 2001, p. 392).
In a panarchy, periods of stability actually lay the groundwork for future disruptive phases,
which in turn lead to highly resilient periods of reorganization, tolerant of novel arrange-
ments and the possibility of failure (see Figure 1). Holling further argues that this model
reconciles nature’s dual conservative and creative functions into a comprehensible sys-
tem; periods of restructuring—such as following a wildfire—provide the most resilient
moments:

[A] fertile environment for experiments, for the appearance and initial establishment of
entities that would otherwise be outcompeted . . . many will fail, but in the process, the
survivors will accumulate the fruits of change. It is a time of both crisis and opportunity.
(Holling 2001, p. 395)

Holling notes various ecological, economic, and political examples of this phenomenon;
for example, habitat disruption, such as the wildfire mentioned above, suddenly releases
the “resources accumulated and sequestered in vegetation and soil”, such that “the tight or-
ganization is lost”. Social systems, such as large corporations, can over-accumulate stability;
in such cases, their overly rigid structures require disruption in order to spur reorganiza-
tion and therefore build new resilience, a process economists call “creative destruction”.3

Importantly, systems cannot always recover in this model; panarchic adaptation relies
on a critical mass of the previously laid foundations of stability in order for a system to
withstand severe disruption well enough to reorganize and function, rather than collapse
(Holling 2001, pp. 394–96, 399–400).
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Figure 1. Stylized representation of Holling’s Adaptive Cycle for ecological, economic, social, and
cultural change. Four distinct sectors (α, r, K, and Ω) represent phases of greater and lesser stability
and disruption, with corresponding variations in connectedness and potential: the more connected-
ness a system builds during periods of heightened implementation (r) and codification of efficient
functionality (K), the greater the potential for disruptions, or crises (Ω), to build new forms and levels
of resilience during periods of reorganization (α).4

To apply this model to human communities, the stable connectivity Holling mentions
could correspond to the secure attachment required for proper development of empathy
and the ability to transcend and withstand disruption and crisis. The “empathy–altruism”
hypothesis describes the ways that securely attached relationships in early childhood lay
the foundation for the later ability to turn toward suffering with a sense of kinship and an
understanding of the wider context in which crises occur (Davies and Frawley-O’Dea 1994,
p. 65). In other words, a foundation of secure emotional connection allows people to view
crises from a more mindful perspective.

This application of the empathy–altruism framework draws upon the three “stances
of the self” described by psychologist David Wallin: people respond to difficulties with
either an embedded, reflective, or mindful approach. Children who have experienced
abuse and neglect often exhibit the rigid, chaotic ‘embedded’ stance, which conflates reality
with the crisis: the self remains trapped in and controlled by the crisis, unable to escape its
influence or envision alternative meaning constructs (Schore 2001, p. 237). The ‘reflective’
stance is able to see the wider context in which difficulties unfold and reflect on possible
interpretations and contributions to the crisis or challenge, from an often defensive but
more stable mental state. Lastly, the ‘mindfulness’ stance integrates full awareness of
the challenges of the present moment with a neutral curiosity toward whatever unfolds;
without any external change, mindfulness carries a sense of both connection and even
contentment (Wallin 2007, pp. 137–39).

These contributions from social psychology show how Holling’s model of adaptive
change can work in individuals and societies: communities that include sufficiently stable
and healthy relational bonds build the psychological foundations through which to tran-
scend suffering and embrace a vision of meaning and purpose beyond specific moments
of disruption. With sufficiently connected foundations, the greatest disruptions actually
have the potential to allow forces to emerge that transcend the greatest forms of human
suffering and create space for evolved organizational forms. Biehl and Locke describe this
sociological approach in ethnographic studies with poor urban communities in Brazil and
Bosnia-Herzegovina: notably, this empowering lens respects the agency and potential in
these communities for the process of ‘becoming’:
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individual and collective struggles [can] come to terms with events and intol-
erable conditions and [can] shake loose, to whatever degree possible, from de-
terminants and definitions . . . [I]n contexts of clinical and political-economic
crisis . . . the unexpected happens every day, and new causalities come into play
[for] human efforts to exceed and escape forms of knowledge and power and to
express desires that might be world altering. (Biehl and Lock 2010, p. 317)

These cycles of disruption and adaptive change offer a useful lens through which to
examine crises and resilience; but how helpful are they in the face of the unprecedented
disruptions of today? The combination of the COVID-19 pandemic and escalating climate
change have left the entire world reeling. To explore the potential for this approach to
deal with current crises, this paper will first more thoroughly analyze a specific successful
example: how the country of Switzerland used pandemics of the past to forge a notably
resilient, stable, and functional democracy.

3. A Contextual Example: How Switzerland Used Historic Pandemics to Build
Socioecological Resilience

In discussions of modern democracies, Switzerland always emerges as a shining
example. Nestled at the crossroads of Germanic, Latin, and Slavic cultures, this tiny
country somehow manages to perform astonishingly well on index after index: among
the very highest for political rights, civil liberties, freedom of the press, wealth per capita,
economic competitiveness, human development, quality of life, ecological sustainability,
and political transparency (and, therefore, lowest for political corruption).5 Switzerland’s
unique system uses a political economy that combines direct democracy, multi-party
collaborative political coalitions, and an approach to capitalism that prioritizes access,
transparency, and the middle class (Lucchi 2017). As a result, Switzerland represents the
kind of adaptive panarchy described above: it has experienced relatively less COVID-19
disruption and a comparatively fast economic recovery (SWI 2021). How did Switzerland
develop such a robust, resilient society?

Although a combination of factors contributed to modern day Swiss democracy, a large
part of the credit apparently goes to past pandemics. In 1867, a cholera epidemic spread
rapidly in Zurich, particularly in the poorest areas. The new public health authorities
tried to contain the spread and unite the community, but wealthier residents fled to the
countryside, and nearly 500 people died. Zurich citizens had prided themselves on their
just and equitable society; many were truly shocked at the actual disparity in health
and economic vulnerability that cholera had uncovered. The resulting demonstrations
led to a power shift away from wealthy families and toward more democratic rule.6

Zurich implemented a new local constitution that allowed for direct democracy through
referendum; soon other cantons followed suit, ending with a new federal constitution in
1874 that lasted until 1999 (O’Sullivan 2020).

Not far away, in Basel, cholera and then typhus had recently claimed the lives of
thousands. Similar to Zurich, reform included a collaboration between former conservative
elites and the new, more liberal centers of gravity; in efforts to promote both health and
equity, medieval city walls came down, open gardens sprung up, and primary schools
eliminated tuition and added large windows for plenty of fresh air and sunlight. By the
late 19th Century, organized labor had helped end child labor and established workers’
rights and other socialist reforms, which spread across the whole country (Habicht 2008,
pp. 129–37).

Importantly, both of these cities embraced the interplay among various centers of
power—merchant guilds, wealthy dynastic families, workers unions, and Protestant and
Catholic religious bodies.7 Within the context of a strong sense of connectedness for the
wider community, the evolution of Swiss democracy included a push and pull in which
governance regularly shifted from election to election. Key leaders gracefully—albeit
reluctantly—relinquished their power and respected this ebb and flow as part of a larger
picture of change over time. In Zurich, Alfred Escher had established some of the most

112



Religions 2022, 13, 404

important institutions for modern day Swiss technology and economics before he was
forced to give way to new liberal leaders (FDFA 2020). On the other side of the political
spectrum in Basel, Wilhelm Klein’s far-sighted vision for social equity simply overwhelmed
conservative concerns, such that he lost his position to more conservative and religious
leaders (Habicht 2008, p. 135). In 1918, the Swiss intentionally implemented proportional
representation rather than majority voting, thus solidifying their system of compromise
and collaboration among many political parties (Nappey 2010, pp. 68, 78).

The traditionalism of Swiss culture must remain front and center in this picture. As
another example of connectional stability, Swiss culture rejects progress for its own sake.
Women did not achieve suffrage, for example, until 1971, with the most conservative
areas holding out until forced to concede in 1990 (Nappey 2010, p. 78). Even today,
Swiss people prioritize traditional, closely knit family culture as a primary source of social
support (SWI 2017). Their skepticism is understandable: in a carefully engineered society
that ticks along like a well-made watch, why fix something that is not demonstrably broken?
Somehow, the Swiss embody the panarchy—integrating both protest and conservatism,
innovation and slow deliberation—with an eye toward overall socioecological resilience.

Interestingly—and not accidentally—these historical pandemics also unfolded in a
theological context of comparative tolerance and notable humanism, a sense of connection
with all humanity. Various influential thinkers from Erasmus to Calvin found both physical
and intellectual refuge in cities like Basel, Zurich, and Geneva, partly through open-minded
universities and an enthusiasm for the access offered by the printing press. A true cultural
crossroads, Basel in particular tended toward tolerance over bloodshed (Habicht 2008, p. 64–
84). Prior to the brutal Thirty Years’ War, the loosely connected cantons of Switzerland had
already gone through their own, comparatively mild upheaval and hammered out a way
for each canton to choose its Protestant or Catholic identity (Nappey 2010, pp. 30–37). The
evolution of its contextual theology clearly played a significant role in Switzerland’s ability
to withstand, manage, and benefit from disruption.

4. Connectional Theological Ethics That Transcend Disruption

As a foundational part of the human experience, disruption naturally plays a central
role in theological meaning constructs for human societies. Prophets of the Hebrew Bible
recognize disruption in the cosmos, in communities, and in the form of intentional sign
act protests, as both indictment of current injustice and the inbreaking promise of future
justpeace.8 Frequently using birth symbols, these prophets, along with psalmists and other
biblical writers, holistically capture the inequitable and devastating impacts of crises, while
they simultaneously situate disruption within a larger theological and metaphysical frame
in which the Sacred Cosmos unfolds through a power greater than any individual moment
of suffering, liberation, or healing. This section explores the ways disruption theologies
have offered meaning constructs that transcend the destructiveness of disruption and how
to apply this approach more broadly to climate disruption.

4.1. Disruption Theologies of Healing and Abundance

The cosmic frame mentioned above, within which earthly disruptions occur, offers
a meaning construct that includes human suffering and yet transcends it. Ancient and
modern theologians continually explore the various dimensions of the inherent challenge
of human and earthly suffering, tackling its thorny complexities head on: Can suffering
ever be considered inherently good? If healing follows pain, does that end ‘justify the
means,’ making the pain ethically ‘good’?9 What ethics apply when one person’s struggle
represents another’s healing liberation? How do ancient and modern martyrs achieve such
deep inner peace that they joyfully embrace what normally looks like traumatic tragedy?
Are experiences of suffering and transcendence therefore mutually exclusive, or a matter of
interpretation, spiritual maturity, or even choice?10 How do these interpretations of human
suffering—and healing—integrate with and/or apply to the rest of Creation?11 Lastly, how
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can we apply the theological ethics of disruption to the wider issue of climate disruption
and its role in human meaning?12

As these important questions show, theology must offer frameworks that incorporate
both the destructive and creative aspects of disruption in order to offer ultimate meaning
and hope in the face of humanity’s great challenges. The following two examples show
how models of adaptive change can apply in the exploration of some of these theological
questions.

Calling today’s landscape of intersectional oppression and socioecological destruction
“radical evil”, Christine M. Smith draws upon themes from liberation theology to argue for
the potential of preaching to create connective space that allows for deep transformation.
She contends that a combination of homiletical weeping, confession, and resistance builds
a communal foundation strong enough to carry both the fullness of suffering and the
possibility of hope. Faithful weeping, like biblical lament, offers an expression of radical
faith, a proclamation of “life in the midst of death . . . hope in the midst of despair”.
Likewise, confession that embraces the full truth of our diverse, complex, challenging reality
leads to resilient forms of hope that “resist the seductions of segmenting life, reducing life’s
complexities to false simplicity, or collapsing life’s paradoxes to immobilizing moralisms”.
Lastly, faithful resistance intentionally turns toward the most difficult challenges of our
time; the transcendent frame in this example relies on openness to the movement of the
Spirit through all persons and creatures. Beyond “truthful speech”, homiletical resistance
confronts radical evil with integrity by inspiring acts of courageous discipleship that
transcend the fear that disruption can bring based on a sense of trust in a larger historical
and pneumatological paradigm (Smith 1992, pp. 4–5).

Like Smith, Traci C. West also explores the ethics of resistance in the face of massive
forces of societal oppression. For West, suffering caused by intentional disruption counter-
balances existing, oppression-based suffering; therefore, a larger vision of ultimate justice
both motivates and transcends individual moments of suffering. West urges an intention-
ally disruptive social ethic, “to find a way to force a rupture between prevailing cultural
arrangements of power that reproduce oppressive conditions, like poverty, and communal
tolerance for permanently maintaining such conditions” (West 2006, p. xviii). She suggests
the intentional use of diverse resources to forge stronger communal connections that reveal
and reshape unexamined theological assumptions:

Multicultural theoretical approaches can assist Christians in making liturgical
choices that enhance their recognition of human diversity as good, as well as
their intolerance for unjust social relationships among diverse human communi-
ties. Multicultural understandings can offer guidance in creating worship rituals
where Christians are more likely to be offered the chance to participate in disrupt-
ing a commitment to white dominance than encouraged in going along with it
and similar repressive social practices. (West 2006, p. 134)

Both Smith and West intentionally utilize strategic disruption as a way to address other
forms of oppression-based disruption. This approach harnesses the adaptive potential of
connectional bonds by introducing targeted disruption into the overall communal system,
as a way to spur reorganization for the goal of new levels of socioecological justpeace. They
employ theologies that include and transcend disruption, such as the integration of lament
as an expression of radical faith, and the call to turn toward suffering with a moral courage
that arises from a wider vision more powerful than human fears.

In terms of climate disruption, people understandably often assume the goal for
adaptive change to include humanity’s survival; yet scientific and ethical honesty compels
us to consider the possibility of human annihilation and to examine whether these adaptive
models and related theological meaning constructs still hold. To explore this challenge, we
turn next to concepts that arise from a community that regularly and intentionally faces the
question of survival: those who practice and teach survival skills.
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4.2. The Contributions of Survival Non-Attachment to a Climate Resilience Mindset

Wilderness and disaster survival practitioners offer a useful approach through which
to consider human and planetary survival because they have long studied the factors that
make the difference between life and death in extreme situations. In addition to obvious
preparatory and response skills, they work to build a foundational source of survival re-
silience: the ‘Survival Mindset.’ Without this mindset, people cannot effectively utilize the
practices and resources available to them in survival situations. In short, the mindset itself
often plays the biggest role in whether or not someone survives, and a key part of this mind-
set includes letting go of the fear of death. To put it another way, true survivalists practice
non-attachment about survival itself as a way to survive (McMahon 2010; Pollard 2012).

Survival ‘non-attachment’ can feel counterintuitive or confusing unless carefully dis-
tinguished from either ‘detachment’ or ‘attachment.’ In ‘detachment,’ people respond
to frustration or suffering by complete withdrawal from the pursuit of temporal goals,
effectively ‘giving up.’ Unlike the secure attachment bonds described above, survival ‘at-
tachment’ involves the fixation on temporal goals in the hopes that their achievement will
bring fulfillment. In contrast to both alternatives, ‘non-attachment’ involves “a transcen-
dent evenness of mind which enables one to participate in the temporal process without
attachment”. In other words, release of attachments to specific goals, through the focus
on a larger frame that transcends those smaller goals, paradoxically enables a fuller en-
gagement in their pursuit, and therefore, a higher chance of actually achieving the goals
(Nagley 1954, p. 307). The concept of ‘transcendence,’ both as used here and in this overall
discussion, does not have to include specific theological commitments, but simply a wider
understanding or framework that allows individual events to continue to ‘make sense’ and
even contribute toward a broader purpose or meaning construct.

Despite the widespread popularity of both the concept and practice of non-attachment,
it seems to hit a wall when confronted with its ultimate test. Applying it to the largest
climate issues generates an explosion of resistance. Is it possible to expand survivalist
approaches to non-attachment to include climate devastation, our children’s future, and the
survival of all humankind? Ironically, the great difficulty in letting go of these attachments
indicates the even greater importance for developing the Climate Resilience Mindset
through non-attachment to these exact ideas and outcomes. Moreover, non-attachment
addresses the demands of compassion: it effectively both embodies and reinforces our
commitment to the places of deepest suffering.

Frances Moore Lappé describes this counterintuitive effect in Eco-Mind: Changing the
Way We Think, to Create the World We Want (Lappé 2011). Lappé argues that certain modes
of thought around climate change—what she calls “Thought Traps”—appear helpful and
logical on the surface, but they actually reinforce a sense of isolation and scarcity that
freezes us in overwhelming despair:

It’s too late! Human beings have so far overshot what nature can handle that
we’re beyond the point of no return. Democracy has failed—it’s taking way too
long to face the crisis. And because big corporations hold so much power, real
democracy, answering to us and able to take decisive action, is a pipe dream.
(Lappé 2011, p. 145)

While she acknowledges the stark reality of climate disruption, Lappé uses the present
reality of suffering to challenge the utility of narratives of scarcity:

Half the world is getting by right now on a daily sum equal to the price of a single
American latté—or less. About 1 billion of us lack the food and water we need.
In the Global North, millions are struggling and stressed as well. Even before the
Great Recession, it was estimated that almost 60 percent of Americans will live in
poverty for at least a year during their adult lives. In short, catastrophe is already
the daily experience of huge numbers.

So here’s my question: Too late for what? (Lappé 2011, p. 146)
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In contrast, she advocates an intentional shift to narratives that face our current reality
with a focus on connection, which generates resolve, joy, gratitude, and abundance:

I agree . . . it is too late to prevent massive change in the climate we humans
have taken for granted for thousands of years. Erratic, extreme, and destructive
weather is already with us. It is too late to prevent suffering. Terrible suffering is
already with us.

But it is not too late for life. Life loves life . . . That’s just what we do. In other
words, the very essence of life, including the version we call human, isn’t changed
by climate chaos. It is not too late to be ourselves. In fact, for our species, with
its passion for shared action toward common ends, maybe now is the time to
be alive.

When facing staggering setbacks . . . most human beings don’t end up ruing
life. What makes us miserable isn’t a big challenge. It’s feeling futile, alone,
confused, discounted—in a word, powerless. By contrast, those confronting
daunting obstacles, but joined with others in common purpose, have to me often
seemed to be the most alive. (Lappé 2011, p. 146)

Importantly, Lappé demonstrates not only acceptance of the realities of the climate
crisis but also a practical approach that does not rely on limited definitions of success.
Through these thought traps and their alternatives, Lappé points to the possibility of a
wider, more resilient vision: the possibility of unshakeable hope as part of a transcendent
socioecological framework large enough to include even worst-case climate futures.

4.3. Non-Attached, Unshakeable Hope as an Adaptive Framework for Climate Theology

Discussions of the climate crisis inevitably include the question of hope. Common
interpretations of hope hinge on the ‘success’ of certain tangible goals—hope for specific
outcomes; yet as noted above, determination of adaptive ‘success’ depends on the definition
of success. In the survivalist mindset, ultimate ‘success’ does not necessarily require
survival itself but rather the ability to maintain intentional, mindful, grounded internal
focus, regardless of the external outcome. The ability to be mindful in survival situations
arises from an unshakeable connection to concepts of success that transcend survival for
both self and other. These understandings of success reflect the ‘most alive’ feeling Lappé
notes, which come from the conviction that there are things worth doing, regardless of
the outcome. In the doing itself, with the sense of shared purpose toward a noble cause, a
seemingly doomed event transforms into a ‘finest hour.’13

This discussion highlights the need to reclaim wider conceptions of hope itself. The
word ‘hope’ has always included multiple meanings. The most common usage, attached to
specific outcomes, helps clarify goals, inspires a sense of excitement, and focuses efforts,
yet it also carries a downside. When a situation does not work out the way people hope it
will, they can feel destabilized, like the sense of a rug being pulled out from underneath.
This externally-dependent, fragile kind of hope can plummet quickly into a sense of failure,
depression, and despair.

An older definition of hope conveys a ‘hopefulness,’ or ‘trust,’ not necessarily associ-
ated with any particular outcome.14 This non-attached hope arises out of a deeper sense
of meaning and purpose: the determination to remain faithful to shared principles and a
wider vision, no matter what happens.15 It embodies the sense of the greater worth of a
life well-lived, regardless of what happens. This kind of hope transcends attachment to
specific outcomes; therefore, in theory, it persists regardless of survival, even the survival
of all humankind.16 It inspires the ability to ‘go for broke’: as Lappé describes above, the
sense that these intense moments can enable us to reach deep inside ourselves and find the
hopeful place that nothing can touch—even death.17 This kind of hope is truly unshakeable.

Ethically speaking, the concept of unshakeable climate hope arises through deonto-
logical faithfulness, ‘doing what is right,’ rather than as the result of teleological survival.
Theologically, it suggests the necessity of letting go of the attachment to survival in order
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to find true liberation, or salvation. Many biblical stories reflect this call for faithfulness,
such as to a larger vision and covenant for justpeace, over attachment to survival; these
stories used community narratives to invite readers to find that kind of unshakeable vision
and hope in their own times of disruption and despair.18 In the face of climate despair,
these narratives can be applied interpretively today in similar ways: for example, Moses
faithfully led the people to the Promised Land, knowing he would not enter it; in today’s
terms, can the reader, too, work for the healing of Earth, even if humanity as a species will
no longer dwell there? As the early church knew, Jesus and Paul each chose to journey to
Jerusalem knowing full well the powerful forces that threatened their lives. The authors of
the gospels had already experienced the utter devastation of the Jewish War, yet they still
held to the transcendent purpose of Jesus and Paul, a vision greater than survival: a healing
rebirth, resurrection, or liberation, from brokenness and oppression. Can the reader, too,
choose faithfulness and liberation over survival?

These narratives are not outdated, limited examples of smaller crises and disruptions.
Rather, they arise out of overwhelming suffering and destruction and unflinchingly face
the hardest questions of what it means to be human: when push really, truly comes to
shove, where is a larger vision and purpose? How can communities find it, and how can
it offer divine salvation? The book of Revelation offers yet another example: even in the
midst of the most terrifying situation imaginable—where “nations will be in anguish and
chaos at the roaring and tossing of the sea . . . People will faint from terror, fearful of what
is coming on the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken”—the author urges
the readers to “stand up and lift up your heads. New life, redemption, is drawing near”.19

These passages speak precisely to very human attachments, fears, and suffering in the face
of planetary annihilation.

These disruption-based narratives present three main ideas to the reader. First, they
offer understanding and compassion: they validate the overwhelming fear, suffering, chaos,
and destruction of crises. Second, they offer a theological framework, or container, big
enough to carry the crisis, no matter how big it is. They repeatedly situate end-of-the-
world scenarios into a larger vision of cosmic justpeace, which calls humanity to faithful
participation in a hope grounded in something bigger than our own survival.20 Lastly, they
personally invite the reader into the vision.

Eucharist theologies provide a good example of such a broad, invitational vision: the
brokenness of crucifixion, symbolized in the broken bread and poured-out cup, offers
validation and compassion for the suffering, fear, and sense of chaos experienced within
disruptive crises. The larger resurrection vision of cycles of death and rebirth, as part of
the liberative salvation process of a Divine Creation, offers the container of meaningful
hope that interprets crises as part of cycles of adaptive change that ultimately bring the
Cosmos closer to the Divine kin-dom. Finally, Eucharist narratives also invite the reader to
participate in this courageous, hopeful vision, embodied in the communal ritual itself. They
offer the disrupted, broken bread and poured-out cup to the reader, as if to say, here, amidst
brokenness, is a communion, a connection, that yields abundant life: will you receive it?

As with the disruptive theological ethics described earlier, a theology of unshakeable
hope does not passively accept suffering, deny it, sanitize it, or condone it. It does not rest
upon simple reassurances of a happy afterlife. It does not flow from places of privilege,
shielded from the worst effects of disruption. These expressions of transcendent peace
and courage arise from the oppressed margins, as from generations of brutally enslaved
Africans who insist, ‘This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine,’ and, ‘I ain’t gonna let
nobody turn me ‘round.’21 In popular culture examples, they urge us to run toward what
is coming, shouting, “Death! Ride, ride to ruin and the world’s ending!” (Tolkien 1995,
p. 826). They sing, “Let the sky fall; when it crumbles, we will stand tall, face it all together”
(Adkins et al. 2012).

These examples show how other generations have also faced the possibility of annihi-
lation and still found sources of unshakeable hope. We must also find a way through this
climate crisis that not only acknowledges the real possibility of human annihilation but
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also uses this possibility as a powerful resource for even greater inspiration, resolve, and
courage—as Tinyiko Maluleke says, “to make peace with death, not merely to accept its
inevitable approach, but to actually meet death halfway” (Maluleke 2021, p. 338). These
narratives invite the following question: can we, like those who came before us, embrace
the healing liberation of our planet, work for it with all our strength, even if we as a species
will not survive?

5. Conclusions: Are We Able?

In the face of accelerating climate destabilization, efforts to halt and mitigate climate
change often try to motivate more engagement through an increasingly determined insis-
tence that if everyone pitches in, we can ‘still turn this ship around.’ These noble efforts to
unite and inspire nonetheless cannot adequately address the mounting concerns of more
and more citizens, people who want to do their part but feel increasingly terrified and
hopeless.22

Socioecological models of adaptive change offer a helpful way forward, providing
frameworks for non-attached hope that enable us to transcend the question of our own
survival. These adaptive models illustrate how resilience can evolve through cycles of
disruption and reorganization. As illustrated by the positive consequences of historic Swiss
pandemics, successful adaptive change requires robust connectedness as both the founda-
tion for successful recovery and the source of potential for new concepts and structures of
resilience. Thus, in terms of planetary climate disruption, humanity’s role contributes just
one part of a larger picture of planetary adaptation: rather than fixation on survival, we
can mindfully redefine ‘success’ as the greatest possible human contribution to the overall
socioecological connectivity and therefore adaptive resilience of the planetary panarchy. By
providing this larger framework, these models offer a non-attached, mindfulness-based
process through which to transform burnout, overwhelming feelings, anxiety, and despair
into resources for motivation, courage, and resolve.

These sociological frameworks go hand in hand with many theologies of disruption,
which also offer unshakeable hope in a vision larger than human survival. As Cornel West
says, “These oppressive systems are mighty; but they are never almighty. What breaks
the back of fear? Love. And love is the ability to learn how to die” (West 2017). These
theologies insist that humanity already bears witness to the labor, travail, and birth pangs
of Creation’s Promised Land. Whether we survive to participate in it or not may depend
on our ability to call forth a sacrifice of praise for something bigger than our own survival,
thereby setting us free to work for this greater vision with bottomless wells of courage
and hope. This audacious kind of liberation theology invites us not just to face our own
annihilation, but to do what seems impossible: to embrace this moment, and sing.

From a foundation of powerful, enduring connections, with one another, their shared
vision, and the Creation, our biblical faith ancestors clearly found the courage to do the
impossible. They let go of survival for something bigger, an enduring vision of cosmic
justpeace. Their stories invite us to ask ourselves the same, age-old question as well, which
still ‘whispers down eternity’: are we able?
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Notes

1 For an overview of the empathy–altruism hypothesis, see (Davies and Frawley-O’Dea 1994, p. 65); for secure attachment and
mindfulness, see (Wallin 2007, p. 4).

2 For example, the socioecological theories of Deleuze and Guattari on synergistic, interconnected becoming (esp. Deleuze and
Guattari 1987), (see Michon 2021), and the socioecological resilience theories of adaptive change (Holling 2001).

3 Holling quotes Schumpeter here (Holling 2001, p. 395), who actually argued that capitalism would eventually destroy itself
through this process; see (Schumpeter 1950, pp. 82–83, 139).

4 From Panarchy edited by Lance H. Gunderson and C.S. Holling. Copyright© 2002 Island Press. Reproduced by permission of
Island Press, Washington, DC (Gunderson and Holling 2002).

5 For various indexes, see (Schwab and Zahidi 2020, p. 15; TEIU 2020, p. 9; RWB 2021; FH 2020; TI 2021; Mercer 2019; UNDP 2020;
Mulhern 2021). Note that like everywhere, Swiss history includes success and failure: for example, the cautionary tale of the
effective but highly toxic pesticide DDT, for which a Swiss scientist received the Nobel Prize. Subsequent use in warfare and
awareness of its danger to human ecological health helped give the Swiss their understandable ambivalence about scientific and
technological ‘progress’ (Buschle and Hagmann 2015, pp. 103–7).

6 Many authors have noted the opposite scenarios, in which pandemics result in, or are exploited for, further power imbalance and
oppressive or exploitative social structures, e.g., (Maluleke 2021, pp. 328–30; Klein 2007, pp. 8–20).

7 Although it is tempting to view Swiss banking as an aberration, its mixed history reflects the same push and pull among the values
of neutrality, protection of privacy, conservatism, innovation, equity, and democracy, such that despite valid criticisms, Swiss
people do not view their banks and banking history in a simple and negative light; for a good summary, see (Thomasson 2013).

8 For example, see (Alter 2019, e.g., pp. 617–20).
9 As noted, many scholars have offered theological frameworks that harmonize this apparent paradox; see particularly (Sölle 1975,

e.g., p. 164) and a more recent comprehensive overview (Merrigan and Glorieux 2012). Others have explored the idea of suffering
as much broader than pain and requiring physical, psychological, and spiritual resources; see (Amato and Monge 1990, e.g.,
p. 15).

10 Biblical writings obviously vary; in addition to ideas of Divinity as ‘Love, broadly defined,’ other passages depict a Divine
Sovereign who intentionally inflicts vengeful suffering on both humans and Creation, and not always for the sake of justice.
Understandably, such narratives cause confusion: is not every divine act necessarily ‘good’? Some scholars argue that these texts
satirically describe a ‘Monster God,’ as a way to criticize unjust human rulers by disguising them as Yahweh in the narratives.
Simple interpretations nonetheless lead to theologies of inherently redemptive suffering, which cause highly problematic religious
frameworks. Beyond simple comfort in divine omnipotence, such ideas have been used to justify, perpetuate, and even glorify
the unjust suffering of children, women, enslaved peoples, and otherkind. The idea that Jesus willingly bore the cross—a symbol
of unjust torture and execution—gets twisted around and used to pressure people to feel grateful for trauma. For the Monster
God hypothesis, see (Fretheim 1994, pp. 361, 364; Crenshaw 2005, p. 179; Penchansky 1999, pp. 5–17); for a summary of the
problematic of redemptive suffering, see (Trible 1984, pp. 2–5; Fitzpatrick et al. 2016).

11 Of course, Leonardo Boff addresses this question exquisitely (Boff 1997, esp. pp. 104–14); for climate change specific discussions,
see also (Estok 2019; Wapner 2014; Berzonsky and Moser 2017, e.g., pp. 163–64).

12 Susanne C. Moser discusses this issue in terms of new leadership strategies needed today (Moser 2012).
13 A recent article about pandemic resilience references the film Apollo 13, which depicts the incredible series of challenges that

were overcome in order to bring the astronauts back to Earth alive. The author suggests that this historic moment offers “a great
example of how to rise to a challenge for which there was no playbook or blueprint, with resourcefulness and determination”. In
particular, he notes the powerful impact of narratives and frameworks: this space mission “could be the worst disaster NASA’s
ever experienced”, vs. “With all due respect, sir: I believe this is going to be our finest hour” (Eriksen 2020). These examples
allude to Winston Churchill’s speeches during World War II, which relied on wider concepts of success to inspire common
purpose toward noble causes, his definition of a ‘finest hour’ (for a good summary analysis, see HOTN 2000).

14 This somewhat archaic usage can be found in many dictionaries; for example, see (Merriam-Webster 2022). For an overview of
different understandings of hope, see (McCarroll 2014, pp. 7–16).

15 Sometimes these two ideas are distinguished by the terminology of ‘hopes’ (attached to outcomes) vs. ‘hope’ (larger sense of
hopefulness); see (McCarroll 2014, p. 24).

16 Alexander Hampton talks about the need to reconsider the role of humanity in nature in order to implement the highly effective
solutions we already have at our disposal; the pandemic and the climate crisis disrupt our assumptions about human agency and
authority and offer opportunities to consider more eco-centric perspectives that may have felt unimaginable in the past. See
(Hampton 2021, pp. 17–9, 57). In the same volume, Lisa Sideris describes ways to decenter humanity that yield both humility and
courage (Sideris 2021, pp. 202–3, 209–10, 214–15).

17 Jürgen Moltmann attributes this kind of eschatological despair to the human tendency to want to be in control, or godlike; this
desire stems from the sin of pride and thus results in the sin of despair, in which we no longer engage in what we are called to do
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and become. To escape this eschatological despair, we give up and try to reconcile ourselves to, or rationalize, the status quo. See
(Moltmann 1993, pp. 20–22).

18 For a summary of the role of the reader in biblical narratives, see (Ska 1990, pp. 61–63). For an example of the application of a
biblical, cosmic frame in which to situate the current pandemic and other crisis, see (Claassens 2021, esp. pp. 271–75).

19 My interpretive translation of Luke 21: 25–28.
20 See (Vaai 2021, pp. 213–14) for a blended Wesleyan and Samoan example of a cosmic-centered, rather than human-centered,

theology of pandemic and climate disruption.
21 Lyrics from African American spirituals; Howard Thurman writes about this present moment-focused eschatological hope, based

on knowledge of the sacredness of the inmost self (Thurman 1979, pp. 217–18). For more examples of theologies of hope in the
face of death, see (McCarroll 2014, esp. pp. 35–37).

22 The New York Times just published yet another article about the epidemic of climate anxiety (Barry 2022).
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Abstract: Extensive open-pit mining activities in the Philippines since the 1970s up to the present
confront the meaning of the “Church of the Poor”, a description that the Catholic Church in the
Philippines uses to visualize its prophetic mission. Alongside mining, many more environmentally
destructive industries are present in the poorest areas in the country, even though the Philippines is
disaster-prone and one of the world’s most vulnerable countries to the devastating effects of the cli-
mate crisis. The environmental degradation has prompted many Filipino Catholic organizations and
communities to act together through various campaigns to address the problem. The article examines
a case of a faith-based community that rose to the challenge to address various environmental issues
their community has encountered and continues to experience. The community’s environmental
activism presents a viable model for a re-imagined ecological care towards the “flourishing of all” as
a response to Pamela McCarroll’s call to action to continue conversations on the many ways practical
theology can move beyond anthropocentrism while focusing on social justice.

Keywords: ecological activism; practical theology and environmental crisis; ecological care; action
research

1. Introduction

Lynn White’s article, which came out in 1967, made a controversial claim. According
to White, the root cause of the environmental crisis is religion, specifically Christianity,
which privileged the human person over animals and other nonhuman beings in the world
(White 1967). Towards the end of the article, however, White discloses that the remedy
for the crisis is also religious. After that, he cites Buddhism and St. Francis of Assisi as
exemplars of a deep understanding of our connection with nature. The Filipino Catholic
bishops in 1988 declare that a particular task, the stewardship of creation, was given to
humans by God based on their reading of Gen. 1: 27–28. Stewardship points to an ethic
of responsible management or stewardship of these natural resources so that the next
generations of humans can have continued access to these resources. The stewardship ethic
is a response to White’s claim that religion could offer remedies against the environmental
crisis. It uses the language of conserving resources for future generations—an implicit
acknowledgment of its usefulness to human beings. The 1988 pastoral letter refers to this
notion of stewardship as an act of Christian duty.

For the Filipino Catholic bishops, stewardship is the approach for viable resource
management that aims to restore the beauty of the Philippine natural environment and serve
the needs of the future generations of Filipinos. The environmental actions that the Catholic
bishops have inspired manifested an anthropocentric dimension of stewardship, even
though the environmental issues and concerns were massive, like mining and deforestation.
In 1998, they called for the repeal of the Mining Act of 1995.
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William Holden (2012) documents the Catholic response to large-scale mining in the
Philippines. The global mining industry has taken note of the Church’s opposition to
mining. According to Holden (2012, p. 852), for the Catholic Church in the Philippines,
environmental issues such as mining must not be seen as purely environmental issues, but
also as human rights issues because mining not only disrupts the biophysical environment,
but degrades natural resources upon which many poor people rely; it further impoverishes
them.

In 1991, the Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines (henceforth CBCP) con-
vened the 2nd Plenary Council (PCP II). The “Church of the Poor” became the blueprint for
the Catholic Church’s renewal in the country. The Basic Ecclesial Communities (BECs) or
Catholic faith communities in the rural areas of the country were instrumental in translating
the ideas of being the “Church of the Poor” into concrete actions (Dagmang 2015). Some
BECs widely interpreted one of the visions of the 2nd Plenary Council of the Philippines,
“a Church is a community of disciples”, as about a spirituality of stewardship (Picardal
2013). This interpretation enabled some BECs to incorporate environmental campaigns into
their action platforms. However, it is worth noting that there is no provision in the Acts
and Decrees of the PCP II, published in 1992, that specifically mentioned the environmental
crisis (Peracullo 2020). The localization of efforts towards addressing environmental issues
and concerns is sustainable because local Catholic communities and progressive groups
are invested in these issues, specifically mining, deforestation, and increasingly by 2015,
climate change. After all, these issues impact their vulnerable communities significantly.

The study participates in the conversation by reflecting on two questions: (1) Can care
be re-imagined as a non-anthropocentric response to the environmental crisis? (2) What
model for ecological care beyond anthropocentrism arises from the environmental activism
of a faith-based community in the Philippines? The study examines Marinduque Council
for Environmental Concerns (MaCEC)’s notion of ecological care. Moreover, the study
investigates how the organization’s concepts or ideas of care go beyond anthropocentrism.
Finally, the study proposes a model of ecological care that promotes the flourishing of
all in ecological communities. Cultural values such as pagtutulungan (service), pakikiisa
(solidarity), and pananampalataya (faith) are features of the model of ecological care beyond
anthropocentrism.

1.1. From Stewardship to Ecological Care

Since its publication in 2015, Laudato Si (Francis 2015) became a model of doing
theology that engages with the scientific community, the faithful, and the nonhuman
members of the biotic community. Rolando Tuazon (2018, p. 198) claims that Pope Francis
rejects the dominant view about environmental stewardship as dominion. Laudato Si
provides a new way of regarding nature largely absent in many encyclicals in the past,
even though those advocated for sustained economic and political justice towards the poor
in society (Eballo 2018). For Wolfgang Sachs (2017, p. 2583), Laudato Si pillories excessive
anthropocentrism and emphasizes relationships with nature, others, oneself, and God
(Sachs 2017, p. 2580). This intertwining relationship calls for an integral ecology (Francis
2015). Integral ecology corrects that binarism or dualism (Canceran 2018, p. 9).

For the CBCP (2019, par. 23), echoing Pope Francis, there is a need for a paradigm
shift to reestablish our sacred relationship with nature and not just for a token of envi-
ronmental protection and stewardship. The Catholic bishops seemed to underscore the
language of care from the language of stewardship. Nonetheless, the language of care still
evokes anthropocentrism because, as Wickman and Sherman (2020) emphasize, the scope
of the Anthropocene is essentially planetary. Whatever it means, it refers to the enormous
influence of human beings upon the entire terrestrial system and thus the historical emer-
gence of the Anthropos as a geological agent. Anthropocentrism refers to the idea that only
human beings possess inherent worth and moral standing. Anthropocentrism’s literal or
etymological meaning is “human-centered”. This concept asserts that the human being—as
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an individual or species—stands at the center of existence in descriptive and normative
modes (Beever 2018, p. 39).

The influence extends to the kinds of response to the environmental degradation that
is largely human inflicted. Sally McFague points out: “It is hard to care for the Earth when
one has never cared for a piece of it” (McFague 1997, p. 155). In using the analogy of a
gardener, McFague points to the gardener who cares as pragmatic, practical, immersed
in trying to look for local solutions to make the garden flourish, and in so doing, able to
distinguish suitable interventions from bad ones in gardening.

Caring for a garden is a case of making the personal political (McFague 1997). McFague
argues that this particular activity of caring can motivate groups of gardeners to lobby for
inner-city parks where poor people in urban areas can commune, appreciate, learn to care
for the environment; to work for a community where people and nature can co-inhabit;
and lastly to advocate for a simpler, limited lifestyle, in which a sense of community, a high
literacy rate, the emancipation of women, preventive medicine, and ample green space are
considered the good life. She cites examples of such communities, both rich and poor.

The ecological ethic of care suggests relating to nature-appreciation and not domina-
tion. For McFague (1997), the former is the crucial point we have missed from Genesis. God
appreciates what God created, and as beings made in God’s image, our attitude toward
nature should also be valued. She also points out that this attitude toward nature is in
keeping with the commandment to love God and neighbor. McFague (1997, p. 166) puts it
this way:

“God is the ultimate Subject: we love God (or should love) because God is God and
deserves our adoration. We love our neighbor (or should) because we see human beings as
ends in themselves, as valuable. After all, they are. A human being is good, period. Gen.
1 says that we should extend the way we relate to God and neighbor to nature: nature is
good, period.”

For Pamela McCarroll, though, McFague’s recommendation belongs to the efforts in
religious ethics and systematic theology “to replace the image of the human as “master”,
and maker of history with the image of the human as caretaker, steward, custodian, and
fellow creature upon the Earth, created to love, reverence and care for the planet, its animals
and processes” (McCarroll 2020, p. 35), and this can be problematic. McCarroll continues
that “until the living web of humanity can be conceptualized within the more extensive
live web of creation, our research and practice cannot help but serve human-centric ways
of being in the world. Ultimately, it re-inscribes and normalizes human-centricity, the
fundamental cause of the environmental crisis (McCarroll 2020, p. 36).

1.2. Small Island Communities in the Philippines

The Philippines’ archipelagic nature and its location in the most disaster-prone region
in the world and the Pacific ‘Ring of Fire’ make it even more critical for this calamity-prone
country, particularly for small island communities. The Philippine Department of the
Interior and Local Government (DILG) enumerates the following factors to describe small
islands: (1) Physical dimension, e.g., the land area of less than 10,000 sq km; (2) distance
from the mainland; (3) geo-physical profile; (4) substrate or origin; (5) population density;
(6) resource limitations, usually resulting in food insecurity and chronic poverty; (7) depen-
dence on the mainland; (8) lack of access and links to market institutions and technology;
(9) political/social marginalization due to the existing governance structure; (10) lack of
alternative sustainable livelihoods to complement farming and fishing; (11) direct exposure
to climate-related hazards, especially typhoons and storm surges; (12) lack of risk assess-
ment, early warning, and search and rescue capacity; and (13) isolation, especially when
disasters hit (CCS et al. 2011, p. 3).

Thousands of small islands with fragile ecosystems and populated by communities
heavily dependent on natural resources are highly exposed to natural and human-induced
hazards. As such, these small islands become the most vulnerable to risks because they face
multiple threats and the possibility of isolation from the mainland (CCS et al. 2011, pp. 125,
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130). Nevertheless, these communities most susceptible to environmental challenges
and climate risks also have the most potential to advocate a response concretely and
appropriately, and act on these risks and challenges.

1.3. Profile of the Island Province of Marinduque

Marinduque is situated about 170 km south of Metro Manila at the eastern portion of
Luzon, Philippines. Tayabas Bay on the north, Mongpong Pass on the northeast, Tayabas
Strait on the southeast, and the Sibuyan Sea on the southbound Marinduque bound the
province. It comprises the main island and 17 islets and spans 959,000 sq. km. Approxi-
mately 83% are hills and mountains, while 17% are coastal, swamps, and marshy areas
(UP PLANADES 1999; Province of Marinduque 2011, p. 2).

It has pristine biodiversity and ecosystems of natural forests, agricultural fields, seas,
coastlines, thirty-two (32) river basins, and copper, copper concentrate, copper metal, iron,
manganese, limestone, gold, and silver. The region is primarily agricultural. The sector
provides 48% of employment, while approximately 53% of the total land area is devoted to
crop production, mainly coconut and copra (Province of Marinduque 2011, p. 5). Figure 1
presents the location map of the island-province map of Marinduque.

 
Figure 1. Location map of Marinduque Philippines. Original image from ©Maphill (2011) distributed
under license CC BY-ND.

Historical studies on disaster pointed to several environmental, tragic, and climate
risks faced by the island province (Magalang 2010; Formilleza 2010). Marinduque’s geo-
graphical feature makes it an earthquake-prone area. It is home to a dormant volcano, Mt.
Malindig, located in the municipality of Buenavista, and is situated along the Boac River
Fault line. The island province is considered the 7th landslide-prone province in the country,
with the heavy disturbance of its mountains’ physical base caused by large-scale mining
operations. According to the Department of Environment and Natural Resources Mine
and Geosciences Bureau (DENR-MGB), the province has a high risk for landslides during
earthquakes and large-scale flooding. Marinduque’s location in the country’s typhoon belt
means that it is either directly hit or affected by an average of twelve typhoons each year
which caused devastating damage to properties, infrastructure, agriculture, livelihoods,
and living conditions (Province of Marinduque 2011, p. 7; Magalang 2010).

For over 30 years until 1996, the Marinduque Copper Mining (Marcopper) operations
served as a source of livelihood for some residents. However, the mine operations have
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caused innumerable threats, particularly health, environmental problems, and risks. Mining
has polluted waterways, killed fish, and flooded agricultural fields. With poverty incidence
moved from 12.5% in 2015 to 10% in 2018, almost 24% of its population is still under
poverty, even after hosting mining operations for three decades (PSA 2020, p. 45; Salvacion
and Magcale-Macandog 2015, p. 28).

A cumulative effect of the mine tailings dumping occurred when the Mogpog and
Boac Rivers overflowed the banks during a typhoon in 1993. On 24 March 1996, the pit,
which used to hold the wastes of the Marcopper, failed and caused a massive spill of mine
tailings into the Boac River and other bodies of waters traversing three towns. The mining
spill destroyed a significant water artery in the capital town of Boac that brought about
further environmental, health, social, and economic problems. In addition, flooding in the
island-province’s coastal and flood plain areas aggravates the increasing effects of sea-level
rise due to climate change and climate variability.

The flow of mine tailing deposits from impounding pits that collapsed in 1993 and
1996 placed many communities along the riverbanks and low-lying areas vulnerable to
flood-related risks. The possible collapse of at least six abandoned and unmaintained mine
tailing dams located up in the mountains and above the primary fault line and still contain
contaminated liquid and solid materials pose a severe disaster threat even after the close of
mining operations in the province (Magalang 2010; Province of Marinduque 2011, p. 10).

Moreover, water quality and hydrology analysis in Boac River indicates that “water
conductivity is higher than the acceptable values for a freshwater body and that concentra-
tions of arsenic, lead, mercury, manganese, and copper with the first three as highly toxic
are ‘above their threshold limits’” (Cruz et al. 2020, p. 152).

One of the many Basic Ecclesial Communities that mainly attend to environmental
issues is the Marinduque Council for Environmental Concerns (MaCEC) that Rev. Rafael
M. Lim, the first bishop of the Diocese of Boac, established in 1978. The initial advocacies
of MaCEC focused on the struggle of the fisherfolks against the surface dumping of
mine tailings at Calancan Bay and Boac River by the Marcopper Mining Corporation
(Magalang 2010). With support from national organizations such as CBCP’s National
Secretariat for Social Action (NASSA), Luzon Secretariat for Social Action (LUSSA), and
Lingkod Tao Kalikasan (Service, People, Nature), the struggle took the form of pressing
legal and administrative charges against the mining firm. However, the environmental
disaster due to the mine tailings spill in 1996 brought together residents of the province,
non-governmental organizations, local Church organizers, and local public officials in a
collective and integrated advocacy and action (Quindoza 2015).

2. Methods

The study is essentially participatory action research that uses a qualitative approach
and documents review, interviews, and observation as data collection methods. It is limited
to the case of the Marinduque Council for Environmental Concerns (MaCEC) involving
several faith communities, community chapters, or members. The participants in the
interviews were purposively selected using the following criteria: (1) living in the commu-
nity/province for ten years or more; (2) a member/leader of MaCEC community/chapter;
(3) resident of capital town villages with high ‘risks’ based on Provincial Disaster Risk
Reduction and Management (PDRRM) Plan; (4) willingness to participate in the interview;
and (5) access to digital/online platform for data gathering activities. While MaCEC has
village and town chapters in all six towns of the province, the interviewees selected were
limited to village-level formations in the capital town of Boac, as this was the most accessi-
ble to the researcher at the time. Documents reviewed included MaCEC plans and reports,
press statements, online information, and documentation of events from its official social
media, training modules, and relevant local policies and programs.

The study observes ethical considerations of ensuring voluntary participation and
withdrawal, informed consent, and the health and safety of the research community. With
the observance of government quarantine and mobility restrictions during the field research

127



Religions 2022, 13, 56

schedule, the researchers modified the interviews into paper/online interviews with follow-
up phone calls arranged based on the availability of the interviewees and contingent on the
health situation and connectivity access households/villages. The discussions proceeded
with an interview guide that grouped questions into the participants’ understanding of how
cultural and religious aspects figure into their work as environmental stewards, the cultural
and religious elements in the risk and resilience messages, results, and recommendations. In
coordination with MaCEC staff, the researchers identified a total of nine (9) informants: four
(4) of which are community/chapter leaders, four (4) are community/chapter members,
and one (1) is the head of the MaCEC. The researchers then contacted them and sent printed
copies of the interview guide. After two weeks, the researchers retrieved the filled-out
interview guides. The researchers did some follow-up phone calls during data processing
to validate or probe the recorded responses.

The organization permitted the researchers to conduct an online observation of a
MaCEC Leaders’ Discussion scheduled during their meeting on 7 October 2021. It informed
the researchers of the process and content of organizational ecological discussions, planning,
and evaluation. The validation session proceeded with emails and scheduled phone calls
with MaCEC leaders and staff.

3. Results

The Significance of Cultural and Religious Aspects of Resilience

Resilience, in the context of risk, refers to the “ability of a system, community or
society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover”
from the effects of a hazard (UNGA 2017, p. 22). A community’s resilience depends on
the degree of availability of resources and capacity to organize itself before and during
times of need (UNISDR 2009, p. 24; 2017). Participants regarded resilience as pagbawi or
pagbangon (the ability to rise beyond adversity). The participants compared themselves
to the “bamboo which bends with the wind but never breaks”. The description is apt
because the participants believed that they could rise above the adversities they regularly
experience and could even face the danger of a looming environmental disaster if the
abandoned dams that hold toxic mine tailings would give way.

The participants, living in Marinduque, understood that the precarity of their exis-
tence could lead to negative consequences such as “something bad happening”, “panganib
(danger)”, which affect people, property, communities, environment, livelihood, and even
cause “fear” or “phobia” related to disaster, calamity, and climate emergency. In these
instances, most participants turned to family and community support and prayer and
devotion, especially among the Roman Catholics, to the Ina ng Biglang-Awa (Our Lady of
the Prompt Succor), the Patroness of the Diocese of Boac. The prayer and devotion are part
of the coping process of some of the participants as they navigate their lives around the
risks posed by natural and human-made challenges.

MaCEC members and leaders underscored that the concepts of pagtutulungan (service
to one another), pakikiisa (solidarity), and pananampalataya (faith) are significant manifesta-
tions of resilience. Participants stated that close family ties, formations, and support in the
neighborhood (kapitbahayan) and community (pamayanan) and faith are vital in addressing,
responding to, and coping with risk, disaster, or disaster adversity.

Moreover, the community expanded its Basic Ecclesial Community (BEC) program
to address environmental issues and concerns. It conducted the activity, Bahaginan ng
Pamayanang Kristiyano sa Salita ng Diyos (Sharing of the Word of God among Christian
Communities) in villages for their members to become what they call the “basic faith com-
munities of environmental stewards” (BFC-ES). The spiritual-ecological course, Batayang
Pag-aaral Pangspiritwal at Pangekolohiya (Learning Modules on Spirituality and Ecology),
youth environmental camps, youth and adult leaders ecological learning exchange, among
others, are some environmental education formats implemented to enhance and sustain
ecological awareness and action.
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4. Discussion

Vera Files, an independent news organization in the Philippines, featured a story
on the continuing ill-effects that the people of Marinduque suffer from as a result of the
disastrous spilling of the mine tailings into the Boac River in 1996. Twenty-three years later,
the people are still trying to rebuild their lives (Dizon 2019), while the Boac River remains
biologically unable to sustain life (DENR 2020). Without adequate support from the local
and national governments to rehabilitate the poisoned land and waters, it would be up to
the people in Marinduque to find ways to help one another. Against this backdrop, MaCEC
drafted its members’ mandate to be environmental stewards.

In its 25th year of existence, MaCEC demonstrates how a local, faith-based organization
can effectively respond to the risks and challenges of living in a place where natural and
human-induced disasters occur. While it started as a social action environmental arm of
the local Church, which supported fisherfolks who suffered from surface dumping of mine
tailings into their traditional fishing areas, it expanded into a significant partner of local and
national organizations that oppose large-scale mining operations in the country. At present,
MaCEC provides the bulk of environmental advocacy in the province of Marinduque by its
work on climate emergency mitigation and response, disaster management, environmental
justice, and care. In the various campaigns, advocacy work, and mobilizations, MaCEC’s
core environmental advocacy framework flows from three program components: ecological
literacy, ecological actions, and ecological ethics. Literacy and steps lead to public awareness
and knowledge; literacy and ethics produce socio-environmental values and ethics and
actions that result in desired environmental behavior changes in its members. It hopes to
do the same in the greater public.

MaCEC operations envisioned a clean, bountiful, and life-giving environment in the
Island Province of Marinduque, which will benefit the present and future generations. In
fulfilling this vision, it adheres to democratic processes, collective actions, the inspiration
of Gospel values, and the Social Doctrine of the Church (MaCEC 2021). The Social Doctrine
of the Church includes the CBCP pastoral letters that are typically read on Sunday services
for the Catholic community.

MaCEC’s initial understanding of environmental stewardship is a blend of the Catholic
bishops’ view of stewardship as resource management for the future generations of
Marinduquenos and the members’ awareness of the responsibility of rehabilitating the
poisoned waters and land of the province and restoring the livelihood of those who were
greatly affected by environmental disasters. The first logo of MaCEC in Figure 2 reflects
this view of stewardship.

Figure 2. The original logo of MaCEC.
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The older logo features an oversized pair of hands that holds the entire province,
particularly rivers, trees, mountains, and cows. The natural world is now under the care of
humans, the Marinduquenos. The disembodied hands accentuate the outsize responsibility
of MaCEC to aid, support, and care.

Over time, the notion of stewardship expanded to include environmental justice.
According to the 2021 Press Release of the organization, in 2003, Bishop Jose Oliveros
of the Diocese of Boac headed the first Diocesan Synod that led to the ratification of
decrees that became the pillars for the local Church in Marinduque. Part of the document
included Katarungan or Justice. MaCEC expanded its mission to have “a firm stance on the
explicit objection over any forms of large-scale mining and other similar industries and
activities that can cause serious effects on the environment and ecology of the province”
(MaCEC 2021).

MaCEC has since launched massive campaigns and advocacies on the environment,
climate justice, and disaster risks following the spirit of social justice and guided by the local
Catholic Church, specifically, its mission of being the “Church of the Poor”. It successfully
lobbied at the Sangguniang Panlalawigan or the Provincial Assembly to declare a 50-year
large-scale mining moratorium in the entire island through legislative enactments by the
Sangguniang Panlalawigan. It also successfully lobbied to remove the San Antonio Copper
Project from the national government’s list of priority mining areas (Magalang 2010, p. 73).

MaCEC began as a Basic Ecclesial Community that grew stronger over time. The
BEC members had reached a more sophisticated level of conscientization and organizing.
They wanted to address more fundamental issues confronting their precarious life like the
security of land/housing tenure and disaster risk engaging the community (Holden et al.
2017, p. 41). Over the years, long-time members have begun to deepen their ecological
consciousness, as evident in expanding their environmental education courses to include
the rights of nature, Kalayaan ng Kalikasan (freedom of nature), and, following Pope Francis,
care for our common home, Earth.

In the Philippines, Christianity came through colonization. This sobering truth has led
to more disquieting reflections in recent years on the many ways religion sustains epistemic
violence by those in power. The presence of Christianity in the Philippines is always
problematic from a postcolonial perspective. The Philippine Catholic Church has tried to
address this problem. Karl Gaspar cited the 2010 Episcopal Commission on Indigenous
Peoples’ statement that essentially asks for forgiveness from indigenous peoples for the
“historical wounds” that were inflicted for the time when “[the Church] entered indigenous
communities from a position of power, indifferent to their struggles and pains. We ask
forgiveness for moments when we taught Christianity as a religion robed with colonial
cultural superiority, instead of sharing it as a religion that calls for a relationship with
God and a way of life” (Gaspar 2010). Like the other pastoral letters or messages, the
concrete calls to action are localized through the endeavors that directly impact vulnerable
communities, such as MaCEC.

4.1. The Three Dimensions of Ecological Care

In 2017, MaCEC updated its logo that captured the essence of the organization. MaCEC
patterns the evaluation of the stages of village chapters, from formation to maturity, after
the four stages of development of a butterfly, namely: egg, larva, pupa, and adult. The
butterfly hovering above the heart-shaped Marinduque is a symbol in the official logo of
MaCEC. Figure 3 presents the ecological ethic of care and its three features.
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Figure 3. The conceptual framework of ecological care.

The new organization logo adopted in 2017 has some elements: The green heart in
the blue circle symbolizes the island province, the home of all those living in its ecological
communities. The six rays of the sun represent the six towns where local chapters are
located and reflect light and hope to the members and all Marinduque, especially the poor,
living in the present and the future. Circling white and blue colors refer to the cleanliness
and clarity of its ecological vision and mission for caring and protecting God’s creation,
based on the principles of social justice. The butterfly resting on a green stem is likened to
the clean, healthy, and bountiful ecosystem and life support that reminds the organization
of its mandate to care for God’s creations and of the challenge to protect, cultivate, and
restore the damaged ecosystem to health.

The parallelism between the butterfly and MaCEC cannot be more evident. As the
pupa emerges from the cocoon, it faces several challenges that it must overcome to progress
into an adult butterfly. The butterfly lives precariously and, like the pupa, must learn to
navigate the world it inhabits to be healthy enough to lay eggs. Additionally, the cycle
continues.

The use of nature imagery to describe the journey of the village chapters manifests
the full ecological consciousness of the members that displaces human superiority and
affirms the value of the natural process. Like fireflies, they are reflections of a healthy
ecosystem for the members. Robyn Eckersley (1992) puts the basic tenets of ecocentrism
based on an ecologically informed philosophy of internal relatedness. All organisms are not
simply interrelated with their environment but are also constituted by those environmental
interrelationships. Like the butterfly, the life cycle of village chapters undergoes the organic
process towards maturity.

While most of the work that MaCEC is doing is gardening, tree-planting, and culti-
vating land to be a viable source of food for its members and the people of Marinduque
in general, MaCEC did not use the image of a gardener or a resource management officer
to describe what it does. From an ecocentric perspective, singling out only our unique
attributes as a basis of our exclusive moral considerability is simply human chauvinism
that conveniently fails to recognize the unique characteristics of other life forms. The use of
nature imagery to capture what the organization, at its core, does, is ecocentric.
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4.2. To Care Is to Be Human in the Complex Web of Creation

For MaCEC members, the cultural values are pagtutulungan (service to one another),
pakikiisa (solidarity), and pananampalataya (faith). Humans undoubtedly do activities above,
but they do not necessarily point to human exceptionalism or superiority. The lived
experiences of the MaCEC members gave rise to the cultural values that guide their work
and reflect their mission.

Pagtutulungan or service to others. Several Filipino scholars point to pagtutulungan or
service to others as a Filipino value akin to a similar value, Bayanihan. For Eade and Su
(2018, p. 334), Bayanihan is the Filipino principle of mutual effort. Bayanihan was a term
that originated in farming communities. It worked within the rhythm of harvests and
the weather and was based upon common expectations, benefits, and trust (Eade and Su
2018, p. 342). Bayanihan is translated to helping each other in a time of crisis (Soriano et al.
2021, p. 91). In the studies cited above, Bayanihan reveals uneven power dynamics. The
more desperate for help and assistance become dependent on the dole-outs of those who
control the goods and services, often local and national leaders, aid and grant agencies, and
wealthy individuals in the wake of the devastating damage due to typhoon Haiyan in 2013
(Eade and Su 2018, p. 334). Bayanihan is especially important amongst poor communities
lacking other forms of capital (Jocson and Ceballo 2020). In the context of digital labor in
the platform economy, those who dispense advice become social media influencers who
attract desperate subscribers eager to participate in a largely unregulated industry (Soriano
et al. 2021).

Pagtutulungan, literally translated to “helping one another”, points to a more egalitar-
ian relationship among participants, who are either the donor or recipient and vice versa.
Pagtutulungan underscores the members’ affinity to each other as all of them experienced
the ill effects of various environmental disasters in one form or the other. Each of them
faces the dangers and risks together. Based on the interviews and documents review,
abandoned and unmaintained mine structures, including the open pit and dams of the
closed mining site, are a source of disaster risks in the entire province. MaCEC leaders
pointed to interconnected environmental and climate change risks for the island province,
mainly coastal and riverside communities. While MaCEC members believe that people
and communities in the island province can recover, the process takes time. Pagtutulungan
highlights the eco-anxieties (McCarroll 2020) that environmental activists feel due to the
seemingly slow-moving pace of ecological rehabilitation while living under the constant
threat of panganib or danger. However, helping one another overcome despair is one of the
ways that help sustain their energy and commitment.

Pagtutulungan parallels the dynamics in the ecosystems of the planet. Ecologists point
to the mutual interdependence at play because the environment is both dynamic and
diverse, ecologists recognize that there is no single set of ecological attributes or strategies
that make an organism “the best”. All living populations and species continuously change
in response to pressures from other organisms and variability in Earth’s geology and
climate. Over time, this dance of evolving interactions has produced a fantastic array of
organisms that depend upon and compete across the surface of the planet (Malmstrom
2010, p. 88).

Pakikiisa or solidarity. Pakikiisa or solidarity is a common feature in Philippine social
movements that address social and political inequalities in society. At the community
level, women workers in the informal economy, when organized and galvanized through
collective forms of action in peri-urban areas stricken by disasters related to climate change,
produce and sustainable ways of surviving and adapting (Ofreneo and Hega 2016, p. 180).
There is a strong link between poverty and environmental degradation in the climate crisis,
making poor people more vulnerable to climate-change-related disasters (Holden et al.
2017, p. 8). Pakikiisa or solidarity occurs when there are shared experiences among the
actors, such as the case of women workers above and the members of MaCEC.
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Pakikiisa or solidarity highlights relational ethics more than the individualistic ethics
that have long governed how we relate to other people. In the ecological sense, solidarity
“means a relationship of care and concern for the Other. The Other can be fellow human
beings and the natural environment. We should correct the tendency to see humans as
ontologically separate and above nature” (Jennings 2015, p. 6). Thompson et. al echo the
same sentiment:

“When we come together to study environmental issues and concerns and work
together to find viable and sustainable solutions to the problem, we can support one
another. What will emerge from the connection and support is an ecological ethic of
solidarity, which mirrors the interconnectivity and reciprocal interdependence of beings in
the world” (Thompson et al. 2011, p. 144).

The coming together to support each other is evident in MaCEC’s core values of
environmental advocacy, environmental literacy, and environmental education towards
what they termed “ecological care”.

Households, particularly in riverside barangays, use bamboo materials for disaster
preparedness as a native life raft (timbulan ng buhay) like the image above in Figure 4.
Timbulan or a bamboo raft is a lifesaving device that you hold onto when you are in the
middle of the sea, ocean, lake, or river.

Pakikiisa resonates with what Jennings and Gwiazdon call “The Principle of Solidarity
Respect and Equity” that should be pursued with a recognition of the limits of everyone’s
ability to determine the conditions of their own lives and our mutual interdependency and
reliance on outside support, care, and assistance. The notion of solidarity and interdepen-
dence applies in a social context among individuals and groups. Still, it applies with equal
importance and resonance in an ecological context, between human and biotic communities
(Jennings and Gwiazdon 2021, p. 32).

Pananampalataya or faith. The spiritual aspect of the work of MaCEC is a crucial part
of the organization’s identity. Pananampalataya, or faith for MaCEC members, informs and
motivates them to engage in their work as environmental stewards actively and sustains
them in the protracted struggle to obtain justice from the Marcopper Mining Corporation.
Rooted in their beginnings as a small Basic Ecclesial Community, MaCEC developed a
more comprehensive program to share the Word of God to village chapters. The program,
Hangkaan at Bahaginan ng Pamayanang Kristiyano sa Salita ng Diyos (Sharing of the Word of
God among Christian Communities) helps spread the Word of God.

In the development of course modules, the knowledge of priests and pastoral workers,
and seminarians of the diocese were pooled together, according to the members. The
organization tapped local facilitators and resource persons to implement the integrated
formation and skills development, including relevant modules in environmental justice and
stewardship. Until recently, this combined formation is being applied and updated by the
MACEC to cover timely issues. The ecological dimension of the program aims to develop
environmental consciousness and values by eliciting actions from the members themselves
that will encourage sustained commitment. Activities were about community organizing
and holding a series and continuing education using modules such as understanding
spiritual ecology and links to climate change, mining, health (as a response to the pandemic),
and digital security related to the proliferation of misinformation and “fake news” in social
media.
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Figure 4. A sample of the bamboo raft used by families. Photo by the author.

Hand and Crowe (2012, p. 11) observe that in the US, greater exposure to church
culture (through attendance), greater commitment to personal piety (through prayer), and
a greater commitment to one’s denominational identity does not generally increase pro-
environmental beliefs and behavior. For Ramon Echica (2010, pp. 44–45), the devotional
practices heavily promoted by the Catholic Church in the Philippines tend to focus on the
“other-worldly” concerns and are apolitical. Both studies suggest that without widespread
support from the public, including local government, non-government organizations,
and other citizen-driven ecological movements, religiosity alone is not enough to elicit
behavioral changes towards environmental action. MACEC has proved that faith and
religiosity must intertwine with culture and environmentalism to effect meaningful and
sustainable social transformation.

4.3. Greening the Moriones Festival

Marinduque is known for its Holy Week event, the Moriones festival. The original ritual
would have male volunteers from the poorest barrios in Marinduque wear the costume
of Roman soldiers and put on elaborate masks for one week to depict the morions who
chased the Roman soldier, Longinus. In the Lenten rituals, Longinus was the first Roman
soldier who converted to Christianity when he witnessed the death of Jesus on the cross
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(Peterson 2007). According to Peterson, the men chose to enact morions as a response to
a panata (vow) to purge their sins. The morion mask, a symbol of repentance during the
Holy Week, becomes a symbol for the MaCEC and its members. It reminds them of the
challenges of being faithful to God (Peterson 2007, p. 311).

The Boac river, a victim of the mine tailings disaster, silently witnesses the Holy
Week events as they unfold beside it. The presence, and the symbolic participation of the
river, added to the lamentation of the members of MaCEC. Nonetheless, they managed to
make the river into an active participant. According to the members, the Moriones Festival
becomes a venue for commemorating the mine tailings spills on 24 March 1996 through
Earth Day celebration, tree planting, Lenten recollection, and other environmental advocacy
activities. Reflections of the members focus on the responsibility, rooted in faith, to be
stewards of the environment, nature, and creation.

5. Conclusions: Ecological Care beyond Anthropocentrism

The heart-shaped island province of Marinduque is home to the members of MaCEC.
In Filipino, the word tahanan refers to home. Its root word is tahan (hush). It evokes a
mother rocking her fussy, crying baby to calm down and sleep. It pulls forth the original
meaning of ecology, Oikos, a Greek word for home. Many Filipinos regard the home as
the safest place as it evokes the warm embrace of a mother. Filipino psychologists have
attempted to seek what they call cognitive and affective dimensions of biodiversity, which,
according to them, have been lacking in many social and scientific studies on biodiversity
conservation (Tan Siy 2008). In a study involving Filipino farmers and fisherfolks living
on the banks of ecologically vulnerable Taal Lake in the southern part of Manila, Tan Siy
claims that those who lived by the banks of the lake were more open and receptive to its
rehabilitation and care. The results of this study highlighted the significant role people’s
affective bonds placed on the conservation and the protection of the lake. Moreover, the
quality of respondents’ answers was a function of their proximity to and dependence on
the lake (Tan Siy 2008, p. 98).

Similarly, the members of MaCEC are deeply committed to their environmentalism,
living as they do in a disaster-prone area and having experienced environmental disasters
brought about by natural hazards and extractive industries. Their environmentalism
developed into a community consciousness that regards members as thoroughly embedded
in their ecological communities. Such is akin to Eckersley’s (1992) ecocentric approach to
environmentalism that views creations as formed by ecological interrelatedness.

Ecological care’s dimensions of pagtutulungan (service to one another), pakikiisa (sol-
idarity), and pananampalataya (faith) demonstrate its breadth and depth that includes “a
recognition of systemic interdependence that means recognizing that self is deeply related
to other, not just other human selves, but the natural world (water, air, other species) that
impact our lives and whose lives and actions profoundly impact processes” (Bradbury
2003, p. 211).

Reflecting on the notion of ecological care of the members of MaCEC, we can appreciate
this view of care as Christian praxis. Praxis refers to reflecting and acting upon and within
the world to transform it. McFague (1997) challenges Christians to extend the Christian
praxis to nature. Christian praxis is grounded in what Leonardo Boff calls “social ecology,
the ways that human social and economic systems interact with the natural ecosystems”
(Boff 1995, p. 88). This ecology underscores that whatever onslaught to the poor affects the
natural world and vice versa.

Through the various stages of development, faith-based communities of environmen-
tal stewards actively participate in determining their role in ecological care and stewardship
and transforming structures that cause inequalities. As MaCEC members subscribe to ser-
vice to Simbahan ng mga dukha (Church of the Poor) and likas-kayang pag-unlad (sustainable
development), the organization exemplifies a practical application of the ecological libera-
tion theology, as advanced in Holden et al. (2017).
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While the praxis of MaCEC members echoes that of liberation theology, it arises from
their self-understanding of faith intertwining with service. According to the MaCEC mem-
bers, the extended hands of Jesus on the cross signify service and solidarity; the hands
of Jesus are reaching out to help. According to the organization and its members, the
cross symbolizes the Christian faith in which all actions on ecological care are rooted. The
organization’s vision aptly reflects the values of service, solidarity, and faith ingrained in
the local culture. In turn, these values contribute to the discourse McCarroll (2020) raises
towards a re-imagining of ecological care that extends beyond anthropocentrism without
losing the focus on social and environmental justice. Ecological care beyond anthropocen-
trism encompasses human activities that attend to the needs of the ecological community,
promote its wellbeing and health, and work for the flourishing of all members of the eco-
logical community. Those who extend ecological care beyond anthropocentrism recognize
that ecosystems thrive and flourish when suitable conditions are present for everyone,
including humans to be healthy. The research supports the continuing discussions on
the many ways religion’s commitment to ecological care reveals its promising potential,
primarily the pro-environmental actions of faith-based communities.
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Abstract: As theological education has moved increasingly to online and hybrid settings (both by
choice and by pandemic necessity), practical theologians committed to teaching ecological theological
education must navigate a paradox. How do we teach about interconnectivity and interdependence
between the human and other-than-human inhabitants of a particular place when our classrooms are
in disembodied digital spaces? This article examines a case study of a pedagogical tool developed by
the author called the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise that enables students to explore and
articulate how they conceptualize themselves and their faith communities embedded within their
larger ecological contexts. This paper assesses the use of the mapping exercise in four different course
contexts: three online and one hybrid online–immersion course. The author provides an overview of
each of the four course contexts in which the tool was used, includes descriptions of how students
engaged the tool, and assesses its effectiveness. The author uses three types of criteria for assess-
ment of the pedagogical exercise: student feedback, level of competence demonstrated in student
assignments (sermons, worship services, teaching events), and personal observations, particularly
around the differences between online and onsite contexts. The author suggests that the mapping
exercise is a tool that can be used by others teaching practical theology to help students understand
their relationships within Creation and their communities, critically engage environmental justice
issues, and apply what they learn to their ministry contexts.

Keywords: ecological theology; environmental ethics; environmental justice; homiletics; preaching;
online teaching; pedagogy; practical theology

1. Introduction

As a mainline Protestant homiletician with a passion for environmental issues, I have
dedicated a great deal of my teaching, preaching, and writing to equip clergy for “greening”
their preaching. A main tenet of my book, Creation-Crisis Preaching, is that preachers have a
key role to play in helping congregations understand environmental issues as a matter of
faith and moral/ethical obligation. However, in my research studying clergy attitudes and
opinions around social issues and preaching, I have learned that pastors are sometimes
hesitant to address issues such as climate change or species extinction in their sermons.
For example, in a 2017 survey of mainline Protestant clergy in the U.S., I learned that
environmental issues ranked among the lowest priorities for preachers to address. Only
30% of the 838 respondents said that they had mentioned environmental issues in their
sermons in the previous twelve months (Schade 2017). Fortunately, that number rose to
47% when my team and I conducted the second survey wave with 2099 respondents in
2021 (Schade et al. 2021). Nevertheless, this still means that, by their own admission, more
than half of the U.S. clergy who responded to this survey are not speaking about climate or
environmental issues.

Given the acceleration and intensity of the numerous climate and environmental crises
that are devastating communities, one might think that clergy would be willing to bring a
prophetic and pastoral word about these issues to their congregations. As Fletcher Harper,
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executive director of GreenFaith, has written, “The world needs religious voices that clearly
name the causes of this dire crisis, articulate a moral vision, and catalyze courageous action
to meet the suffering that lies ahead while bending history’s arc towards justice” (Harper
2021). Yet, a number of factors have contributed to the relative silence on environmental
issues from the pulpit, including the politicization of topics such as climate change and
fossil fuel extraction, as well as the negative pushback that clergy receive for being a
“political” preacher when they address such issues.1

However, I have also found that many preachers and seminarians simply do not
know how to bring biblical and theological language to environmental topics and to do
so in a way that does not alienate or anger their congregations. Therefore, I have tried to
design seminary courses that help students develop an environmentally literate approach
to preaching, worship, and faith formation. Yet, as a professor whose courses are either
online or hybrid, I recognize that there are challenges to this work when our classrooms are
in disembodied digital spaces. So, I have experimented with pedagogical approaches to
help students grasp the concepts of interconnectivity and interdependence between the
human and other-than-human world.

To that end, this article examines a case study about the use of a pedagogical tool
I developed called the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise. This tool is designed
to help students explore and articulate how they conceptualize themselves and their
congregations embedded within their larger ecological contexts and to share their insights
through preaching, leading worship, or teaching in their faith community. I will provide an
overview of each of the four course contexts in which I used the tool, include descriptions
of how students engaged the tool, and assess its effectiveness. I will use three types of
criteria for assessment of the pedagogical exercise: student feedback, level of competence
demonstrated in student assignments, and my own observations, particularly around the
differences between online and onsite contexts. I suggest that the “Who Is My Neighbor”
Mapping Exercise is a tool that can be used by others teaching practical theology courses
to help students understand their relationships within Creation and their communities,
critically engage environmental justice issues, and apply what they learn to their ministry
contexts.

2. The Need for Place-Based Ecological Education in Theological Studies

Taylor Tollison has noted that interest in “place-based” education is growing within
academia (referencing Ark et al. 2020; Knapp 2014; Morris 2014; Sobel 2004). “In conjunction
with this emphasis on place, many institutions are now highlighting not only the ways in
which we should learn from or about a place, but also the ways in which we should learn for
a place” (Tollison 2021, p. 3). How students and institutions are “embedded” within their
communities and ecological contexts has implications not just for the institutions in which
they learn, but for their formation as ministers or religious leaders in whatever contexts
they serve. How might students “learn from the places in which they are embedded in
order to learn for the places they are embedded?” (Ibid, p. 7).

These are questions I asked when I first began teaching environmental ethics in onsite
classrooms. In those settings, I had the opportunity to take students outside to think about
their embeddedness and interconnectedness with nature. I used an exercise described by
Mark Wallace in his book, Finding God in the Singing River, called the Council of All Beings.
In this activity, he takes students to a natural area and invites them to seek a connection
with one of the lifeforms there. After spending significant time observing, listening, and
communing with this lifeform, the group comes back together and shares what they learned
by speaking as the lifeform itself. “The purpose of a Council,” he explains, “is to foster
compassion for all life-forms and heal the ugly splits that separate human beings from the
natural world (Wallace 2005, p. 138).

Such imaginative speaking “for” and “with” other-than-human beings can have in-
triguing implications for preaching, leading worship, and faith formation from an ecological
perspective. I have used this exercise for retreats and onsite classes, and it has yielded
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insights for participants to integrate into their sermons and their personal relationship with
Creation. However, for students in an online classroom, there is no option to be together
in one place in nature at the same time. Moreover, unless the Council of All Beings is
conducted in the place where a student is engaged in ministry, the exercise is removed
from their own context.

So, I wanted to develop a tool to help students root themselves in their own context and
create a presentation that they could share both with the class and with their congregation.
This would allow students in the digital course to articulate a “theology of place” (Inge
2003) rather than being relegated to a sterile classroom removed from their context. I
envisioned an exercise that would enable both instructor and students to traverse digital
and local spaces with an eye toward identifying ecojustice issues to address with their
congregations. Ideally, such a tool would create a means by which students engaged in
distance learning could experience embeddedness and a theology of place within their
ecological contexts and then share that through sermons, worship services, and teaching
events. I call this tool the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise.

3. Developing the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise

I originally developed the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise for preachers to
use in their sermon preparation and in ministry with congregants to help them expand
the notion of “neighbor” to include other-than-human beings. The goal was to enlarge a
preacher’s and congregation’s circle of care to include other-than-human “persons” who
suffer and languish because of environmental injustice. I wanted to give them a tool to
survey their landscapes and expand the concept of neighbor to include our Earth-kin so
that they could determine what issues need to be addressed in their congregations and
communities. I also wanted draw on a biblical story to help frame this work as part of
Jesus’s mandate to care for those on the margins of our human society, regardless of barriers
we might initially put in place.

I chose Luke 10: 25–37 (NRSV) which includes a lawyer’s question to Jesus that
prompts the parable known as “The Good Samaritan.” The lawyer asks what he must do to
inherit eternal life. Jesus answers with a question, “What is written in the law? What do
you read there?” The lawyer replies by quoting the Torah: Love the Lord your God with all
your heart, soul, strength, and mind; and love your neighbor as yourself. But after Jesus
affirms his answer, the lawyer follows with a rejoinder: “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus
responds with a parable about a Samaritan taking care of a beaten man when two others
had ignored him. Jesus then asks, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to
the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” The lawyer replies, “The one who showed
him mercy.” The passage ends with Jesus instructing the man to “Go and do likewise.”

As I explain in Creation-Crisis Preaching, “It is not the qualifications of the one who
suffers that determine who should be considered ‘neighbor.’ It is the one who chooses
to care who makes herself or himself a neighbor. In other words, ‘neighborness’ is not
initiated by the one in need of care. It is determined by the one choosing to act in a caring
way toward another” (Schade 2015, p. 63). Put another way, the lawyer’s question could
be restated as, “Who is worthy of my moral consideration? Who qualifies? And who can
I justifiably and reasonably exclude?” Jesus turns the question around: “Who will you
choose to care about?” In other words, neighborness is not determined by the receiver of
compassion, but by the giver. From the Samaritan’s perspective, the only qualification
for neighborness was the suffering and need of the beaten man. All other lines, walls,
hierarchies, and divisions fell away.

Using an ecohermeneutical lens2 to interpret this passage, I make the case that we
must think expansively about the concept of “neighbor” to include our other-than-human
kin who, in a sense, lie beaten and bleeding on the side of the road by the “robbers” that
have attacked all aspects of Creation. In class discussions, we talk about how we might
reconsider this parable about moral obligations within the biotic realm and environmental
justice issues. Are animals our neighbors? How about mountains? Ecosystems? The empty
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lot down the street filled with trash? The microscopic organisms in the stream killed by
fracking waste-water? How far down the food chain and how far afield should we go?

This line of questioning spurs them to think about their own context. Who are the
ecological neighbors of our congregation that need our attention and a Samaritan’s care?
How are people, plants, animals, land, and air suffering from human activity right in our
own community? And in what ways might a congregation tend to their wounds with the
compassion, attention, and the generosity of the Samaritan?

4. Criteria for Determining Eco-Ethical Obligation and Action

Invariably, students raise the thorny question that accompanies all environmental
ethics about whether human beings should be prioritized over other lifeforms when it
comes to determining moral obligations. As Cynthia Moe Lobeda describes the dilemma:

Moral consciousness expanded to include the other-than-human is fraught with
complexity. To illustrate: . . . On what grounds do specific moral values and
obligations apply differently to humans than to other-than-humans? What moral
constraints ought be placed on human beings in light of our sameness with and
dependence upon otherkind? (Moe-Lobeda 2013, p. 125)

In summarizing John Cobb’s critique of deep ecology, Mark Wallace puts it this way:
“If all beings—everything from megafauna such as human beings and blue whales to
microflora such as mold spores and green algae—are sacred, if everything is equal in value
and worth, then on what basis can decisions be made about what should be saved and
protected and what can be used and destroyed?” (Wallace 2005, p. 150). In other words,
without some sort of hierarchy of values, there would be no way to engage in eco-ethical
decision making because value would collapse into sameness.

Wallace’s approach to determining how we should make decisions about environ-
mental ethics, which I offer to the students, is to ensure “the health and dynamism of the
life cycle rather than protect the interests of added-value beings (such as human beings)
whose inner life is more complex than other beings. Thus, green spirituality is able to make
highly nuanced and sophisticated practical judgments about use and value, but it does
so in biocentric rather than anthropocentric terms” (Wallace 2005, p. 151). He adds that
judgments about value “should be based on keeping open the living channels of energy that
make life possible . . . [P]ractical decisions about resource allocations and the like should
focus on ensuring the dynamism and vitality of the energy cycle, not on the particular
needs of individual participants within the cycle, including the needs of individual human
participants” (Ibid, pp. 152–53).

Building on Wallace’s holistic focus on the life cycle, I suggest to the students that a key
for determining ethical action is to apply the criteria of “the least of these”, using the term
from Matthew 25: 31–46, Jesus’ parable of the “sheep and the goats”. The “least of these”
refers to those most vulnerable who are in need and have little to no voice or agency in
their self-preservation. So, for example, on the human level, pregnant women and children
are biologically and historically among the most vulnerable of human beings. Their needs
would be prioritized when making environmental decisions about pesticides, mercury
emissions from coal-fired power plants, and the use of plastics, for example. Applying the
criteria to the biotic cycle, the most basic building blocks of life on a cellular and microbiotic
level must be considered, and any activity that threatens them should be avoided. For
instance, since fracking for methane gas involves the use of chemicals that kill microscopic
life and poison the food chain at its most basic level, it should not be allowed.

Thus, rather than determining the rightness of a human activity from the top down
(i.e., those in power protecting and promoting their immediate self-interest, gratification,
and profit), we would gauge it from the bottom up. In other words, if it is not good for the
children, the fish in the sea, or the microbes in the soil, an inverted pyramid of care dictates
that it should not be done. Stated in a positive way, the “least of these” are what Jesus has
said we are to protect, so whatever promotes their health and well-being fulfills the divine
command of caring for them.3
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5. “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise: Description and Use in the Classroom

In Chapter 3 of Creation-Crisis Preaching, I offer practical suggestions and questions for
mapping the ecological, social, cultural, and political location of a particular congregation to
help preachers better contextualize their sermons. As I developed the tool, I chose activities
that would help participants experience themselves and their congregations embodied
within a particular ecological context while also seeing ecological issues related to the larger
context of other justice issues. The activities and accompanying questions are designed to
help participants think in an interconnected way about the ecological, social, cultural, and
political location of a particular congregation in order to better contextualize their ministry.

For the course assignment, I ask students to pick six options from numbers 1–12, and
then complete number 13 for their project. I encourage them to do this work in collaboration
with a group of parishioners if possible so that the student can incorporate more voices
and perspectives. Here are the options (Schade 2015, pp. 73–75):

1. Walk. Walk the grounds around the church building. Consider your surroundings,
which include the land, the plants near you, the air you are breathing, and other living
creatures perceptible to your senses. Who are your biotic neighbors? Also consider the
houses, buildings, businesses, factories, and other human-made “neighbors.” Reflect
on the interactions that are occurring between you and these multi-faceted surround-
ings. Are they harmful? Beneficial? Neutral? How do your natural surroundings
affect your physical or spiritual existence? Your feelings? Your values?

2. Sit. Choose a location where you can sit and quietly observe and reflect on the
interactions that are occurring between you and your multi-faceted surroundings.
Allow all of your senses to be engaged as you listen, sniff, and feel the world around
you. Where do you perceive harm or pain? What interrelations are beneficial? How do
your natural surroundings affect your physical or spiritual existence? Your emotions?
Your values?

3. Look at a topographical map of where the congregation is located. Google Maps,
Google Earth, or other online mapping services are free and can reveal a bird’s eye
view of your setting. Notice the local waterways and landscape features (mountains,
desert, beach, green spaces, etc.). How are they disrupted, connected to, or otherwise
intersecting with human civilization?

4. Look at a map that shows the location of major businesses, industries, landfills,

waste processing, etc. Do some research of the basic demographics of the area (census
data, income data, sociological data). In what ways do the major “players” interact
and have an impact on each other and the biotic community?

5. Talk with members of your congregation to get a sense of “who” (in the expanded
ecological sense) their neighbors are, and who has been beaten and lies along side of
the road. Who are “the least of these” (Matthew 25: 40) in need of attention and care?

6. Talk with other clergy to learn the history of “neighbor-relations” in the community.
What stories do they tell about neighbors helping each other (or not)? Do any of them
have shared interest in environmental issues so that you may collaborate on preaching
ideas?

7. Talk with community members to hear their stories about environmental issues that
are part of the community’s history. Were there any grassroots efforts to clean up
blighted areas? Protest pollution? Confront toxic dumping? What was successful?
What work remains to be done?

8. Talk with local health care workers such as doctors and nurses to find out what
the key public health issues affect the community. There are often environmental
connections to health concerns. Asthma, obesity, cancer, and depression, for example,
are all exacerbated by deleterious environmental conditions such as air pollution,
radioactive waste, waste incineration, etc.

9. Meet with local chapters of environmental groups such as Sierra Club, Clean Air
Council, Interfaith Power and Light, and grassroots activist groups to find out what
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environmental issues they are addressing inyour community. Ask how local houses
of worship can be helpful to their work.

10. Talk with local naturalists, master gardeners, those who fish, hunters, farmers, bee-

keepers, or others whose work involves the natural elements. Ask what changes
they have observed in animal, plant, insect, fish, or other biotic communities in the last
few decades. What would they like to see happen in terms of protecting or sustaining
the health of the local ecosystems?

11. Search for clean-energy businesses in your community such as wind farms, solar
farms, geothermal companies, etc. Inquire as to how they see their work in relation to
the community and the planet.

12. Meet with your elected officials. Ask them who they consider “the least of these,”
those most vulnerable among their constituents. What are their main environmental
concerns regarding their watersheds, land, forests, and biotic communities within
their jurisdictions? What legislation or policies have they supported or opposed for
environmental protection?

13. Create a “map” of your findings. This can take the form of an actual map with key
features noted, a hand-drawn representation, a collage of photos or images, a video,
PowerPoint, or some other kind of visual display of the “neighbors” surrounding
your congregation. This can be a collaborative project with youth and adults.

Typically, I give students at least a week to complete the steps they choose from
numbers 1–12 and then report on their initial findings through an online discussion board.
I instruct students to share two to three insights or “a-ha” moments that came from
completing the steps and to name the environmental issue they are considering as the topic
for their sermon, worship service, or educational event. For the peer responses, I prompt
them to ask questions of each other, give feedback as to what they’d like to learn more
about, and to seek clarity about the topic their peer plans to address.

For the final project, I have experimented with requiring simple PowerPoint slides,
to allowing a variety of formats such as photos of a visual display, videos, or narrated
PowerPoints. Students are also required to write a 500–700-word paper in which they reflect
on what was most meaningful for them in this exercise as well as their plan for sharing the
project with their congregation. As I will describe in the examples that follow, some students
presented their “maps” at educational forums, others wrote and preached a sermon, and
still others designed a worship service around the theme from their mapping project.

6. Assessment 1: Lancaster Theological Seminary, Creation-Crisis Preaching Course

The first time I used the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise in an online course
was in the fall of 2018 when I taught Creation-Crisis Preaching for Lancaster Theological
Seminary as an adjunct instructor. Seven students registered for the five-week course
which was online and asynchronous except for one Zoom meeting at the beginning. After
completing readings which introduced them to environmental, theological, and biblical
foundations for environmental preaching, the students completed the “Who Is My Neigh-
bor” Mapping Exercise as a step toward their final sermon. The sermon was to be based on
Luke 10: 25–37 and needed to connect to a local environmental issue of their choice in their
community or region. For some students, this was the first time they were challenged to
think about environmental issues at all, much less address one in a sermon. So, I provided
a list of twenty-six possible topics ranging from air pollution to waste disposal with the
option of identifying a different topic in consultation with me.

While each student completed the mapping assignment, most included just a few
slides and only completed four or five of the options in the exercise. One student only
submitted a topographical map with some scribbled notes. The sermons were average to
above average in content and delivery. I shall highlight two examples.

One student was a White female whose church was situated in a small town in central
Pennsylvania. In her mapping exercise, she walked around the church and streets of
the town, sat to watch the environmental processes happening around her, talked with
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church members, and learned about a new initiative to restore streams and the health of
the local water system. These activities were documented in the PowerPoint she created
for the mapping assignment. In her sermon on the parable of the Good Samaritan, she
began by talking about the idea of neighbors in a general way while referencing the South
African concept of ubuntu, meaning “I am, because you are.” Then she moved to expand
the concept of neighbor to include God’s Creation, noting that human beings can only
exist because the rest of nature exists. This brought her to the “neighbor” suffering in their
own community—the streams that run through their town and surrounding countryside
that have been deteriorating due to nitrogen and chemicals from agricultural and yard
runoff as well as silt accumulation. She made the case that the example of the Samaritan’s
extravagant service toward his neighbor urges us to be extravagant in the care we give
our water system. She encouraged that care to be collective, systemic, and engaging local
policy. However, she did not go as far as encouraging them to attend local meetings and
express their support for water restoration projects or to engage in the projects themselves.
So, in my feedback to her, I suggested that she offer those next steps to them in future
conversations and sermons.

In contrast, another student, who was a Black female, served a church that was located
in an urban area of Baltimore, Md. Through her mapping exercise as documented by
her PowerPoint, she walked around the neighborhood and took pictures of deteriorating
buildings, looked at city maps, talked with local residents and clergy, and educated herself
about the effects of lead-based paint on the health of children. Building on the work
her church was already doing to address the need for affordable, safe housing for local
families, she drew three key points from the Lukan passage on the Good Samaritan: (1)
stop (do not be a passerby), (2) do what you can, and (3) invite others to help. In my
feedback, I recommended that she be even more specific and invitational by encouraging
the congregation to become more involved in local efforts to clean up the neighborhood
and support healthy homes for their friends and neighbors. I suggested that she identify
projects that are happening in the community and invite the congregation to join in what
she called “God’s Samaritan work” in a tangible, concrete way.

Overall, while I received positive feedback from students about the mapping exercise,
I felt that I had not clearly articulated my expectations for the final projects. This resulted in
less than stellar submissions. So, I knew I needed to be more specific with the instructions
when I used the tool in the future.

7. Assessment 2: Lexington Theological Seminary, Witness and Testimony in
Appalachia Course

The second time I used the mapping exercise was for the course, Witness and Tes-
timony in Appalachia, in the summer of 2019 at Lexington Theological Seminary where
I serve as Associate Professor of Preaching and Worship.4 I received a grant from the
Appalachian Ministries Educational Resource Center (AMERC) to provide scholarships
and funding for the course which covered transportation, lodging, and meals for twelve
students.5 The course was a hybrid of online and onsite learning elements. Before arriving
for the immersion trip, students engaged online readings, videos, podcasts, and completed
a short research paper about the coal region of eastern Kentucky. The four-day trip then
provided the opportunity for students to learn first-hand about the complex ways in which
geography, class, culture, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation impact the conjoining
challenges of environmental, socioeconomic, and public health issues in the region.

The students were assigned to create the “Who Is My Neighbor” Map to reflect the
people we met (such as coal miners, high school students, clergy and their congregations,
and local community organizers), and places and environmental “neighbors” we visited,
including an historic coal mine, an old growth forest protected by Kentucky Natural Lands
Trust, and mountains and waterways destroyed by mining. This time, I had the students
consider guiding questions when thinking about their mapping assignments: what is it
like to be you in this place? What would it be like if you could envision a positive future?
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Whose stories do we tell? Who gets to tell these stories and how will those stories be told?
These questions enabled students to engage in deep, pastoral listening to a variety of voices
(including other-than-human neighbors in God’s Creation), and to discern how they can
preach the gospel in the midst of contentious community issues.

Unlike the first time I used the exercise where most students submitted a few Pow-
erPoint slides, this time I received many different types of maps, including collages of
labeled photographs, images overlayed across a map of the region, a radial chart, and a
poster with the image of a web in the background to indicate the web of life. I intended
the mapping exercise to help them organize their ideas for preaching a sermon when they
returned to their home congregations. The sermon was to highlight what they learned in
the Appalachian immersion experience and to demonstrate that they had thought critically
about how one tells the story of a people and culture. Two of the more intriguing sermons
were preached by students whose countries of origin were outside the U.S.

One was a male student who was a native of Ghana and served an African-native
congregation in Louisville, Ky. He drew parallels between the way the environment is
exploited for coal in Appalachia and how the rivers of his own country are polluted because
of mining. He used the story of the Woman at the Well in John 4:4-14 to encourage his
congregation to advocate for “living water”.

Another student was a female native of Haiti serving a Haitian congregation in New
York City. She noted that both the residents of Appalachia and the residents of Haiti are
like the man in the parable of the good Samaritan in Luke—beaten, robbed, and left to
die on the side of the mountain. She also connected the “neighbor” thread from the drug
addicts in their neighborhood, to the mother who does not have enough money to feed
her children, to the trees cut down in their homeland, to the sea crying out from being
suffocated with trash. She encouraged her congregation to be a “Good Samaritan church”
by teaching the youth to love God’s Creation and by joining with their interfaith neighbors
to clean up abandoned lots in their community.

I was much more pleased with the mapping assignment submissions the second time
around. Not only were students creative and detailed in their maps, they also expressed
appreciation for having a tangible reminder of the trip. Many of the submissions were so
impressive that I decided to use them as examples to show students in the future when
using this tool.

8. Assessment 3: Hartford Seminary, Environmental Ethics Course

In the third iteration of the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise, the course
was not about preaching and worship but environmental ethics. I taught the online, asyn-
chronous, semester-long course for Hartford Seminary in the spring of 2020. Unlike the first
two Christian seminaries where I used the exercise, this was an interfaith seminary which
meant that I had sixteen students from Christian, Muslim, Unitarian, non-denominational,
and secular contexts. This made for a rich learning environment for the students and for
myself.

Instead of using the mapping exercise as a lead-in for preaching or designing worship,
I made it a stand-alone assignment and had the students present their mapping exercise
to their faith community as an educational event. Because this course coincided with the
emergence of the coronavirus pandemic that was causing houses of worship to close, I
allowed the students to create narrated PowerPoints which could be shown during an
online education event or accessed by congregation members asynchronously.

One student was a Muslim male in Houston, Tx, who began his presentation by
comparing the parable of the good Samaritan with a teaching from An-Nisaa 4:36 about
caring for “neighbors who are near, neighbors who are strangers, the companion by your
side, the wayfarer (ye meet).” His PowerPoint then showed the wilderness of concrete
and pavement around their masjid from the street view and from a Google Earth view.
He zeroed in on one underdeveloped area of green space and encouraged his fellow
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congregants to join an effort to revitalize a local plan for parks, recreation, and open space
in Harris County.

Another student was a White female faculty member at a co-educational boarding
and day school for high school students in Connecticut. She used the mapping assignment
to highlight not just the community and environmental neighbors, but to incorporate
the voices of Indigenous Peoples. As she wrote in her reflection paper, “This project has
inspired me to bring a proposal for land acknowledgement, education, and professional
development to school leadership. I’ve been working with another colleague, and we’ve
actually been making some great progress! We secured the funding to bring in a speaker
from a Native community here in Connecticut.” Her PowerPoint consisted of twenty-six
well-designed and informative slides that incorporated nearly all of the twelve options from
the mapping exercise and concluded with concrete “next steps”, including a presentation
the following month called “Dialogues on Difference” for the community.

Other student projects included preserving green spaces and partnering with local
environmental groups in the church’s community, water conservation for congregation
members as well as the church’s building and grounds, protecting a community against
wildfires, and becoming a “zero waste” congregation. One student even created a live-
action video about the lifecycle of a single-use plastic bottle. The video showed the
interrelatedness of “neighbors” ranging from the oil that is used to produce the bottle,
to the recycling facility, to the places where “recycled plastic” actually ends up—oceans,
underdeveloped nations, and in the stomachs of fish and sea birds.6

This time around, the students were able to see models of the mapping exercise that I
had collected from the previous course, and I believe this made a difference in the quality
of their assignments. In all, the mapping exercise for this course provided a way for
students to develop critical skills for theological analysis of and creative engagement with
environmental challenges that their faith communities could address. The exercise also
empowered them to provide education and, for some students, leadership on the issue they
chose to address.

9. Assessment 4: Lexington Theological Seminary, Creation-Crisis Preaching Course

The fourth time I utilized the mapping exercise was in May 2021 at Lexington Theolog-
ical Seminary. Twenty-two students registered for the four-week online course, sixteen of
whom were part of a continuing education certificate program, “The Church and Creation”,
and were not required to submit assignments. This course was about incorporating envi-
ronmental issues into both preaching and worship, so in addition to the sermon assignment,
students were also required to design a Creation-centered worship service complete with
prayers, hymns, readings, and a communion liturgy.7 The “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping
Exercise, then, was intended to situate their worship design and sermon within the political,
cultural, and biotic setting of the church.8

One White male student served a congregation in the Cumberland Plateau of Ten-
nessee and focused on the “neighbors” of the East Fork of the Obed River and Dale Hollow
Lake. He made it a point to speak with beekeepers, farmers, hunters, those who fish,
winemakers, and others who work in natural elements. He referenced two biblical texts
in his sermon. He used Isaiah 24: 4–5 (“The earth dries up and withers”) to describe the
pollution and neglect that the river suffers by the hands of humans. However, he also lifted
up a vision of hope in Matt. 6: 25–33 (“Look at the birds of the air”). “Jesus’ words serve
as an example of looking to nature, so that we might learn from those other-than-human
life forms; learn how-to live-in harmony with our biotic neighbors,” he said in the sermon.
He encouraged the congregation to care for “the least of these” through supporting local
environmental and recreational groups, scout troops, and community organizations that
are already working to revitalize the river and lake. He framed this as “environmental
healing ministry” at the conclusion of the sermon. The student also designed a worship
service with a theme of “taking care of God’s oikos (household)”, with hymns and prayers
for Creation in general and rivers and water in particular.
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Two time zones away, another student created her mapping assignment for her desert-
dwelling congregation in Arizona. This White female student created a video highlighting
the native plants, trees and birds, the local senior living facility, an elementary school, a
food bank, and a community farm demonstrating desert food production and ecological
restoration. She even showed pictures of the very edge of the church’s property where
a homeless encampment had left remnants of their stay that day. She stressed that all
of these were the church’s neighbors and that she intended to focus on the “circular,
cyclical, self-balancing design of Creation” as symbolized by the church’s large outdoor
labyrinth. She preached her sermon outside standing in front of the labyrinth and drew
parallels between the “deserted place” where Jesus fed the multitudes in Mark 6: 30–44,
and the “deserted place” there in the Sonoran Desert, which had thrived ecologically
before European colonization. She encouraged the congregation to listen to the teaching of
Creation and of Jesus Christ to see the “hidden abundance” all around them. She concluded,
“Jesus bids us to offer what we have, then sit down with all of Creation and be fed.” She,
too, designed a worship service complete with Creation-centered hymns, prayers, and
other liturgical elements.

In this course, I noticed a marked improvement in the mapping exercises and sermons
compared to those submitted the first time I taught the course in 2018. For instance, most
of the PowerPoints in 2018 had 5–10 slides. For this course in 2021, however, the number of
slides ranged from 10–24, included much more text and graphics, and showed evidence
of completing six or more of the steps in the exercise. I think one of the reasons for the
improved quality of the assignments was due to the fact that I provided examples of
mapping exercises completed by students in the Appalachia immersion course and the
Hartford course so that students could get ideas for their own projects. I found that the
students engaged with much more depth, detail, and diligence in the project than the first
time I assigned the exercise three years prior.

10. Possibilities for Future Research and Use in Teaching Contexts

While students have expressed unanimous appreciation for the “Who Is My Neighbor”
Mapping Exercise, I do not know how their congregations responded or what long-term
effects the projects had on the students’ ministries. In the future, one way to gauge
the effectiveness of this exercise would be to conduct a before-and-after survey of the
congregation. Prior to the project, the congregation would receive a questionnaire asking
about their attitudes toward religion and ecology as well as their knowledge about the
topic the student would be addressing in their mapping exercise. Then, after the student
completes the project, a second survey would be distributed asking the same questions as
well as additional questions about how they felt moved to respond or put their faith into
action in light of the student’s sermon, worship service, or educational presentation. In this
way, the comparative data would provide feedback not only about the student’s individual
project, but about the overall effectiveness of using the mapping exercise.

There is also the potential to develop a version of the exercise that guides students
and members of a congregation to envision ways they can address environmental issues
more fully as a community of faith. Working with a team in their congregation, the student
could choose just one or two of the steps in the exercise as learning activities to be done
with their congregants that would then inform the student’s map-making. I would also
welcome the opportunity to see others adapt the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise
for Roman Catholic and Orthodox contexts within Christianity, as well as in other faith
traditions such as Judaism or Islam.

11. Conclusions

In whatever ways students in theological education choose to address environmental
issues in their ministries, I remind them that this work does make a difference. Research has
shown that homilies and sermons can enhance the effectiveness of the message to embrace
green Christianity. For example, the 2014 PRRI/AAR survey on religion, values, and climate
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change found that “Americans who say their clergy leader speaks at least occasionally
about climate change are more likely to be climate change Believers than Americans who
tend not to hear about climate change in church (49% and 36%, respectively)” (Jones et al.
2014, p. 4). In other words, people in the pews are listening to what their ministers have to
say about climate and other environmental issues. Simply making the case that Creation-
care is part of our responsibility as Christians is a vital message that clergy and faith leaders
can and should convey.

As I reflect on the use of the “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise for these
four courses over the span of three years, I have come to see that the tool was a source of
spiritual formation for many students. I encouraged them to prayerfully consider how the
process of reading scripture, interpreting faith through an ecological lens, and attending to
the suffering of their human neighbors as well as Earth kin could inform and shape their
own faith and relationship with the Divine. In turn, they critically engaged matters of faith
and ecological justice in local and global contexts.

The mapping exercise is also a useful reference point as I invite students to consider
what concrete actions they might take on environmental issues beyond the conclusion of
the course. Especially as they move beyond an individualistic framework (What should
I do?) toward a more congregationally and community-based framework (What should
we do?), the mapping exercise is a way for students to engage people in their houses of
worship and local community on these questions.

As the examples above demonstrate, the mapping exercise also encouraged students
to learn about the ways in which race, socioeconomics, culture, religion, and local context
relate to and with environmental issues. Therefore, I suggest that this exercise could be used
in any number of teaching contexts, courses, and disciplines to help inculcate a “theology
of place” and emphasize the importance of learning “from the places in which they are
embedded in order to learn for the places they are embedded” (Tollison 2021). For example,
this mapping exercise could be used in courses on food and faith, climate ethics, God and
nature, environmental law and policy, biodiversity and nature’s rights, ecological racism,
and climate migration and the church, to name just a few. The “Who Is My Neighbor”
Mapping Exercise is a project that can enable students to develop an expansive and holistic
understanding of environmental issues while making the case that Jesus’ teaching about
showing mercy extends to our biotic neighbors as well. “Go and do likewise.”
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Notes

1 In both the 2017 and 2021 survey, half of respondents said they received negative pushback in the form of angry emails, letters, or
direct confrontation when preaching about social issues.

2 Norman C. Habel suggests six guiding ecojustice principles: the principle of intrinsic worth, the principle of interconnectedness,
the principle of voice, the principle of purpose, the principle of mutual custodianship, and the principle of resistance (Habel 2000,
p. 2).

3 According to Paul W. Taylor, “William Frakena delineated eight types of ethical theories which could generate moral rules and/or
judgments concerning how rational agents should act with regard to the natural environment. The eight types are differentiated
by their conceptions of moral subjects or patients. Each has its own view of the class of entities with respect to which moral
agents can have duties and responsibilities. The eight types may be briefly delineated as follows: 1. Only what benefits or harms
the agent himself is morally relevant to how anything else in existence should be treated. (Egoism.) 2. Only humans (or those
humans who are also persons) are proper moral patients. How we ought to act with respect to the environment is determined
ultimately by the effects of our actions on humans or on persons. 3. All conscious (or sentient) beings are proper moral patients.
Conduct with regard to the environment is right if it alleviates the suffering or increases the pleasure of beings that can suffer or
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experience pleasure. 4. All living beings, conscious or not, are proper moral patients. Our moral concern should extend beyond
humans to all animals and plants. 5. Everything in existence (other than God), whether taken distributively or collectively, is to
be considered as that toward which we may have duties and responsibilities. 6. God is the only ultimate moral subject as far as
human action is concerned. We owe duties only to God, and we should treat the natural world in such a way as to fulfill our
duties to God. 7. Combinations of any two or more of the above. 8. Nature itself is a moral patient. We should either follow the
ways of nature or let the ways of nature take their course without our intervention.” (Taylor 1981). My assessment is that Wallace
prioritizes #5. The “Who Is My Neighbor” Mapping Exercise utilizes a combination of #4, #5, and #6.

4 Appalachia is a region of the United States spanning thirteen states across the Appalachian Mountains from southern New York
to Mississippi. While blessed with beautiful mountains, valleys, forests, rivers, lakes, and abundant natural resources, some
areas have suffered from environmental devastation, poverty, and public health issues (such as lung disease and addictions).
In addition, harmful classist and cultural stereotypes, as well as tensions around race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation further
complicate attitudes within and about the people of Appalachia.

5 The mission of AMERC is to promote contextual, cross-cultural education for theological students, faculties, and other Christian
leaders. Working primarily through an ecumenical consortium of theological schools, regional colleges or universities, oversight
agencies of the church, and supporting organizations, AMERC supports experiential learning about the theological, spiritual,
social, economic, and environmental aspects of Appalachian culture, especially for ministry in rural and small-town settings.

6 The video can be accessed on Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NT4IJBiO7ws (accessed on 28 March 2022).
7 In addition to Creation-Crisis Preaching, two other required texts were: Liturgies from Below: Praying with People at the Ends of the

World by Cláudio Carvalhaes (Nashville, T, Abingdon Press, 2020), and A Watered Garden: Christian Worship and Earth’s Ecology by
Benjamin Stewart (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2011). A recommended text was The Season of Creation: A Preaching
Commentary edited by Norman C. Habel„ David M. Rhoads, and H. Paul Santmire (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2011).

8 I also provided several website resources to the students to give them ideas for designing their worship service and preaching their
sermon, including: Creation Justice Ministries resources for Earth Day. http://www.creationjustice.org/urgency.html (accessed
on 28 March 2022); Let All Creation Praise, http://www.letallcreationpraise.org/ (accessed on 28 March 2022); EcoAmerica,
https://ecoamerica.org/ (accessed on 28 March 2022); Blessed Tomorrow, https://blessedtomorrow.org/ (accessed on 28
March 2022; Climate Health, https://ecoamerica.org/health/ (accessed on 28 March 2022); Lutherans Restoring Creation,
http://www.lutheransrestoringcreation.org/ (accessed on 28 March 2022); and Emerging Earth Community, http://www.
emergingearthcommunity.org (accessed on 28 March 2022).
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Abstract: This article considers the critical roles of preaching in addressing the environmental crises
by way of engaging with Paul Ballard’s work as a particular practical theological methodology,
namely the use of Scripture. This methodological consideration is followed by highlighting the work
of the Earth Bible Team, which compliments Ballard’s work. Both works are used as an example of
a homiletical practice as well as a learning exercise, demonstrating how Scripture can be used as a
homiletical resource of and hermeneutical source for doing practical theology with an eye to address
environmental crises.
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1. Introduction

In the world of the COVID-19 pandemic, we often hear the phrase: “We are all in
this together.” However, not everyone is equally impacted by this problem. In a world
experiencing the impacts of global warming, or a climate crisis, we hear a similar phrase:
“we are all part of the problem, and we are also part of the solution.” However, some
individuals have suffered and will suffer more than others. Whether we are an individual,
a corporation, or a nation, some people have contributed to the cause of the ecological
problem more than others, and thus ought to grapple with this unequal injustice. I am
saying these things as someone living in a nation that has been more of a cause to the
ecological problem than its solution. I am also speaking as a Christian. I am taking
a confessional posture regarding my own privileged social location. I am also taking
a repentant stance acknowledging that in some Christian groups, the alarm of climate
change and global warming is treated as fake news. I join with many Christians who are
deeply dismayed by modern millennialists and creationists who believe that it is God’s
will to “burn up” this world. Facing climate-change-denying Christians, those concerned
about climate change are reminded of Lynn White Jr.’s question: “Is Christianity the most
anthropocentric religion that the world has ever known?” (White 1967).

In 1992, feminist homiletician Christine Smith defined preaching as weeping, confess-
ing, and resisting in order to respond to structural evil. She was primarily concerned with
six systematic injustices, namely, ableism, ageism, sexism, heterosexism, White racism, and
classism (Smith 1992). While her work was prophetic and ahead of its time, ecological
injustice was not presented on her list. This is not surprising; as John Cobb observed at
the American Academy of Religion in the same year, Christian biblical and theological
discourse proceeds as if there is no environmental crisis, sometimes as if there is no natural
world at all (Cobb 1992, pp. 22, 38). Such omissions continue more than two decades
later in recent publications, including The Wiley Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, in
which the volume lists racism, sexism, heterosexism, colonialism, postcolonialism, global-
ization, classism, ableism, and Christian-centrism as the issues, contexts, and perspectives
of practical theology, but notably omits environmentalism (Miller-McLemore 2014).
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The lack of, one, the keen awareness of and, two, the adequate attention to environmen-
tal crises1 in practical theology and homiletics has contributed to re-inscribing oppressive
and colonizing relationships among humans, and has also further isolated humans from
the natural world. This article considers the critical roles of preaching in addressing the
environmental crises by way of engaging with Paul Ballard’s work as a particular practical
theological methodology, namely the use of Scripture. This methodological consideration
is followed by highlighting the work of the Earth Bible Team, which compliments Ballard’s
work. Considering both works enables an analysis of a sermon. This sermon is used as an
example of homiletical practice as well as a learning exercise, demonstrating how Scripture
can be used as a homiletical resource of and for conducting practical theology with an eye
to address environmental crises.

Before delving into the use of Scripture as a practical theological method, let us
consider the intersectional positionality of the environmental crises as a subject matter of
practical theology. Practical theologians, including homileticians, need to take into account
the ways in which different forms of oppressions converge. Ecofeminist theologians have
already shown how patriarchy and anthropocentrism are interlocking forms of oppression
(McFague 1993; Gebara 1999; Eaton 2005; Grey 2004; Kim-Cragg 2018). They point out
that when nature is associated with women, and both are subordinated to the human male,
accumulative injustice and collateral suffering often occurs. Making this intersectional
stance visible is critical, as part of the challenge of addressing environmental crises in
preaching exposes its invisibility and the resultant indifference of Christians towards it.
Despite the wildfires, floods, and droughts occurring all over the world, it is still somehow
difficult to display environmental crises as the central issue in Christian preaching practice.
This is not just a Christians problem. The authors of Eco Bible, Rabbi Yonatan Neril and
Rabbi Leo Dee, also note that most “Hebrew Bible study, teaching, and preaching occur
without addressing the ecological crisis” in Jewish faith communities.2 Many Christian and
Jewish preachers do not seem to feel the rising global temperature, so to speak. That is why
it is both urgent and imperative to make the issues of environmental crises explicit by using
evocative language and tapping into the imagination in preaching. In this vein, Philosopher
Wendy Lynn Lee’s naming of fracking as a form of environmental rape is exemplary. Such
naming is a visceral example of an intersectional analysis of how the forces of the oil and
mining industry, capitalism, colonialism, and a sexist view of nature converge (Lee 2011).

2. Reasons for the Use of Scripture Addressing Environmental Crises in Preaching

It may be useful to delineate three reasons why the use of Scripture is a helpful
research method for tackling these crises in homiletics. Despite the centrality of Scripture
in Christian communities (and arguably in other Abrahamic religious communities as
well), the use of Scripture in contemporary practical theologies seems weak (Ballard 2011).
However, this is not the case for preachers who deny global warming and climate change.
Scripture is extensively used to justify such denial. For example, John MacArthur preached
a sermon titled “Cal Tech and the Global Warming Hoax,” citing Revelation: “God intended
us to use this planet, to fill this planet for the benefit of man. Never was it intended to be a
permanent planet. It is a disposable planet. Christians ought to know that.”3 MacArthur
is an influential preacher and the author of Study Bible (MacArthur 2013), which has sold
almost 2 million copies. In the same sermon mentioned above, he apprehends the creation
story in Genesis 1 literally and that God created the world in six days, dismissing the
scientific evidence of evolution. This is the first reason why preachers should engage the
use of Scripture. It is an important tool to adequately and critically counter Christian nay-
sayers. An adequate and critical engagement requires preachers to go beyond interpreting
the Bible literally. Yet, most adult Christians have a low level of biblical understanding.
This is a problem Edward Farley bemoaned in pointing out the challenges of theological
education in the 1980s (Farley 1983, pp. 152–53; 1988). A 2014 study shows that Christians
feel that they need some help interpreting the Bible (Goff et al. 2014). This need is a call
to practical theologians, such as preachers, to provide an informed biblical understanding
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for those in the pew and outside the church who may be otherwise easily misguided
by an ideological interpretation coded in popular culture and social media (Beavis and
Kim-Cragg 2017, p. xi).

Another reason why it may be instructive to maximize the use of Scripture is simply
the fact that the Bible can offer robust arguments for why we should stop environmental
destruction. Under the influence of hermeneutics, chiefly the work of Paul Ricoeur, the
focus on biblical studies shifted from a focus on what lies “behind” the text to a focus on
what is “before” or “in front of” the text.4 Such a shift has introduced the importance of
the context as a site for interpreting Scripture. This context provides a situated knowing
and allows practical theology to make use of the life conditions of people as raw material
in their theologizing (Fulkerson 2007, p. 7). The environmental crisis calls for practical
theologians to interpret the Bible in ways that respond to the situated ecological conditions
and complex suffering realities that result from ecological injustices.

The other reason why the use of Scripture is helpful in addressing the environmental
crisis has to do with its capacity to influence the imagination. This is connected to the
ability to observe the past and behold the future in a non-linear way. Postcolonial biblical
scholar Tat-siong Benny Liew talks about having “yin and yang eyes”, when one interprets
the Bible (Benny Liew 2008, pp. 2, 19). Scripture is an ancient text. It comes from the past
and captures a particular wisdom of ancestors regarding faith, their resilience, struggles,
and failures as well as their faithfulness. Scripture, in this regard, is the written record of
the past. However, this past is not unrelated to the present and the future. In fact, when we
read the Scripture closely, guided by the Holy Spirit, we see that the issues that people in
the Bible grappled with are not so foreign from what we, the people in the 21st century,
are dealing with. However, to hear the voices from the past loud and clear, one needs to
exercise the imagination. My point here is circular. We need the imagination to understand
Scripture and we need Scripture to develop the imagination. The use of Scripture helps to
cultivate the imagination (Kim-Cragg 2021, see chapter 2 on imagination, pp. 29–76). In a
similar vein, to adequately and steadily address the environmental crises today, we need to
behave as if the future is already here. We must be able to listen to the future heirs of planet
Earth. To be able to see and hear the future generations of our descendants also requires
the power of the imagination. The use of Scripture has the power to tap into people’s
imagination in such a way as to release this potential. With imagination, as the prophet
Isaiah proclaimed, we will be able to hear the mountains and hills burst into song, and the
trees of the field will clap their hands (Isaiah 55: 12).

3. The Use of Scripture: A Practical Theological Methodology

Paul Ballard proposes four different modes of the use of Scripture in practical theology.
These modes emerged from collaborative research that was published under the title, “the
Bible in Pastoral Practice Project” (2000–2005) (Ballard and Holmes 2006). The four modes
of the use of Scripture include (1) the Bible as resource, (2) Bible in worship and spirituality,
(3) Bible as wisdom for theological reflection, and (4) Bible as a source of empirical research
(Ballard 2011, pp. 165–71). A brief examination of these modes is helpful here as I employ
them, respectively, in the analysis of the sermon in the next section.

The first mode views Scripture as a resource for performing practical theology. The
term “resource” has multi-layered meanings. For Ballard, using Scripture as a resource
means that it can provide a normative framework for practical theology in general and
pastoral counseling in particular. The notion of Scripture as a resource assumes that
Scripture is a living text, which invites readers to correlate it to a present reality. Scripture is
also used as a resource for performing contextual analysis, for examining the sociocultural
and economic realities, both then and now. This is a mode that is often taken up by
liberation theologians. In summary, the mode of Scripture as a resource identifies it as a
reservoir into which practical theologians can tap. Scripture contains many different, albeit
partial, stories and events that can shed light on current issues and present-day situations,
while illuminating how God is at work in those situations.
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The second mode of the use of Scripture is found in liturgy or worship settings. It is in
the corporate and consistent practice of worshipping together as a gathered body of Christ
that Scripture is most prevalently used, directly cited in the case of preaching or during
sacraments, praise and prayers. In this regard, the use of Scripture is closely related to
congregational studies as it compliments liturgical theology where the concern is not only
what the Bible says, but how it has been used, enacted and re-membered as the work of the
people of God in a setting in relation to worship.

The third mode of the use of Scripture is hermeneutics. This interpretive mode helps
readers to discern where God is at work in the Bible and today. It supports and enhances a
spiral praxis model of performing theological reflection, starting from the current reality,
through the critical analysis, and moving on to action, a spiral that is especially important
for a participatory action approach to practical theology. Theological reflection may also
begin from the reality in the Bible, which relates to the contemporary context or a reality
that informs a pastoral prophetic response from a correlational theological perspective.

The fourth mode is to view the Bible as an object of practical theological research.
As a topic of the research in practical theology, the following questions can be asked of
it: how has a scriptural text been received in the church (i.e., the congregational and/or
denominational study), how has the Bible been used as content and a process (i.e., Christian
education and faith formation), how is the Bible read and understood by the laity or clergy,
and how has the Bible been portrayed or distorted (i.e., in or by popular culture and media
studies or socio-cultural studies).

Ballard’s approach brings the Bible into critical conversation with the work of practical
theology. Yet, a more substantial and sustained attempt to engage with the Bible is required
in order to address environmental crises. One such attempt is found in the work of the Earth
Bible project, which was first developed by a team of biblical researchers from Adelaide,
South Australia.5 The project grew as a collaboration of scholars from around the world
who use specific eco-justice principles to foreground their reading and analysis of biblical
texts.

The Earth Bible Team underscores the agency of the natural world as they suggest
six ecojustice principles for developing a hermeneutic method to read the Bible. These
principles, developed over several years, are chosen to facilitate a dialogue with biologists,
ecologists, and other religious leaders beyond the Christian Church. These principles
state that (1) the Earth has intrinsic worth (the Earth is valuable in itself and not just in a
utilitarian sense as a means to an human end), (2) all life is interconnected (the earth and
human life are interdependent), (3) the Earth has a voice (and its own language), (4) the
Earth has purpose (which can be found in the cycle of life), (5) the Earth is subject to mutual
custodianship (the Earth and humans have co-responsibility for the household, oikumene),
and (6) the Earth is an agent of resistance (the Earth has the power to survive and revive)
(The Earth Bible Team 2000). These principles provide a helpful way to pose questions of
the biblical text by using a hermeneutic of both suspicion and retrieval. Readers, including
preachers, should suspect that the Bible was written by privileged men and that the work
of interpretation calls for a retrieval of the Earth community that has been suppressed or
hidden.

In the present work, a specific sermon is analyzed by highlighting the work of Ballard
and the Earth Bible Team’s six principles to demonstrate how the use of Scripture in
preaching as a particular method of conducting practical theology can be employed in
relation to the environmental crises, and how it can inform necessary actions. It should be
noted that not all four modes of Ballard’s work and not all six principles are fully reflected
in the analysis of the sermon.

4. Sermon as an Example of the Use of Scripture for Addressing Environmental Crises

Sermon Title: The Pruning God6

Scripture Passages: John 15: 1–2
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“I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine grower. 2 He [sic] removes every branch in
me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he [sic] prunes to make it bear more
fruit.” (NRSV)

One sunny afternoon many years ago, my partner and I were in my old stomping grounds
in Toronto’s Koreatown near Christie on Bloor. We had stopped to admire a concrete
planter full of flowers sitting at the edge of a grocery store parking lot. A woman entering
her house just beyond noticed us standing there. She told us she had planted these flowers.
They were not on her property, but since the big planters had been left unattended, she
had taken it upon herself to see that there were flowers in them, a wonderful act of service
to the neighbourhood. After a very short visit with this lovely lady, she surprised us
further by inviting us into her backyard to show us her own private little vineyard! She
enjoyed telling us how the grapes grew and how she made wine from them. She told us
that she had to prune and tend to the vines, a 10 min lesson in grape growing. It was a
remarkable and joyful encounter.

Some years passed and my family moved to Saskatoon. A church friend in Saskatoon
invited my family to visit their home one summer day. Our friends are gardeners and had
all kinds of plants in their backyard but we were particularly taken by their grape vine.
We tasted the grapes. They tasted heavenly. Our friends encouraged us to grow our own
vine and gave us a few plants to get started. We found the sunniest and warmest spot in
our garden and put them in a row. Every day, we faithfully checked the plants, watered
them, put supports in so that the vines could grow and weave.

In the Gospel of John, God is the vine grower and Jesus is the true vine and we are his
branches. As a good gardener, God removes every branch that bears no fruit. God does a
bit of pruning. God is the pruning God.

Vineyards were familiar to Jesus’ disciples and also to the Jewish Christian community
within which the Gospel of John was written. Jesus’ followers and the earliest Christians
would pass vineyards as they walked from place to place every day. Some likely had their
own vineyard or worked in a vineyard. They were able to discern fruitful branches from
those that would drain the vine’s energy and yield no fruit in return. They would learn
how to trim branches, all the while feeling good about the surgical purpose of their work.
Pruning might seem cruel, but it renews the vine’s vitality. Useless branches drain the
plant’s strength to leave them in place serves no purpose and reduces the value of the
vineyard. The vine growers need to cut away unfruitful branches and burn them to get
rid of them.

Crisis events often require us to prune our lives. We learn to prioritize things that really
matter, not just as individuals but for the community collectively. COVID 19 pruned
us. It cut some aspects of our lives down to the bare necessities. It also showed us where
branches of our community tree need tending. This pandemic revealed poverty, racism,
sexism, ageism, ableism, ecological danger and violence. It revealed things in society,
branches of human-centric anthropocentrism, that should not be there, branches of our
culture that need pruning.

Though there are signs that the vaccines are helping us move out of the pandemic, we will
not be able to return to the ways things were before COVID 19. There are areas of life that
have been changed and will not come back. But there are also new shoots pushing out to
replace what was lost. We have to keep a careful watch, as followers of the Pruning God.
Has there been damage to the vine that needs tending to? Are old unfruitful branches in
danger of springing back?

Crises are one thing that will prune our lives. Moving is another. And if that move
means traveling thousands of kilometers and adjusting to a new language and culture,
that will require even more. This past year I have been working on a book project to write
about preaching in the United Church of Canada, anticipating a centennial anniversary
of our Church in 2025. My colleague from St. Andrew’s College, Prof. Don Schweitzer
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and I have collected sermons from a variety of UCC preachers going back 110 years! We
have sermons from well-known preachers such as George Pidgeon, Lois Wilson, Cliff
Elliott, and Stan Lucyk. We also included sermons from lesser known preachers such
one preached in a Japanese internment camp during the Second World War and two
short Christmas sermons preached to French congregations in Quebec. In order to behold
the future, we need to look back on the past. Reading through these sermons from the
past has been comforting and assuring because I have found many of them so insightful,
visionary, and bold, grappling with their own issues of the day, which are mysteriously
not so different from our own issues today. I felt God’s presence in these sermons.

One sermon speaks very powerfully to me and shares a similar message that we have
heard from the Gospel of John today. It is the sermon of the Right Rev. Dr. Sang Chul
Lee, the former moderator of the United Church of Canada and the former Chancellor of
Victoria University in the University of Toronto. This is Rev. Lee’s inaugural sermon
which he preached on the very first Sunday at Toronto Korean United Church in 1969.
The Rt. Rev. Sang Chul Lee served that church for more than 20 years and, of course,
went on to be the moderator of the UCC in 1988. Keep in mind, however when you hear
his words today, that in 1969 he was relatively new to Canada and that he was preaching
to a group of immigrants. Most of the congregation members would have arrived in
Canada no earlier than 1966, the year Canada’s immigration policy changed allowing
more racialized people to settle in the country. Therefore, most of the congregation would
have been in Canada no more than three years when Rev. Lee preached this sermon to
them. That is at the heart of Rev. Lee’s message. Let me translate his words for you:

The new world developing before us is amazing and bright. But those things that we
have become psychologically attached to in the past still call out to us and create a kind of
hesitation and anxiety. We have not been practicing the new way of life. Still we have to
spur ourselves on and try to throw ourselves into this new world. For this is the life we
have been given. This is the duty that needs our secret stores of courage. It is a task of
great value.

Those old things that we need to get rid of are the things our bodies have become used to
and things we have become familiar with and so throwing them away will cause sorrow.
But in order to learn new things we have to clear those things out . . . . It requires us
to cut away a long-accrued part of our life and this is a task which is marked with pain.
This cutting requires vulnerability. It is a work of completely exposing our weakness and
ignorance. That is why it is not something we can do without suffering and passion. But
there is a reward of being open to newness. It is like having the innocent heart of a child.

The Rt. Rev. Lee invited his congregation to cut away the old way of life. For Lee,
allowing God to prune and teach results in a renewed life.

The Greek word for “pruning” in the Gospel of John is kathaírō (κατχάιρo)—which
means to make clean by purging (removing undesirable elements); eliminating what is
fruitless by purifying. The word, pruning, kathairo means to cleanse and purify. The
pruning God is a decisive God. God engages a decisive action to cut things off and remove
things that are taxing the life of the vine and preventing the fruit of new life to come
forward. Humans need to confess a pruning and purifying God and join God’s work
today more than ever.

Take environmental crises seriously, for example.

Dear people of faith,

This is an issue that I feel, more than any other, requires our attention today. “The
UN Report on Climate Change” in August 2021 is startling. God is calling us to make
decisions and prune our life in ways that will allow human life to continue to thrive on
the planet. We need to follow God who engages decisive actions that will stop global
warming. God is urging us to cut food waste, cut garbage, and cut the use of energy for
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heating and cooling, cut buildings that are inefficient and energy burning houses in the
suburbs and cities, cut out our private car use, and much more besides!

This old Greek wisdom on pruning is so instructive to those of us living in the current
climate crisis and ecological devastation.

Mark Carney, the former governor of both the bank of Canada and the bank of England,
now a UN special envoy on Climate and Finance, gave the 2020 BBC Reith Lecture
based on his book, Values: Building a Better World for All (Carney 2021). He identified
three crises facing the world today, each starting with the letter “C”: COVID-19, Credit,
and Climate. The recovery from COVID-19 and the recovery of the economy are closely
related to the restoration of the damaged planet earth. He said that the ultimate test of a
fair economy will be how it addresses the growing climate crisis. What is valued is not
always the same as what is profitable. In fact, we painfully learned during the pandemic
that financial values have to be replaced with communal and social values. I would add
that market values are not greater than the divine values, what God favors. And I say
again, market values are not greater than the divine values.)

When the ecosystem is on the verge of collapse, many economic considerations need to be
cut away. The sooner we act, the less costly it will be. Speed and scale will be critical. The
goal of achieving net zero carbon emissions must be our priority. The good news is that
140 big countries have committed to achieve this goal and the numbers of the countries
are increasing. The manufacture of certain cars that pollute the air will be pruned in
Europe in 2030. The Canadian government also pledged that the sale of gas running cars
will be purged by 2035. Cutting out the use of coal as fuel has yet to happen. There is lots
to do, still.

Dear branches of the True Vine,

I invite you to look at your home, your workplace, and your congregation! What needs
to be pruned in order to tackle the climate crisis? What decisive action do you as a
community of faith need to make to allow life on earth to flourish? What pruning can
you think of as a spiritual discipline to cut down waste and eliminate overconsumption?
How shall we contribute to saving the earth as a daily Christian practice?

Let me suggest how we can join God in the work of pruning every day of the week
individually and collectively.

Monday for Meditation. Think about, read about, learn about our planet and what we
need to do to keep it healthy. Monday for Meditation includes simply delighting in the
beauty of the life around you in creation while walking and biking or doing nothing else.

Tuesday for Turning off machines and lights. Try not to use cars or airplanes and look out
for lights left on.

Wednesday for Waste free. Try not to make unnecessary waste, whether it is food, water
or other waste.

Thursday for Thrift. Don’t throw things out that can be used later or by others. Spend
less. Borrow or lend something rather than buying something new.

Friday for Future. This motto is not my original idea but the international movement of
young people that started by Greta Thunberg, August 2018, exactly 3 years ago. Millions
of young people from over 150 countries are doing a prophetic act, demonstrating on
Friday to demand action from political leaders to take action to prevent climate change
and for the fossil fuel industry to transition to renewable energy.

Saturday for Sabbath. This is an ancient Jewish practice of resting. Resting can be good
for you and I. It is also good for the Earth! We join this Jewish practice as a way of
pruning our life and saving the earth, even if as Christian we celebrate Sunday as our
sabbath.
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Sunday for Sharing. As we gather as a congregation, let’s find ways to share the work we
have done to prune our lives for a thriving planet! Be with people that you love and who
need your love. Encourage one another!

Monday for Meditation, Tuesday for Turning Off, Wednesday for Waste Free, Thursday
for Thrift, Friday for the Future, Saturday for Sabbath and Sunday for Sharing. I will
look forward to hearing how you have been doing regarding this matter next time when
we meet in person.

These are some tips for pruning. The guiding principle of all these actions is to prune
branches of despair and apathy so that branches of hope and renewal can flourish. Pruning
is holy work. May God, the chief gardener, bless your gardening this day and always.

What happened to the vine we grew in Saskatoon? Well, let’s just say we did not leave
that house with a vineyard in the backyard! We did our best, but God is the real gardener.
And sometimes God saves and gives life by pruning. God in Jesus can give you life–life
abundant and free. A life that grows, a life that bears fruit, a life that takes root even in
these troubled times. If we do our part, the divine gardener will do the gardener’s part.
And not only will the dead flowerpots on the street corner come back to life but the dead
dreams, dead relationships, dead careers, and even this dying, nearly dead world will
come back to life.

Amen and thanks be to God.

5. Sermon Analysis: A Critical Reflection

The main idea of the sermon is to invite the congregation to observe God as the pruning
God, while drawing our attention to environmental crises. While we must admit that God
as Father is still androcentric and anthropocentric, thus, a hermeneutic of suspicion is
warranted as the Earth Bible Team pointed out (Habel 2000, p. 39), it is God in Jesus as the
True Vine who embodies a community of interconnectedness, which is the second principle
suggested by the Earth Bible Team. In embracing both an androcentric and plant-centered
theology, the sermon focuses on John 15:2, and highlights the verb, prune. Here, this verse
containing the particular verb serves as a resource of practicing theology that addresses
the environmental crises, resonating with Ballard’s first mode of Scripture. This verb is
active, involving a human agency inviting a costly and vulnerable act, affirming the work
of the Earth Bible Team. It further develops the idea of the original Greek word for pruning,
kathaírō, which means purging and purifying, to address the current reality of the COVID-19
pandemic and urge concrete actions. The sermon taps into the ancient text in order to relate
to the current context that calls for action addressing environmental crises, which is the
third mode suggested by Ballard. Hermeneutically speaking, to name God as the pruning
God is to interpret the biblical text by unearthing a divine activity that is not obvious. One
may argue that not only is the agency of the Earth community is hidden, but also that of
God is overlooked in our theological understanding. This draws on the insight of the Earth
Bible Team regarding the retrieval of hidden traditions.

Preaching takes place in worship and contributes to the strengthening of the spiritu-
ality of the people in the pew as well as of the preacher. As a central piece in the sermon,
it can easily demonstrate Ballard’s second mode of the use of Scripture for enhancing
worship and spirituality. The sermon was preached during a Sunday in summer, inten-
tionally celebrating the liturgical season of the creation. Congregations were invited to
deeply encounter the natural world in this season, while hearing about the U.N. report on
climate change and that of the COP 26 Conference was being organized in October 2021.
Ballard’s third mode of the use of Scripture, viewing the Bible as hermeneutical wisdom for
theological reflection, is employed in this sermon. Following the Earth Bible Team’s third
principle, the scripture allows us to hear the cries of the creation (Habel 2000, pp. 46–48).
Instead of allowing itself to be co-opted by a dominant reading, a reading that silences
the language of the Earth, we are also able to hear the voice of the Earth, groaning and
resisting, through the agony of God as a gardener who must cut the branch off and unroot
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the plant that is not going to bear fruit. Using the words of the Earth Bible Team’s fourth
principle, the Earth has a purpose, which is to sustain life in all its diversity and beauty.
Hence, the use of Scripture in this sermon helps preachers proclaim God who attends to
the condition of the creation and invites humans to join in this work.

The writer of the Gospel of John uses the theological metaphor of chief gardener and
True Vine. The sermon highlights this theological metaphor by evoking the congrega-
tion’s capacity to imagine Jesus in a non-androcentric and non-anthropocentric way. This
promotes ecological consciousness and interdependent perspectives. The very agenda of
practical theology is found in the use of the theological metaphor. Bonnie Miller-McLemore
proposed that the future of practical theology lies in the shift of the guiding metaphor from
“living human document” to “living human web”, with the recognition of interdependence
between personal, political and public well-being (Miller-McLemore 1993). Yet, a decade
later, she admitted that this shift did not observe the presence of the “non-human” natu-
ral world and noted the absent theme for pastoral theologians (Miller-McLemore 2020).
The sermon, in this regard, reveals the interdependence of and inseparability between the
Triune God, humans and non-human lives for the sake of addressing compounded by
environmental crises.

The sermon presented here, entitled “The Pruning God,” compels us to grapple with
human greed to confess, expose, and resist our exploitation of nature in ways that reorient
our priority to make decisive actions by pruning our life with a view to the Earth’s purpose.
The sermon has a confessional posture. This confessional posture meets the resistance of
the Earth. The resistance of the Earth is what reveals sin and judgement in a way that is
similar to how Hebrew Scripture relays God’s judgements and calls to repentance (Jer. 12:
4, 7–11, Hos. 4:1–3). Canadian ecofeminist theologian Heather Eaton, commenting on the
Earth Bible Team’s principles, notes that the last principle, resistance, “requires imagining
the Earth not only as a subject capable of agency, but one that has a sensitivity toward
justice for the Earth and to the human community.” (Eaton 2000, p. 69). The sermon shares
the preacher’s personal experience. It indirectly communicates the Earth’s intrinsic agency
and purpose. Yet, the sermon equally calls for an interdependent stance vis– vis human,
creation, and Creator.

The sermon proclaims God’s desire to mend the broken relationship between the
non-human creation and that of humans, even if this mending requires pruning, a costly
and uneasy reorientation, a radically different way of life. In this regard, the sermon
moves to invite people to participate in concrete (and manageable) actions, highlighting
the value of mutual custodianship as the fifth principle laid out by the Earth Bible Team.
To follow and believe in the pruning God requires repentance involving a change of heart
and habits. Repentance as truth-telling requires honesty. Repentance requires vulnerability.
Repentance requires courage. It is hard work. That is why we need to seek the help of our
ancestors in faith who have traveled the way of confession and repentance ahead of us.
Tapping into the wisdom of the ancestors is similar to imagining that they are tapping on
our shoulders, by encouraging us to see that we are not alone in performing the hard work
of repentance. That is why repentance as an essential practice of Christianity is related to
remembering the past. Confession as a part of repentance in this regard involves naming
our own mistakes, complacency, and complicity and actively drawing wisdom from our
ancestors guided by the work of the Holy Spirit, so that we can turn to God, a re-orientation
toward the Earth and the Divine mystery, as a source of life.

Drawing wisdom from our ancestors in faith through the Book of Revelation, John
Holbert argues that this particular biblical text exposes the horror of the economic and
social monster of the Roman Empire in the first century, and that it can help us to repent of
our complicity in similarly monstrous empires in the twenty-first century (Holbert 2011,
p. 86). The same point can be made in the Gospel of John, the text for the sermon, because,
arguably, it is the same author, John, or the community to which John belonged who wrote
both the Gospel and Revelation. It is also important to note that the author, John, did not
write the books specifically for us with our context in mind. Yet, we “overhear” what was
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written and “tell” it to our own people in a confessional manner (Craddock 2002). This
overhearing and telling is what it means to proclaim the Gospel in an age of environmental
crises. This is the preaching act. It is about bearing public witness to the exposure of a
sinful act, by owning our own complicity and complacency and inviting the hearers to take
necessary action. Confession and repentance, in a homiletical sense, are not doctrinal but
performative. John of Patmos himself, writing the book of Revelation, performed a funeral
liturgy and delivered a sermon exposing the ugly face of the Roman Empire (Rev. 18). John
the homilist helped his hearers envision the end of the world of the imperial economic
system. We overhear his homily and it is our task to tell it to our people by addressing
today’s Empire (Keller 2005, p. 2), which threatens the ecosystem of the Earth.

6. Conclusions

The article has attempted to showcase how the use of Scripture as a methodology
of practical theology, following Ballard’s four modes, and the Earth Bible Team’s six
ecojustice principles, can be effective in addressing environmental crises through preaching.
It suggests that Scripture can be used as a resource for and of conducting practical theology.
In particular, the preaching ministry unveils sins by way of truth-telling as confession, and
invites congregations to practice repentance, turning to God who is at work healing the
ecological wounds and reorienting the human mind and spirits towards a concern for the
wellbeing of the planet.
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Notes

1 The term “environmental crises” is mainly used to encompass various and inter-locking problems of climate change, global
warming, environmental racism, and forced migration. The use of this term is also conducive to the Special Issue of this journal
theme.

2 See (Neril and Dee 2020, p. xvi). It is published through The Interfaith Center for Sustainable Development, found at www.
interfaithsustain.com.

3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTlYl8E_B14&t=1s, accessed on 3 March 2022; see the critical review of his sermon, John
MacArthur on Cal Tech and the Global Warming Hoax, https://theconversation.com/god-intended-it-as-a-disposable-planet-
meet-the-us-pastor-preaching-climate-change-denial-147712, accessed on 18 February 2022).

4 Semeia 4: Paul Ricoeur on Biblical Hermeutics (1975). Additionally, Ricoeur’s work on hermeneutics is found in 1980. Essays on
Biblical Interpretation. Edited by Lewis S. Mudge. Philadelphia: Fortress. Available online: https://www.religion-online.org/
book/essays-on-biblical-interpretation (accessed on 3 March 2022).

5 The Earth Bible Project. Available online: http://www.webofcreation.org/Earthbible/ebteam.html (accessed on 3 March 2022).
6 This sermon was preached in August, 2021, at a local United Church Congregation in Toronto.
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Abstract: The environmental crisis is producing an increasing number of both physical and psycho-
logical impacts. This article studies the challenge of eco-anxiety for pastoral care, drawing from
both interdisciplinary research and ecological theology. The aim is to help both practitioners and
researchers to encounter eco-anxiety more constructively. The rapidly growing research about eco-
anxiety and therapy is discussed in relation to pastoral care. The various forms of eco-anxiety are
briefly analyzed. The role of the caregivers is discussed by using sources that study the challenges
of therapists in relation to eco-anxiety. The existential depths of eco-anxiety are probed in the light
of recent research and older existentialist theory. It is pointed out that the political character of
ecological issues, especially climate change issues, causes many kinds of challenges for pastoral care.
As the constructive conclusion of the article, various possibilities and resources for encountering
eco-anxiety in pastoral care are discussed, along with the connections with wider pastoral theology.
It is argued that pastoral care providers should engage in self-reflection about their own attitudes
and emotions related to ecological issues, preferably with the support of trusted peers or mentors.
Various organizational developments are also needed to support caregivers. Dialectical thinking
is one tool that can help to navigate the complex dynamics related to environmental responsibility,
eco-emotions, and questions of hope or hopelessness.

Keywords: eco-anxiety; pastoral care; climate anxiety; pastoral theology; spiritual care; psychology;
existentialism; eco-theology; ecological grief; therapy

1. Introduction

“It’s in those bleak, liminal times before dawn that the eco-anxiety hits hardest. I lie in
bed praying, desiring with all my heart that there be a future; that I might have again that
taken-for-granted confidence that I’ll live to see grandchildren, great-grandchildren. Now
young people are deciding not to have children at all” (Personal reflections by Anglican
theologian Frances Ward; Ward 2020, p. 141).

The concept “eco-anxiety” refers to a variety of difficult emotions and mental states
that are significantly related to environmental problems, while “climate anxiety” refers
to the climate-change-related forms of eco-anxiety (for discussion about terminology,
see Pihkala 2020a; Wardell 2020). Some people felt eco-anxiety already decades ago
(Clinebell 1996, pp. 13–14, 31–32), but it is currently an increasingly widespread phenomenon.
For example, a recent global survey about climate change among 10,000 children and youth
in 10 countries revealed that 56% of them thought that “humanity is doomed”, while 75%
felt the climate future to be frightening; 42% reported having felt at least some hesitation in
having children because of the climate crisis (Hickman et al. 2021).

Even amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, climate concerns and worries are very high
(Pew Research Center 2021). Worry and anxiety can be separated technically from each
other, but in relation to climate change and other ecological problems, these mental phe-
nomena are deeply connected (Ojala et al. 2021). People may feel climate-related fear,
anxiety, and worry because of many kinds of things, for example, the uncertainty of the
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future, the damage that has already been done to ecosystems and social systems, changes
in identities and lifestyles, and the loss of hope and dreams (for various kinds of climate-
related loss, see Tschakert et al. 2019). Some people recognize these feelings as related at
least partly to the climate crisis, while some people try to avoid making that link for various
reasons such as group pressure or internal psychological anguish (for climate denial as a
coping mechanism, see Haltinner and Sarathchandra 2018). Thus, there is both explicit and
implicit climate anxiety (cf. Weintrobe 2021; LaMothe 2021a).

Eco-anxiety and climate anxiety have received growing attention in public discussions
and research. There are disputes about what terms would be the best and about the framing
of these phenomena, but even more fundamentally, there is a growing concern about the
resilience of people amidst the growing ecological damage (see, e.g., Cunsolo et al. 2020).
It seems evident that varieties of eco-anxiety will increasingly feature in the lives of people
who seek pastoral care support or, more widely, spiritual care. This provides many chal-
lenges and possibilities. How will providers of pastoral care frame eco-anxiety—as mainly
a mental health issue or as a broad phenomenon that also includes action tendencies and
moral emotions? Will providers of pastoral care show care and recognition to people who
feel eco-anxiety? What kind of methods will they use, and what ways forward will they
offer people?

In this article, the challenges and potentials of pastoral care in relation to eco-anxiety
are studied from an interdisciplinary perspective. Theological reflection is included, but a
major focus in the article is the application of the contemporary interdisciplinary research
about eco-anxiety and eco-emotions into pastoral care. Recent research and discussion
from related fields are briefly introduced, and needs for further research and discussion
are pondered. A special emphasis is given to the application of the emerging literature
about therapy and eco-anxiety into pastoral care. While some scholars, including the
author of this article, have made observations about eco-anxiety in the context of pastoral
theology and pastoral care, as a whole, this subject has received relatively little attention
(see Calder and Morgan 2016; Clinebell 1996; Pihkala 2016a, 2020b; LaMothe 2019, 2020,
2021a; McCarroll 2020; Helsel 2018; LaMothe 2016, 2021b, 2021c).

The structure of the article is as follows. First, the multifaceted character of eco-anxiety
is briefly analyzed by using interdisciplinary research sources. It is argued that caregivers
should be able to recognize that there may be various manifestations of eco-anxiety, both
paralyzing and adaptive. Second, three major challenges and potentials for pastoral care in
relation to eco-anxiety are delineated: the role of the caregivers, the existential depth of the
issue, and the political dimensions of the issue.

It is pointed out that research about therapists shows the difficulty of caregivers to
respond constructively to eco-anxiety: inner work and social support are needed to build
resources for encounters and to enable a personal process to move forward, which will
support efforts to help others.

The existential depth of eco-anxiety provides both challenges and possibilities for
pastoral care: people are grappling with issues related to the meaning of life, finitude, and
responsibility. Belief systems can help to provide existential resilience, but this requires an
approach that takes the existential questions seriously and does not offer too-easy hope or
too-easy redemption.

The political character of climate issues challenges caregivers and pastoral theologians
to engage with their own attitude towards political participation. Pastoral theologians
who are sensitive to eco-anxiety, such as Ryan LaMothe, Pamela McCarroll, and Storm
Swain, have argued that pastoral theologians have a vocation to address the sources of
suffering, which means engaging with politics and climate action. Furthermore, pastoral
care providers need sensitivities to analyze the socio-political factors which affect people’s
eco-emotions. Intersectional justice issues also affect eco-anxiety.

In the final part of the article, many possibilities and resources for pastoral care in
relation to eco-anxiety are discussed. These include the role of emotional skills and the
possibility to draw from various kinds of therapies and psychologies. Special attention is
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given to eco-psychology and dialectical thinking, which can help to navigate the complex
dynamics related to the topic, such as the relationship between individual environmental
responsibility and structural issues or the relationship between hope and hopelessness.
The connections between wider pastoral theology and ecological theology bring out the
possibilities to encounter eco-anxiety constructively in education, environmental action,
and ritual or spiritual practices. Various organizational developments are also needed to
support caregivers, such as the inclusion of teaching related to eco-anxiety in theological
seminaries and universities. A table is provided about the key results of the article: the
various possibilities and learning goals in relation to eco-anxiety and pastoral care.

2. Eco-Anxiety: Practical, Paralyzing, and Existential

The term anxiety is notoriously wide-ranging (Barlow 2004; LeDoux 2016). Many
health professionals use it in the connotation of anxiety disorders. Philosophers and
theologians tend to use the term in the connotation of existential angst: anxiety about the
human condition, and yet further, emotion researchers point out that anxiety is also an
emotion that arises in relation to potential threats, which include some kind of problematic
uncertainty from the point of view of the individual (Kurth 2018).

When interdisciplinary research about anxiety and the ecological crisis is evaluated,
it can be discerned that the word anxiety is used in all of these connotations in relation
to eco-anxiety (Pihkala 2020a). Eco-anxiety can manifest as strong anxiety, and it can be
paralyzing (e.g., Clayton 2020; Taylor 2020); sometimes, the philosopher Glenn Albrecht’s
(Albrecht 2011) concept of “eco-paralysis” is used to refer to the paralyzing form (see also
Albrecht 2019). Existential psychologists, philosophers, and theologians have increasingly
written about the dimensions of eco-anxiety that have the characteristics of existential
anxiety: people are grappling, for example, with questions of freedom and guilt, and
meaning and meaninglessness, in relation to the vast ecological crisis (e.g., Budziszewska
and Jonsson 2021; Pihkala 2018a), and in interdisciplinary research, it has been increasingly
noticed that eco-anxiety does include the motivational dimension. Using anxiety philoso-
pher Charlie Kurth’s terminology about practical anxiety, Pihkala (2020a, 2020c) has called
this dimension “practical eco-anxiety”. It is practical and adaptive because it stems from
the perception of real problems that need attention. Challenges arise because these socio-
ecological problems are so difficult to solve and they require international cooperation;
individuals and even groups can easily feel relatively powerless, which easily increases
the feelings of uncontrollability which intensify anxiety (for these anxiety dynamics, see
Grupe and Nitschke 2013).

Eco-anxiety research is currently growing rapidly, but so far, this research has mainly
concentrated on the more paralyzing forms of eco-anxiety. This can easily strengthen the
view of eco-anxiety as something at least nearly pathological, but scholars increasingly
oppose this kind of emphasis, pointing out the adaptive fundamental character of eco-
anxiety (Hickman et al. 2021; see also, e.g., Wullenkord et al. 2021; Verplanken et al. 2020).
Among pastoral theologians, LaMothe (2020) has observed the various possibilities of
eco-anxiety, both the paralyzing and the motivating ones (see also LaMothe 2021a).

Eco-anxiety is related to numerous phenomena and factors because it is connected with
reacting to the ecological crisis and all the related social complexity (Crandon et al. 2022).
There are many psychological phenomena that share at least some aspects with eco-anxiety,
such as ecological trauma or climate trauma (Pihkala 2020d; Woodbury 2019), coping and
adapting to the ecological crisis (e.g., Bradley and Reser 2017; Doherty and Clayton 2011),
and various emotions and feelings related to these processes (e.g., Pihkala 2022a; Hamilton 2020;
Albrecht 2019). Among the emotions and feelings, some have received special attention,
such as grief or sadness (e.g., Comtesse et al. 2021; Cunsolo Willox and Landman 2017),
guilt and/or shame (e.g., Jensen 2019; Fredericks 2021), and anger and/or rage (e.g.,
Antadze 2020). Because of the complex social dynamics related to these issues, scholars have
argued that a psychosocial view would be highly necessary (e.g., Andrews and Hoggett 2019;
see also the social psychology approaches in, e.g., Clayton and Manning 2018).
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In a recent article, the theological and spiritual literature related to eco-anxiety prior to
2020 is briefly reviewed (Pihkala 2020b). New writings on related topics appear regularly,
and many of these are cited below (e.g., Malcolm 2020a, 2020b; Ward 2020; Joyce 2020; see
also the reflections about ecological trauma and pastoral theology in Swain 2020). Most
of the sources discussing spiritual care and eco-anxiety have focused on Christianity, but
there is an article about Hindu spiritual care and climate trauma (Patel 2020).

Pastoral care providers need support and information so that they can see the various
dimensions of eco-anxiety and not just one or two of them. Seeing the fundamental role of
eco-anxiety as practical anxiety helps to avoid pathologization and over-therapization, and
seeing the possibilities of eco-anxiety to turn into a paralyzing condition helps to under-
stand the importance of providing enough psychosocial and spiritual support for people.

3. The Role of the Caregivers

A crucial challenge is the resilience and attitudes of the caregivers (in this case, the
pastoral care providers). In relation to caregivers in general, it has been increasingly
noted that the ecological crisis is a psychologically demanding topic for them, too. The
sheer weight and intensity of the crisis are difficult to bear (if proof is needed, the natural
sciences offer plenty of data and predictions; see, e.g., Steffen et al. 2015). The issue is made
more difficult by the fact that everyone is implicated in the crisis: the topic challenges
people’s behavioral habits, their values, their identities, their beliefs, and their dreams
about the future. Furthermore, people may already have so many other difficulties in
their lives that it is challenging to give any resources to the ecological issues. As a result
of all this complexity, people have been noticed to be prone to distancing reactions, in
other words, to disavowal and various other forms of denial. These dynamics can also be
analyzed as forms of maladaptive or adaptive coping or as either healthy or problematic
defense mechanisms. (The research literature on these topics is very large. For popular
introductions, see Stoknes 2015; Marshall 2015. For an academic overview, see Jylhä 2017).

For a long time, the people who felt eco-anxiety had strong difficulties in finding
caregivers or therapists who could resonate with their experiences and support them on
an emotional level. There are many reminiscences of encounters with therapists who
simply have disavowed the reality of the issue and suggested that some inter- or intraper-
sonal matters are the real cause of the person’s feelings (see already Macy 1995; and, e.g.,
Stoknes 2015). While the inter- and intrapersonal matters may indeed shape people’s expe-
riences, there is a large and rapidly growing research evidence showing that eco-anxiety can
simply result from knowing and feeling about environmental issues (see Section 2 above).

Currently, there is a growing research literature about the difficulties of therapists
in facing ecological issues and especially the climate crisis. Haseley (2019) discusses the
relationship between other mental health issues and climate anxiety and observes that the
therapists’ own disavowal or denial can be a challenging obstacle. Seaman (2016) surveyed
how therapists see the role of climate issues and noted that younger therapists recognized
climate issues more often in their work, which resulted in the hypothesis that these younger
therapists were better able to resonate with their clients’ issues related to the climate crisis.
Since the time of that study, the climate issues have become even more pressing, and it is
probable that they feature also even more in therapy.

In recent research, Silva and Coburn (2022) analyze these dynamics on the basis of
eight in-depth interviews of Australian therapists. They make highly useful categorizations
of the various difficulties that therapists experience. Topics that are discussed include the
challenges for the self-identity and psychological well-being of the therapist, the existential
and socio-political challenges included in climate issues, the therapists’ experiences of how
clients increasingly bring these matters into therapeutic encounters, and many professional
challenges and uncertainties that the therapists experience.

The personal actions and attitudes of the therapist in relation to climate action may be
evoked in many ways in therapeutic encounters. Clients may expect from the therapist or
caregiver a certain kind of attitude towards climate issues, either a positive or a negative
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one. For example, those in disavowal or denial may expect their caregiver to manifest a
similar attitude and offer them psychosocial support in their own stance, and others may
expect a commitment to climate action manifested by the caregiver.

Furthermore, the therapist or caregiver may himself/herself wrestle with inner con-
flicts related to climate action, as has been noted in research (Silva and Coburn 2022; cf.
Orange 2017). Therapists may feel anxiety because their own lifestyle contributes to climate
emissions and because they feel either inner or outer pressure to make changes. This
distress may cause many kinds of results: some therapists or caregivers may try to avoid
the distressing topic altogether, while others may try to solve the problem by engaging in
various kinds of behavior and emotion regulation.

It is to be expected that similar difficulties occur with pastoral care providers. There are
some discussions of this dynamic in literature (Pihkala 2016a; McCarroll 2020; LaMothe 2019,
2020, p. 143), but the author is not aware of wider empirical research about eco-anxious
people’s experiences with pastoral care providers. The fact that so little research and other
literature has been published about pastoral care and eco-anxiety—with various terms—
points to the probability that many pastoral care providers are struggling to integrate
eco-anxiety sensitivity into their work. Many authors have emphasized that much self-
compassion is needed because the situation is indeed difficult (Davenport 2017; Ray 2020;
see also Brach 2019).

Pastoral care providers thus need both individual work and social support in or-
der to encounter eco-anxiety constructively. Intention and determination are important
(Greenspan 2004), but the contexts of people are very different, and support from others
is crucial, too. Below, in Section 6, the possibilities of a dialectical approach are discussed
(drawing especially from Lewis et al. 2020), and in Section 7, certain organizational means
for support are listed. However, the existential weight of eco-anxiety makes things more
difficult and also more pressing, and this theme is discussed next.

4. The Existential Depth of Eco-Anxiety

The wording “existential crisis” can be used in two connotations in relation to the
climate crisis. First, the term is sometimes used to refer simply to the life-threatening
character of this global crisis. For many people, the climate crisis is an existential threat
to their very survival or their well-being. Second, the term can be used in the sense of
existentialism, referring to the difficult questions and feelings related to being human in a
vast universe.

Pioneering scholars and therapists have long since noticed the existential character
of eco-anxiety, even while the concept of eco-anxiety was not yet used. The influential
therapist Clinebell (1996) discussed the phenomenon with the term angst and observed
already in the 1990s many of the emotions which can be connected with it, such as guilt
and sadness. Clinebell also noticed the connections between death anxiety and eco-anxiety,
although he did not develop this theme fully.

The author has in his studies pointed out that the existential theologian Paul Tillich
had much ecotheological content in his works and also briefly discussed some aspects
of eco-anxiety, especially the shame and horror which can be related to realizing how
strongly humankind has damaged the more-than-human world (see Pihkala 2018a, 2018b;
Pihkala 2020b; Tillich 1963). The author also pointed out that the three major aspects of
Tillich’s view of existential anxiety all apply strongly to eco-anxiety. There is eco-anxiety
related to fate and death, to emptiness and meaninglessness, and to guilt and condemnation
(Pihkala 2018a; Tillich 1952; see also generally Scott and Weems 2013).

Currently, scholarship is deepening the understanding of the existential character
of eco-anxiety. For example, existential psychologists Budziszewska and Jonsson (2021)
studied the climate anxiety of 10 Swedish therapy clients and applied the existential theories
of Tillich, Irvin Yalom, and Ernesto Spinelli. These researchers observed that people may
experience existential isolation in the midst of the climate crisis, and they raise up important
aspects related to authenticity, freedom, and responsibility.1 The existential depth of eco-
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anxiety has also been noted by many other scholars (e.g., Pienaar 2011; Passmore and
Howell 2014; Silva and Coburn 2022).

The dynamics of these existential aspects are wider and more complex than what can
be discussed here. Deep down, they seem to be related to the challenge of finding meaning
amidst suffering and practicing responsibility without burning out (cf. Pihkala 2018a;
Jamail 2019; Clinebell 1996; see also the similar reflections in eco-anxiety books that do not
operate with the concept of meaning, such as Gillespie 2020; Ray 2020; Weber 2020). In
the following, some aspects of the existential dimensions are discussed in order to provide
examples of what kind of issues may be related to pastoral care encounters of eco-anxiety.

As noted above, guilt has been found to be one of the common emotions related to
climate issues because so many things in the lifestyles of industrialized countries contribute
to global warming. Climate guilt can be so severe that it has an existential dimension: it
becomes related to the way in which the person exists in the universe. Climate guilt may
also have elements of what existential psychologists such as Rollo May and Irvin Yalom
have called existential guilt: people may feel that they are not fulfilling their potential as
beings. This feeling of not being what one should or could be comes close to shame, which
is another prominent climate emotion (Jensen 2019; Fredericks 2021; Orange 2017). Scholars
have noted that there exists “species shame”: some people feel shame as members of the
human species, which has so profoundly damaged the ecosystems.

These feelings are closely related to many other notions discussed in existentialism,
such as freedom and authenticity. They may also be connected with feelings of isolation,
another major existentialist theme (Yalom 1980; for climate anxiety and isolation, see
Budziszewska and Jonsson 2021). People may feel isolated and lonely in relation to climate
issues because of many reasons. One possible reason is guilt and/or shame. Another is
that their climate grief is not recognized by others and it turns into disenfranchised grief
(Cunsolo Willox and Ellis 2018; Kretz 2017). Yet another reason is simply the experience
that others in one’s vicinity do not take climate issues seriously, as they practice denial
or disavowal (Budziszewska and Jonsson 2021; Weintrobe 2021). “Climate isolation” as a
feeling may eventually have elements of existential isolation, the feeling that one cannot
find the connection between oneself and the world.

Authenticity is an existentialist concept that has been used in various connotations: it
refers to being true to one’s being (for a review of various views about it, see Mkono 2020).
Here, it is only pointed out that issues of authenticity feature in people’s experiences of
the climate crisis: the crisis provokes many people to ponder their deepest values and
their life choices, and the practical situations amidst the crisis may cause conflicts related
to authenticity (see also the brief reflections in Budziszewska and Jonsson 2021). As an
example of these, tourism scholar Mkono has analyzed the experiences of authenticity and
inauthenticity related to “eco-conscious” travelers and their choices. Often these travelers
fail to live up to the moral standards which they espouse, which can raise accusations of
hypocrisy. Mkono insightfully points out that these kinds of issues are both social debates
and potentially existential distresses: feelings of inauthenticity may reach an existential
level of not being true to what one thinks and believes one should be.

In the next section, the problems related to the issue of individual ecological actions
are discussed, and the need for a socio-political critique of many power structures is
emphasized. There are profound structural problems and ethical problems related to the
ways in which the division of responsibility between individuals and collectives is often
presented or felt. Now, a final dimension of existential aspects is discussed here: the one
related to death and finitude.

One of the big challenges related to both existential anxiety in general and to eco-
anxiety in particular is the connection with death anxiety. It seems evident that this dark
background is activated in people’s minds in relation to ecological threats, and this often
causes distancing reactions, as for example, the research in terror management theory has
shown (for an insightful discussion, see Adams 2016, pp. 109–28). The author has himself
written about the connections between ecotheology, death, and eco-anxiety (Pihkala 2018b).
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However, death is in itself a very tough topic to engage with, and the task of engaging with
both death and eco-anxiety seems to be too much for most people, even though these topics
are actually interconnected. As scholars Affifi and Christie (2018) note in their insightful
study on environmental education and pedagogy of death, “Very rare is the soul who can
dwell in existential angst by day and not watch Netflix at night” (p. 11).

This discussion of the existential depth of eco-anxiety is bound to be disturbing also
for pastoral theologians, but it is regrettably a very necessary disturbance in the current
global circumstances. The crucial thing is to understand how deep an existential crisis the
ecological crisis can be for contemporary people (see also Pienaar 2011; Hickman 2020;
Malcolm 2020a; for reflections by a person of color, see Heglar 2020). Pastoral care providers
need to think about both the psychosocial factors that affect the people they encounter
and also the possible existential dimensions of people’s experiences. For example, climate
guilt can be both a social, a political, a psychological, and an existential issue. Many
of these existential issues can also be issues for the caregiver himself/herself, perhaps
already recognized, perhaps not yet. For religious people, these existential concerns
may be linked with deep spiritual and religious crises. As many texts show, people are
grappling with questions about how their religion, for example, Christianity, functions in
such circumstances (e.g., Malcolm 2020a; Ward 2020; McIntosh 2008). Eco-anxiety raises
deep issues related to the meaning of life and the meaning in life.

However, pastoral care providers have many resources that they can develop and
utilize to respond to the existential issues related to eco-anxiety. This can be conceptualized,
for example, as existential resilience: the ability to withstand the existential questions arising
from changing circumstances (see Foster 2015; Pihkala 2018a). The possible resources is
discussed more below after the important political dimension is discussed.

5. The Political Dimension and Justice Issues

Eco-anxiety is furthermore complicated by the strong political character of ecological
and climate issues. This character can cause hesitation in many therapists and pastoral care
providers, who would not like to take political stances in their work (cf. LaMothe 2016). As
for eco-anxiety itself, it is often made more difficult by social and political disputes. Anxiety
is lessened if there is a feeling that the collectives around oneself are taking determined
action to prepare and mitigate the threats which cause anxiety. However, unfortunately,
the responses of collectives towards climate issues are often ambiguous, and sometimes,
the leaders are in denial or disavowal (for a scathing critique of this, see the recent climate
psychology book by Weintrobe 2021). For example, young people have often reported that
their climate anxiety has grown worse because political leaders do not engage in ambitious
climate politics (e.g., Hickman 2020; Jones and Davison 2021; cf. Hickman et al. 2021;
Johnson and Wilkinson 2020).

Several pastoral theologians and ecotheologians have argued that Christians simply
must accept the political dimension of the ecological crisis and act according to ethical
values (for a wide argument about this, see LaMothe 2021c). This does not mean adhering
to any one particular political party, but it does mean the demand to critically evaluate the
environmental politics of various parties. The biosphere is degrading at a very alarming
rate. A pioneering Lutheran ecotheologian, H. Paul Santmire, has proposed that the climate
crisis and the wider ecological crisis actually form a “status confessionis”: a situation where
Christians simply cannot stay passive and silent because there are too dire violations of
God’s will (Santmire 2020, p. 130). The concept of status confessionis has a long and
partly contested history in Christian theology, and it was famously applied, for example,
by Lutherans in relation to the apartheid racism in South Africa in the 1970s and 1980s (for
the history of the concept, see DeJonge 2017).

There are numerous kinds of justice issues in relation to eco-anxiety. There is a ten-
dency in various parts of the world that the most vulnerable populations are also the
most susceptible to various kinds of climate-related harm. In Christian theology, the
calls for “climate justice” have found deep roots in the eco-justice tendencies of ecothe-
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ology, which have been strong since the 1960s (see already the research bibliography by
Bakken et al. 1995). Many proponents of ecotheology have called for justice towards both
humans and non-humans (this has been especially prominent in animal theology and in
posthumanism-leaning ecotheology; see, e.g., Latour 2009). Local and regional inequalities
are very strong in many countries, as is discussed, for example, by environmental ethicist
and theologian Jenkins (2013). In the 2000s, the movements for climate justice have been
growing, and these movements have started to raise the issue that also the paralyzing forms
of climate anxiety are distributed unequally (for the wide challenge of climate change and
climate justice for Christian ecotheology, see Conradie and Koster 2019; for climate justice
more widely, see Jafry 2019).

There are also justice issues related to the connections between climate anxiety, gender,
and the legacies of racism and colonialism. In many studies, women have self-reported
much more eco-anxiety than men (e.g., Hickman et al. 2021; Searle and Gow 2010). In
many societies and regions, there are strong inequalities related to political power, race, and
gender, which also affect climate politics and climate emotions (see, e.g., O’Dell-Chaib 2019).
From the point of view of indigenous peoples, the climate crisis can appear as just a
new form of oppression and suffering wrought on them by industrialized countries (e.g.,
Whyte 2017).

For pastoral theologians and pastoral care providers, these connections with politics
and justice issues are very important to note. Many such dynamics shape people’s eco-
anxiety and also their attitudes towards how these issues are framed (Ray 2021). For
example, in their study about climate anxiety in South Africa, Barnwell and colleagues
(2020) noticed psychological impacts of climate change but also observed that many people
did not resonate with the wording climate anxiety, which for them sounded more related to
other people in other kinds of circumstances. There needs to be sensitivity to the wordings
that are used in different contexts: sometimes such wordings as chronic stress or distress
may function better than climate anxiety or eco-anxiety, and sensitivity to justice issues
helps to provide recognition.

There has been much discussion in general about the question of engaging with the
sources of suffering as part of the work of the therapist or the slightly different work of
the pastoral care provider. Pastoral and political theologian LaMothe endorses famous
therapist and social thinker Franz Fanon’s approach, where the aforementioned task is seen
as a crucial part of the work (LaMothe 2020, 2021a). LaMothe (2020, pp. 146–47) argues:
“To fail to make the connection [between political-economic realities and the experiences
of the people in therapy] would not only be unethical, because it would collude with the
powers and institutions that caused suffering; it would also not be therapeutic, because it
would mystify patients’ suffering”. In these views, the therapeutic and the political become
interconnected (see also Clinebell 1996, pp. 10–11).

6. Possibilities and Resources for Pastoral Care

Pastoral care providers, and pastoral theologians more broadly, have many possibilities
to help people channel their eco-anxiety more constructively. By engaging with the topic,
pastoral theologians are at the same time dealing with their own emotions about these
issues. As discussed above, the role of the caregivers is both crucial and difficult: they need
to be able to notice the ways in which their own attitudes and emotions affect the pastoral
care situations. On the positive side, it is an ancient truth that one may be personally helped
by helping others.

Many kinds of actions, practices, and ways of non-action can give pastoral theologians
resources to encounter eco-anxiety (for a review of these kinds of methods in general,
see Baudon and Jachens 2021, although their use of the word “treatment” is slightly
problematic in the author’s view since it underscores the pathological dimensions). First,
there is a need for intention and determination to work with these issues (Greenspan 2004).
Because the ecological issues may feel difficult both in relation to practice and emotional
life, people need both intention and support. One way forward could be to engage in a
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spiritual journey in relation to learning more about eco-anxiety and its existential challenge.
With the support of natural environments, spiritual practice, and preferably trusted peers
or mentors, it becomes more bearable—and more probable—to engage with dark eco-
emotions. Chase (2011a, 2011b) provides resources for nature-oriented spiritual practice
in relation to these themes, and Ward (2020) offers a journey of theological and emotional
reflection in her monograph. Reading Ward’s eco-anxiety book together with others and
staying with the biblical passages quoted in the text is one possibility. For more global
perspectives, the article collection edited by Malcolm (2020a) provides stories of both
climate grief and courage from Christians around the world. The ancient theological
method of lamenting is one resource explored in the book, together with poetry and other
textual forms (see also Malcolm 2020b; Saler 2016). Methods and resources for social
support are currently being researched and implemented: for example, the British Christian
environmental organization GreenChristian has set up a discussion group method of
encountering eco-anxiety (see Deep Waters 2022).

Second, various kinds of emotional methodologies provide support. The pastoral
theologian can educate himself/herself with these and perhaps then educate others to
use similar skills. There is a wide range of useful approaches, such as emotion-focused
therapy (EFT, see, e.g., Greenberg 2004), Karla McLaren’s emotion work methodology
(McLaren 2010; for anxiety, McLaren 2020), and explicitly eco-emotional methodologies
such as Joanna Macy’s “The Work That Reconnects” (Macy and Brown 2014; The Work That
Reconnects Network 2022) or Doppelt’s (2016) transformational resilience methodology
(for discussion of various eco-emotional methodologies and research about their impacts,
see Hamilton 2020). Generally, developing a positive attitude towards all kinds of emotions
is highly important (Greenspan 2004; Lomas 2016).

Third, methods of eco-psychology and eco-therapy provide many resources. Pastoral
care providers can think critically about their own “environmental identity” (Clinebell 1996;
in general, see Clayton and Opotow 2003; Doherty 2018) and utilize literature that encour-
ages therapists to work with their own nature relationship (Lassloffy and Davis 2018;
Rust 2020; for pastoral theological reflections, see also Clinebell 1996; Helsel 2018). There
are both outdoor and indoor eco-psychological activities that can help with various eco-
emotions (for general literature, see Jordan and Hinds 2016; Rust and Totton 2012; Buzzell
and Chalquist 2009). There are creative and partly radical methodologies available, such as
Trebbe Johnson’s method of engaging directly with “wounded places” in more-than-human
nature (Johnson 2018; Johnson 2017; for theological reflections about wounded natural
places, see Stewart 2016; Pihkala 2020e). This method encourages people to be open to
all kinds of emotions that environmental damage and changes may engender. There is
much discussion about sadness and grief, but also about the possibility that “radical joy”
may emerge through full-bodied emotional engagement (Johnson 2018; cf. Pihkala 2017a;
Erickson 2020). In general, spiritual practices may help to encounter ecological grief, which
is often accompanied by anxiety (Christie 2013; Menning 2017).

A special part of a holistic eco-psychological approach is one’s relation to one’s own
body, which is the physical connecting element with the more-than-human world. Among
others, Clinebell (1996) argued that a healthy relationship to the larger environment requires
developing a healthy appreciation of one’s body. This theme of how one regards one’s body
links together eco-psychology, emotion research, and wider discussions about the role of
the body in Christian theology (for that wider discussion, see, e.g., Brown 2007; Isherwood
and Stuart 1998). In eco-anxiety literature, the importance of many kinds of embodied
practices is emphasized as means to encounter difficult emotions (e.g., Davenport 2017;
Weber 2020).

Fourth, it is possible to draw from various other therapies and clinical psychology. A
therapeutic approach to eco-anxiety, which takes its paralyzing potential seriously but does
not pathologize it, has been developed by experienced environmental psychologist Thomas
Doherty (e.g., 2018). Together with colleagues, he has recently published an overview of
clinical psychology and ecological, especially climate-related concerns (Doherty et al. 2021).
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For example, acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) can be applied to eco-anxiety (see
also Feather and Williams 2022). Learning to tolerate uncertainty and ambivalence helps;
this provides counter-resources to “intolerance of uncertainty”, a psychological construct
that is closely related to eco-anxiety (Pihkala 2020a).

In the wide literature about stronger anxiety, which often focuses on state anxiety and
anxiety disorders, there are many tips and guidelines about practices that can help when
such anxiety arises (for an overview of such research, see Cox and Olatunji 2019). These
kinds of tips have been applied directly to eco-anxiety by some therapists and authors (see
esp. Weber 2020, pp. 110–22; see also Grose 2020; Davenport 2017; Doppelt 2016).

Because of the existential dimensions of eco-anxiety, existential therapies and meaning-
focused therapies can be especially helpful. Many of the authors who have written about
eco-anxiety offer their versions of such approaches (see, e.g., Clinebell 1996; Doppelt 2016).
The meaning-centered approach called logotherapy, developed originally by Victor Frankl,
is one such approach, but meaning-focused therapies have also gained new interest and new
forms in the 2000s (see, e.g., Batthyany and Russo-Netzer 2014; Hicks and Routledge 2013;
Vos 2018). There is more work to do in applying the rich discussions about meaning in
pastoral theology explicitly with eco-anxiety issues, and there is already some literature
that applies the thoughts of classic philosophers of meaning such as Rollo May into the
issues of our ecological era (e.g., Softas-Nall and Woody 2017).

Therapists Lewis et al. (2020) have recently applied dialectical thinking to the difficult
questions related to eco-anxiety and ecological action, and this promising venture is given
special attention here. These therapists emphasize the need to keep difficult issues dialecti-
cally open: for example, to appreciate individual actions and still emphasize the structural
character of socio-ecological problems. The therapist and the client can together discuss
and practice accepting ambivalence in relation to environmental responsibility: there is an
ethical need to do better, but because structural problems limit the possibilities of individu-
als, there must be an emphasis on civil and political action towards structural change. Here,
theologians may draw from various resources in Christian theology where both repentant
action and acceptance of forgiveness and grace are emphasized (cf. Pihkala 2016a).

This kind of dialectical approach also enables one to explore hope while admitting that
there are also feelings of despair and hopelessness. More-than-human nature can function
both as a source of comfort and a source of threat; there are both certainties and uncer-
tainties, and the social reality may be incongruent with climate reality (Lewis et al. 2020).
Instead of both the listener and the client succumbing to binary thinking—which can be
really tempting in the midst of anxiety—therapists and pastoral care providers should
work to keep the dialectic open.

Their discussion of dialectical thinking brings reminds a theological reading of the
influential “dialectical theology” in the 20th century (Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and others).
The influence of this dialectical theology extended beyond those theologians who were
associated with this particular, albeit loose, school of theology. The theologians of the
period between the 1910s and 1940s were hardened by the harsh reality of the two world
wars, and many of the so-called “realist theologians” manifested influences from dialectical
thought. Some of the theologians from these two broad schools of theology had already then
environmental sensitivities (Pihkala 2017b; summary available in Pihkala 2016b). Perhaps
now, when the industrialized world has had to return to the reality of suffering after a period
of optimism and belief in progress since the Second World War, these earlier theologies
will gain new interest and new applications in the context of eco-anxiety. There are many
common tones in the therapeutic proposals by Lewis et al. (2020) and in the theologies of
such figures as Daniel Day Williams, H. Richard Niebuhr, and Joseph Sittler. Naturally,
these earlier theologians did not yet have climate awareness, and their thoughts also need
to be augmented with more sensitivity to issues of race, gender, and postcolonialism (for
the challenges of postcolonialism to spiritual care in general, see Lartey and Moon 2020).
However, these theologians produced profound discussions of hope and tragedy.
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Currently, the public discussion abounds with implicit and explicit talk about the
various forms of hope, despair, and hopelessness in relation to the ecological crisis and
the climate crisis (for discussion of this in popular books, see, e.g., Sherrell 2021). There
are naturally many stances on these issues. Some advocate for “realistic” hope, which
is empathetic towards the suffering (e.g., Kelsey 2020), while others in a rather similar
vein emphasize “radical hope”, hoping even while there cannot be knowledge about
what exactly could save the situation (this approach was championed by philosopher
Jonathan Lear; see, e.g., Williston 2012). Some are more pessimistic: there are notable
social movements, albeit countercultural, which base their action on the firm belief that
there will be major socio-ecological collapses in the near future. Additionally, theological
reflections of this vein have started to emerge (e.g., Bradford 2020; see also Robinson 2020).
The members of these movements sometimes accuse other people of practicing “hopium”,
an addictive belief that there is still hope in the form of optimism. However, the author
here joins the eco-anxiety writer Weber (2020) in his critique of both “hopium” and “reverse
hopium”: the latter term pointing to another form of binary thinking where it is held
evident that there can be no hope.

It seems that the way forward could indeed be a dialectical one: a kind of pilgrimage
that takes place between hope and hopelessness or through fluctuations of them. LaMothe,
who has written in depth about the issues of hope and hopelessness amidst the ecological
and political crises, champions a roughly similar view (the widest discussion of this is in
LaMothe 2021c, Chp. 6). Discussing the striking book by theologian Miguel de la Torre,
Theology of Hopelessness, LaMothe argues that courageous care should be the main emphasis,
not hope. Drawing from philosopher Agamben’s notion of inoperativity, LaMothe argues
that hope could be seen as inoperative: it would not be the frame in which issues are
interpreted, but rather people should practice care nevertheless. The author’s own earlier
emphasis on “tragic hope” (Pihkala 2017a, 2018a) and the centrality of the concept of
meaning have many similarities with LaMothe’s view. Quoting Kaur, LaMothe summarizes
his view: “This is our defiance—to practice love even in hopelessness” (LaMothe 2021c,
end of chp. 1 (LaMothe)).

Table 1 summarizes the possibilities and learning goals related to eco-anxiety, which
have been explored in this article via interdisciplinary and theological research.

Table 1. Possibilities and learning goals related to eco-anxiety for pastoral theologians.

Possibilities and Learning Goals Related to Eco-Anxiety
(Themes and Subthemes)

Examples of Sources That
Discuss This Issue

Studying the various forms of eco-anxiety (Pihkala 2020a; Clayton 2020)

- Understanding that eco-anxiety can be both paralyzing
and adaptive and learning about the empirical evidence

(Hickman et al. 2021;
Wullenkord et al. 2021)

- Learning about various socio-ecological dynamics which
shape people’s eco-anxiety (Crandon et al. 2022)

Learning about the challenges of caregivers in relation
to eco-anxiety

(Silva and Coburn 2022;
LaMothe 2019)

- Understanding dynamics related to identity, emotions, and
psychosocial factors (Silva and Coburn 2022)

- Engaging with the possible disavowal by the caregiver (Haseley 2019)

- Practicing self-compassion (Ray 2020; Brach 2019)

Becoming acquainted with the various existential
dimensions that can be linked with eco-anxiety (Budziszewska and Jonsson 2021)
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Table 1. Cont.

Possibilities and Learning Goals Related to Eco-Anxiety
(Themes and Subthemes)

Examples of Sources That
Discuss This Issue

- Understanding the crucial role of responsibility and guilt
in relation to ecological issues (Jensen 2019; Fredericks 2021)

- Understanding how death anxiety may be linked
with eco-anxiety (Pihkala 2018b; Pienaar 2011)

- Understanding the prevalence of various forms of sadness
in relation to ecological changes (Cunsolo Willox and Landman 2017)

Thinking critically about the political dimensions of
eco-anxiety and ecological issues (LaMothe 2020, 2021a)

- Understanding the need to personally reflect on one’s
attitude towards ecological action and climate politics (LaMothe 2016)

- Being able to analyze political and social dynamics that
shape various people’s experiences of eco-anxiety and their
preferred language about it

(Barnwell et al. 2020; Ray 2021)

- Understanding how factors related to gender, race, and
colonialism may shape people’s eco-anxiety (O’Dell-Chaib 2019; Whyte 2017)

Learning about various possibilities and resources for
encountering eco-anxiety more constructively

(Clinebell 1996; Weber 2020;
Baudon and Jachens 2021)

- Developing an emotion-positive attitude, seeking social
support, and manifesting intention to work with eco-anxiety (Greenspan 2004; McLaren 2010)

- Understanding how many therapeutic and psychological
approaches can be utilized for eco-anxiety work

(Doherty et al. 2021;
Davenport 2017)

- Learning about religious and Christian resources (Pihkala 2018a; Christie 2013;
Macy and Brown 2014)

- Learning about emotion-focused methods (Hamilton 2020; Greenspan 2004;
McLaren 2020)

- Learning about and utilizing eco-psychological methods
and thinking about one’s environmental identity (Rust 2020; Clinebell 1996)

- Appreciating one’s body as the connecting element with
the more-than-human world and using various embodied
activities to encounter eco-anxiety

(Clinebell 1996; Davenport 2017;
Weber 2020)

- Applying dialectical thinking in relation to the difficult
dynamics of the ecological crisis, such as the relationship
between individual action and collective action for
structural change

(Lewis et al. 2020)

- Understanding how issues of hope, despair, and
hopelessness are connected with eco-anxiety (LaMothe 2021c; Pihkala 2017a)

Understanding how eco-anxiety is connected with wider
pastoral theology and ecological theology

(LaMothe 2021c; McCarroll 2020;
Swain 2020)

- Realizing the connections between ecological action and
eco-anxiety and the need to develop emotional resilience in
environmental activism

(Ray 2020; Weber 2020)

- Understanding the ways in which rituals and spiritual
practices may help in encountering eco-anxiety

(Chase 2011a; Malcolm 2020a,
2020b; Pihkala 2021)

- Encountering eco-anxiety in education and formation of
pastoral care providers

(Calder and Morgan 2016;
cf. Pihkala 2020b)

- Launching and supporting organizational developments
such as the integration of eco-anxiety teaching in seminaries
and universities

(Clinebell 1996)
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7. In Conclusions: Pastoral Theology in the Era of Eco-Anxiety

This article has studied the challenges and possibilities related to eco-anxiety for
pastoral care. Many observations have been made about therapeutic encounters in general,
including various forms of spiritual care. The wider context related to pastoral theology
as a whole has been much present and is given more attention in these final comments,
together with its relation to eco-theology.

The recent efforts to integrate ecological theology and pastoral theology (see
LaMothe 2016; McCarroll 2020; Swain 2020; cf. Clinebell 1996) are very relevant for the
topic of this article. This article has focused on the emotional and psychosocial dimensions
of ecological issues, but naturally, the wider spheres of action and various forms of pro-
environmental behavior are interrelated with the psychological dimension. Action may
help to channel eco-anxiety constructively, but if there is no space for emotion work, people
may burn out (Ray 2020; Hoggett and Randall 2018; Nairn 2019). Indeed, some environ-
mental organizations nowadays include eco-emotion workshops and support procedures
in their work (see, e.g., the discussion in Weber 2020). There may thus be an element of
pastoral care in the ecological activities of congregations and other collectives, and the
explicit offering of such support is an important thing to consider.

In general, participating in various kinds of environmental action usually helps with
various difficult eco-emotions, and there is a rich literature about various ways in which
religious communities can participate in this (see, for example, the materials produced by
ecumenical and denominational environmental movements, such as Laudato Si’ Movement
2022; A Rocha 2022; World Council of Churches 2022). The potential strengths and chal-
lenges for various denominations in encountering eco-anxiety is a topic for future research
(for some reflections on certain denominations, see Pihkala 2016a; Ward 2020).

Various kinds of rituals can be organized in relation to eco-anxiety and other eco-
emotions (Pihkala 2021), and sometimes, rituals related to ecological concerns have implicit
dimensions related to the processing of eco-emotions (cf. Fredericks 2021). While these
rituals are maybe not pastoral care per se, if the caregiver is aware of these kinds of methods,
they can be recommended to people on suitable occasions. Engaging in spiritual practices
can help both the caregiver and the “client” to process their eco-anxiety (cf. Malcolm 2020b).
The author has written elsewhere of the need for religious leaders to work critically with
eco-guilt, eco-anger, and ecological grief and sadness in spiritual care, rituals, and wider
action (Pihkala 2022b). Case examples in English are available, for example, about ways
to encounter ecological shame via creative Christian worship (Powell 2019) or ecological
grief via outdoor spiritual practices (Hirschfeld and Blackmer 2021; see also many articles
in Malcolm 2020a).

The education and formation of pastoral care providers is an area that needs attention
in relation to eco-anxiety. First of all, many who undergo such training are young of
age, and many of them feel eco-anxiety in some form. They require support from their
teachers (cf. Pihkala 2020b). Second, students can be taught constructive ways to encounter
eco-anxiety, as has been the aim in Calder and Morgan’s pioneering approach (Calder and
Morgan 2016). Teaching about eco-anxiety and eco-emotions should be included in theolog-
ical seminaries and universities. Furthermore, pastors, counselors, and other providers of
pastoral care may find it difficult to devote time to learn more about contemporary issues
such as eco-anxiety in the midst of their daily life and work. One potential means to help in
this is to organize workshops where various professionals focus on environmental issues,
including their emotional dimension. Various frameworks have been applied to the process
of transformation of identity and attitudes that the ecological crisis requires, such as the
“ecological conversion” championed by Francis (2015) and the “affective transformation”
delineated by environmental scholar Verlie (2022).

It is notable that anxiety researcher and philosopher Kurth (2018) discusses the positive
sides of anxiety often through the examples of religious figures, such as John Woolman and
Martin Luther King. Kurth points out that it was exactly anxiety that caused these people to
act: they felt problematic uncertainty about moral issues, and this anxiety did not let them
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go. They were able to cultivate anxiety as a moral emotion and not to stifle it or run away
from it. This dynamic can be the positive power of eco-anxiety: if it does not become too
intense, it causes people to “stay with the trouble” (see Haraway 2016) and search for ways
to practice morality and responsibility, even amidst ambiguous circumstances. Religions
may offer people sources of existential resilience, which help to bear eco-anxiety, but this
needs effort and intention since religion can also become a hiding place from the troubles
of the world.
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Notes

1 There are several more research articles about eco-anxiety and existential issues currently either in press or in peer review. See, for
example, the two forthcoming books edited by Douglas Vakoch and Sam Mickey, Climate Psychology in a Pandemic: Environmental
Health in Lockdown and Eco-Anxiety and Planetary Hope: The Experience of COVID-19 and the Climate Crisis.
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Abstract: As awareness grows of global warming and ecological degradation, words such as “climate
anxiety”, and “eco-anxiety” enter our vocabularies, describing the impact of climate change on
human mental health and spiritual wellbeing. Distress over climate change disproportionately
impacts children, who also are more susceptible to the broader health, economic, and social effects
brought about by environmental harm. In this paper, I explore children’s vulnerability to climate
change and climate anxiety through the lens of ecofeminist practical theology. Ecofeminism brings
the liberatory concerns of feminist theologies into engagement with those theologies focused on
the life of the planet. Drawing on ecofeminism, practical theology must continue and deepen its
own ecological conversion, and practical theologies of childhood must take seriously the work of
making an ecological home, oikos, in which children are embedded as a part of the wider ecology
that includes the more-than-human world. This requires foregrounding religious education with
children toward the inhabitance of the earth in good and just ways. However, these theologies also
must address children’s lived realities of increased anxiety over planetary changes that endanger
life through practices of spiritual care with children that engage and support them in their distress
toward participatory empowerment for change.

Keywords: climate anxiety; children and eco-anxiety; ecotheology; practical theology; child theology;
climate education; feminist theology

1. Introduction

Children today know the earth and all its creatures are in trouble. They are born into
life on a dying planet and increasingly demonstrate their awareness of this travesty through
heightened levels of anxiety. Their “eco-anxiety” is a global phenomenon, not restricted
to a single population of children, although intersectional identities and oppressions may
amplify or blunt its effects among particular groups of children as well as its conscious
articulation by them (Hickman et al. 2021, p. 106, ital. in original). This paper considers
the phenomenon of children experiencing eco and climate anxiety through an ecofeminist
practical theological lens. Recent attention to the differential effects of climate change on
children calls for a recentering of ecological attention within theologies prioritizing the
wellbeing of children.

Climate anxiety and eco-anxiety1, as used here, refer not only to the self-conscious
articulation of angst about the demise of the planet by children of affluence and privilege—
children who are genuinely disturbed yet protected from many of the direct effects of
climate change. Eco-anxiety also stands as a descriptive category for the lived experiences
of precarity faced by children bearing the brunt of climate change in the here-and-now
of their lives. Ecofeminist theology brings the liberatory concerns of feminist theologies
into engagement with those focused on the life of the planet, meaning that advocacy for
children and for planetary solidarity both fit within its purposes.

Feminist practical theologies of childhood must take seriously children’s lived realities
of increased anxiety and precarity amid ecological changes that endanger all life. Such
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theologies must bear witness to the particular suffering of children caused both by present-
day ecological harms and by the erasure of a sustainable future for the earth caused by
ecological degradation. My goals in this essay are modest: I first critique the absence
of attention to the non-human creation in practical theologies of childhood. I then build
on the work of two practical theologians, Jennifer Ayers and Annalet van Schalkwyk, to
retrieve oikos as a particularly fruitful frame for ecological awareness and for addressing
eco-anxiety in theological reflections concerned with the wellbeing of children. I then
make a case for attending to children and eco-anxiety, first by identifying the particular
vulnerabilities of children to the harmful effects of climate change and then by addressing
a few common critiques. I conclude by calling upon practical theologians to take seriously
children’s experiences of eco-anxiety, and invite us to turn to the work of developing
concrete, practical theological strategies to transform it in solidarity with the whole of
God’s creation.

2. Treating Children as Extra-Terrestrial Beings

Attention to the climate crisis and to children’s lived realities of coping with it con-
stitute critical elements for any contemporary theology of childhood. With some recent
notable exceptions (see Hearlson 2021), a focus on children and climate change has been
missing from many of these theological accounts, including my own (Mercer 2005a).2

Collectively, those of us working at the intersections of childhood studies and Christian
theology have confronted significant concerns in the lives of children, from violence against
children to childhood poverty. We seem to have addressed these important matters, how-
ever, while inadvertently treating children as extra-terrestrial beings—creatures who reside
in families and participate in faith communities that somehow stand outside of the real-
ities impacting the wellbeing of the earth. As Bonnie Miller-McLemore exclaims about
her changing consciousness, “Years ago, I argued for the ‘living human web’ as a better
metaphor for pastoral theology’s subject matter than the ‘living human document’. . . But I
seldom imagined its nonhuman extension. How did I miss this?”(Miller-McLemore 2020,
p. 434, ital. in original).

To think theologically about childhood today requires recognition of this extended
web. While I have argued elsewhere for theological anthropology formed around the “inter-
relatedness, interreliance, and contingency” of human beings with the non-human creation
(Mercer 2017, p. 306), I have not brought these ecotheological interests into conversation
with childhood. Pamela McCarroll (2020) critiques practical theology for its silence in the
face of the climate crisis. She follows Panu Pihkala’s (2020a) work on the dynamics of
climate anxiety—which include denial and avoidance—to help explain this silence. In an
effort to break through practical theological silence about children and the climate crisis, I
first draw upon the work of Jennifer Ayres.

3. Making an Oikos for Children

Ayres, a religious educator, makes a compelling case for combatting climate despair
through religious education toward what she terms inhabitance. “An inhabitant is a creature
who lives well within the context and bounds of its habitation. . . . An inhabitant desires
and cultivates the wisdom necessary to live in God’s world well” (Ayres 2019, pp. 2, 4). She
notes that the root words for ecology, oikos (household, home, or habitation) and logos (logic
or knowledge) render ecology as “the knowledge. . . of inhabiting” (Ayres 2019, p. 9). This
“oikos” theme has been engaged by many in general discussions of ecotheology.3 Inhabitance
is a way of life conscious of human embeddedness within the non-human extension of the
web proposed by Miller-McLemore. Ayres puts forward a vision of an “ecological theological
anthropology” that understands the human vocation as “the work of inhabiting God’s world
well” (Ayres 2019, p. 9). Children have a “central role in awakening of the whole community
to the gifts and responsibilities of inhabitance”, writes Ayres (2019, pp. 120–21). Although she
does not develop this point about children, her comment is a recognition that children can
manifest ecological awareness inviting adult commitments that might otherwise be absent.
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The oikos imaged by Ayres is one in which “together, human and nonhuman crea-
tures are members of a household, a site of nurture and a site of obligation” (Ayres 2019,
p. 8). Her description evokes constitutive notions of home—nurture and obligation (or
responsibility)—that are central to children’s lives. From an ecological standpoint, making
a home for children situates them beyond what is generally understood to be a solely hu-
man web of connection, to recognize the presence and significance of those others making
up the household—not only non-human creatures and plant life but also water, land, and
air. These too participate in the nurture of children. Human household inhabitants (includ-
ing children) have responsibilities to live well with the non-humans constituting their oikos.
It is insufficient to view a child’s development apart from this wider ecology. Accounting
theologically for such expanded anthropology, then, requires adopting an “ecological faith
[that] looks for patterns, relationships, and effects from the standpoint of an embedded
member of the habitat” (Ayres 2019, p. 9).

I find Ayres’ engagement of oikos and inhabitance as a theological description of an eco-
logical way of life to be a helpful framework for thinking theologically about children.
These guiding metaphors have special significance when brought to bear on childhood
because of the power of “home” to so strongly define a child’s world. Inhabitance makes
clear that our ways of defining home have been too narrow, causing us to raise up children
who think of home as an autonomously human habitation, unaware of their radical inter-
dependence with non-human animals and the rest of the creation, and this ecology’s role in
constituting their very being.

Problematically, however, home- and household- metaphors contain historical, patriar-
chal associations with the subordination of women and children. Ecofeminism’s theorizing
of the connections between gender oppression and ecological harm is well known, an-
alyzing the gendering of “nature” as feminine, with both women and nature treated as
objects to be subdued and brought under control (Merchant 1980; Plumwood 1993). Under
conditions of patriarchy, households become primarily consumer units ruled by the paterfa-
milias to whom other household members are subordinated. In the context of a discussion
about ecology, household and home images risk reinscribing such oppressive meanings.
Reimagining the oikos inhabited by children together with other non-human creatures thus
necessitates a feminist retrieval of alternative meanings of oikos apart from such patriarchal
and capitalist appropriations. In order to be of use in a liberatory ecological theology of
childhood, the oikos must be reconfigured as an intentional connectional ecology that is
life-giving for all.4

Feminist theologian Letty Russell pre-figured this contemporary ecological discussion
more than three decades ago in an earlier work on feminist theology and authority in which
she addressed the Greco-Roman oikos, “the arena of wives, slaves, and children ruled over by
‘free’ men” as “a household of bondage” (Russell 1987, p. 26). In place of such associations,
Russell invokes “the biblical understanding of God’s oikonomia, or householding of the whole
earth” for which she uses the metaphor of a “household of freedom” as an “alternative
translation of the phrase ‘kingdom of God’” (Russell 1987, p. 26).5 In the household of
God, the logic of the oikos is not the logic of domination. An ecotheological perspective
on childhood, drawn from this alternative, divine oikonomia, understands children and
nurtures children’s understanding of themselves as creatures situated within an oikos—part
of a much larger ecology of God’s making and delight. This oikos tou Theou as a “household
of freedom” cannot be freedom for its human inhabitants alone. In fact, one lesson embodied
in children’s more obvious creaturely vulnerability is the embedded status of human beings
within an ecology (both human and non-human) that is home. Embeddedness means the
wellbeing of all oikos-dwellers is contingent upon one another’s welfare. Harm or oppression
of members of the oikos limits the freedom and flourishing of all who dwell therein.

South African ecofeminist theologian Annalet Van Schalkwyk (2012) also draws
upon the relationship between oikos and ecology in her work, describing the earth as
the oikos of God. Her “Oikos Cycle of Care” transposes the Deep Ecology cycle of
Arne Naess (1990) onto the familiar “Pastoral Circle” of pastoral and practical theology
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(Henriot 2000; Wijsen et al. 2005). In the pastoral circle (which can constitute both a tem-
plate for action in ministry and for the reflective work of practical theology), one moves
from experience to questioning, then to commitment, and finally to action. The Deep Ecol-
ogy movement’s cycle describes a process of conversion that “alters one’s life orientation
from anthropocentric to biocentric”(Van Schalkwyk 2012, p. 106).

Van Schalkwyk connects “experience” in the pastoral circle to the Deep Ecology cycle’s
initial step of immersion in nature, through which one can experience “God’s creative love
and God’s revelation in and through nature”, with the subsequent realization of “coming
to understand nature and how humanity is a part of nature” (Van Schalkwyk 2012, p. 108)
The immersive experience and the awareness it engenders leads to ecophilia (loving nature).
Mapping the Deep Ecology Cycle onto the second moment in the pastoral circle, questioning,
Van Schalkwyk sees this as a place from which one’s ecophilia generates a critical interrogation
of human disregard for the wider ecology, raising questions such as, “If the ecology works
in this wonderful way, they why does humanity ignore it, disregard and exploit it, and live
in unsustainable ways? What is wrong with our understanding of our faith, if this is the
way in which we relate to the ecology? What can be the solutions to these destructive ways?
What are the theological alternatives?” (Van Schalkwyk 2012, p. 108).

These two movements issue into a third one that van Schalkwyk names as a “deep
commitment to protect and heal the ecology. . . This is also a deep commitment of faith,
because one’s understanding of the place of the ecology—of which humanity is part—
transforms the way one believes in the creator-Saviour God” (Van Schalkwyk 2012, p. 108).
Such commitments involve the formation of eco-values, and an “understanding the wisdom
of nature”, or ecosophia. Deep commitments ultimately lead to an ethic of care and eco-
justice, “the willingness to change one’s actions, and to act with care and justice, so as to
alter the way in which humanity relates to the ecology and to the oikos. Thus, it leads to
a transformation of values and ethics” (Van Schalkwyk 2012, p. 108). Together, then, the
experience, wisdom, and questioning bring about a conversion: a profound commitment
to the created world that becomes embodied in actions of love toward the earth.

Feminist interpretations of the earth as the oikos tou theou resonate with the priority
that home has in the lives of children and the need to reconstruct how human adults and
children understand their relationship to this oikos. Both Ayres and van Schalkwyk offer
clues toward the kind of conversion needed from a household of human domination and
disregard of the non-human ecology to one of aware embeddedness.6 Children are not
extra-planetary creatures. They “live and move, and have their being “ (Acts 17:28) within
a living web of relationships, human and non-human, held within the lands and waters of
the earth.

4. Eco-Anxiety in Childhood

As awareness grows concerning the earth’s perilous state, words such as “climate
anxiety” also called “eco-anxiety” (Clayton et al. 2017), “solastalgia” (Albrecht 2005), “cli-
mate/environmental grief”, and “psychoterratic syndromes” (Albrecht 2011) enter contempo-
rary lexicons. Such terms seek to depict different dimensions of the impact of climate change
on human mental and physical health and spiritual wellbeing. The American Psychological
Association (APA) report on “Mental Health and Our Changing Climate” defines eco-anxiety
as “chronic fear of environmental doom” (Clayton et al. 2017, p. 68). Within the growing body
of psychological research attending to the mental health-related effects of climate change,
the concept of eco-anxiety arose in response to the need to characterize the range of human
emotional responses that include high levels of worry, fear, despair, sorrow, grief, depression,
and existential anxiety felt in relation to ecological destruction and environmentally-related
stressors (Ojala et al. 2021; Pihkala 2020a). Eco-anxiety may also include traumatic stress
responses, particularly when ecological destruction is more directly experienced, as might be
the case among children caught up in an extreme weather event or another climate-related
disaster or those who must migrate from their homelands due to environmental factors.
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I use eco-anxiety and climate anxiety as general terms to describe this range of bodily,
spiritual, and psychological distress related to the effects of climate change. Eco-anxiety
refers to emotions that have their origin in concern for the earth itself and for the suffering
of non-human creatures. It also references feelings of anxiety generated by one’s own
experience of the impacts of climate change. In other words, a child might feel eco-anxiety
in the form of worry over the ocean’s sickness from plastic waste or worry for the Florida
panther facing extinction. Another child’s eco-anxiety might center more on the impact
of climate change on people, such as the worry that their community will run out of fresh
drinking water or that poor air quality is harmful to their friend who suffers from asthma.
Still, another child, living as part of a household displaced by drought-driven famine,
experiences climate anxiety as chronic, existential worry about the threat posed to their
family’s life and wellbeing by ecological degradation.

Eco-anxiety for children thus may include the “emotional response that can be seen
even where there is no immediate physical evidence of impact of climate change on one’s
own life, a projected and anticipated anxiety into the future”(Hickman 2020, p. 414). The
future-oriented aspects of eco-anxiety are characterized by worry, grief, and loss and
sometimes by trauma, especially in situations of direct exposure to climate-related disaster
events, climate migration, and displacement, in relation to which children may experience
post-traumatic stress effects well beyond the event itself (Currie and Deschênes 2016;
Garcia and Sheehan 2016; Gislason et al. 2021; Kousky 2016). All of this is to underscore
the centrality of eco-anxiety’s connection to time in the experience of children: ecological
degradation brings harm in the present but is simultaneously tied to threatened harms and
the after-effects of trauma extending in the future, creating uncertainty.7 The future-related
aspects of climate anxiety are born in part out of the stress of not knowing what takes
place amid anticipation of catastrophe, alongside the long-term “chronicity” of eco-anxiety
(Clayton 2020; Clayton et al. 2017).

5. Children as Especially Vulnerable to Climate Harms

Children are particularly subject to climate anxiety for a reason: climate scientists and
mental health experts alike agree that children are among the most vulnerable to its negative ef-
fects (Burke et al. 2018; Clayton et al. 2017; Hickman et al. 2021; Sheffield and Landrigan 2011;
Stanley et al. 2021). An overarching aspect of such vulnerability that cuts across physical,
social, and mental health dimensions concerns the greater proportion of children’s lives spent
under the conditions of the climate crisis. That is, the young today live their entire lives under
its sway. Because they have a longer life expectancy than do the adults coming before them,
children risk longer exposure to “newly developing or worsening environmental hazards in
the future” (Sheffield and Landrigan 2011, p. 292) in addition to the present-day impacts of
such hazards.

Children also experience particular vulnerability to the effects of climate change due to
their developmental status (Vergunst and Berry 2021), including their emotional capacities
for dealing with stress and distress, which are still maturing. They, therefore, are more
vulnerable to the effects of ongoing, chronic stress on the brain’s structure, which Wu
and colleagues consider a risk factor for mental illness: “As such, the stress of a climate
crisis during a crucial developmental period, coupled with an increased likelihood of
encountering repeated stressors related to climate change throughout life will conceivably
increase the incidence of mental illness over the life course” (Wu et al. 2020, p. e435).
Physically, children have “less effective heat adaptation capacity than do adults”, and
they experience higher exposure of air- and water-toxins per body weight in their still-
developing systems (Sheffield and Landrigan 2011, p. 292).

The World Health Organization (WHO) maps what they call the “global burden of dis-
ease”, a measure of the percentage of the overall morbidity and mortality carried by various
population groups around the world. Looking at diseases and risk factors for disease at-
tributable to climate change two decades ago, the WHO held that more than “88% of the exist-
ing burden of disease due to climate change occurs in children < 5 years of age in both devel-
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oped and developing countries” (Zhang et al. 2007 in Sheffield and Landrigan 2011, p. 292).
According to the WHO, 1.7 million children under the age of five died in 2012 from
environmentally-related causes, and 2021 WHO information shows that 25% of the “disease
burden” in children under five can be accounted for by environmental risks.8 This means
children as a group bear more effects from diseases related to climate change. That is, they
have higher rates of complications and death from diseases that proliferate in response
to global temperature fluctuations (e.g., the increase in mosquito-borne illnesses such as
malaria or the zika virus that result because warmer temperatures are favorable for the
insect carriers) (Burke et al. 2018, pp. 1–2), or to climate disaster-related pathogens (e.g.,
diseases linked to infectious agents in unclean water) (Currie and Deschênes 2016, p. 4).
Nutritional deficits related to climate-related famine have a decidedly greater impact on
children’s developing bodies (Garcia and Sheehan 2016, p. 87).

In addition to such physical vulnerabilities, children face an array of socially-mediated
effects from climate change (Gislason et al. 2021). They are more dependent upon oth-
ers to mitigate climate change’s difficult effects (Sheffield and Landrigan 2011, p. 291).
Children experience particularly strong consequences from climate-related disruptions to
family, community, education, and place because of the limited power they have to nego-
tiate these environments independently. Such disruptions can happen through displace-
ment/forced migration caused by extreme weather events (Kousky 2016). These adverse
experiences may result from the need to flee conflicts and war that happen when land, water,
and other resources become scarce as tensions are exacerbated by environmental factors
(Garcia and Sheehan 2016, p. 86).

A primary climate change-related phenomenon such as a fire, for example, might
result in a child’s loss of their home, with the subsequent disruption to their ability to attend
school. However, beyond this are many secondary and tertiary effects: the disruption in
education brings with it a sudden change in social networks, including not only a child’s
peer group but also daily access to a significant group of professionals such as teachers,
school nurses, chaplains, food services workers, and others who are suddenly removed
from that child’s “relational web”. The destruction of the home represents a significant
economic setback for the family, which may impact the child’s access to food, clothing,
healthcare, and other resources. If the family is already economically vulnerable, such
stressors most certainly are compounded, amplified by intersectional features such as
race. On top of these material and relational losses, a child in these circumstances will
undoubtedly contend with emotional distress. Climate change thus has the power to create
multiple points of impact in the lives of children, including its ability to amplify existing
social inequalities as “climate change intensifies and complexifies vulnerability in the lives
of children and youth” (Gislason et al. 2021, p. 2). In other words, for children already
experiencing existential crises from other sources of trauma and suffering, such as the
collective and historical traumas of racism, climate change and the anxieties it engenders
only deepen the vulnerabilities already present.

At the same time that children experience vulnerabilities particular to their age, socio-
cultural, and geographical contexts, they are not without agency in relation to the current
climate crisis (Gislason et al. 2021). It is tempting to paint children as only vulnerable and
dependent (i.e., having no power or agency, needing others for care) and as solely vulnerable
and dependent (i.e., the only creatures experiencing vulnerability and dependency). In
reality, while children do suffer particular vulnerabilities and dependency, they are more
than these elements alone and should not be reduced to them. Climate activism among
children and youth is an important source of resiliency (Gislason et al. 2021, p. 9). Children
mobilized for climate action comprise a leading voice in the growing acceptance of climate
change and of the need for urgent action.9 And while I highlight children’s contingent
status, this is not to ignore the interdependent and co-vulnerable reality that is a feature of
all creatureliness. As theologian David Clough puts it, “human beings and other animals
are thought of together in Christian scripture. Together they are given life by their creator
as fleshly creatures made of dust and inspired by the breath of life, together they are given
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a common table in Eden and beyond, “together they experience the fragility of mortal life,
together they are the objects of God’s providential care . . . ” (Clough 2012, p. 40, italics mine).
Children’s visible vulnerability and dependency bring home the often-unwanted truth
that creatureliness is a precarious state for all who share this status—namely, all but God.
Eco-anxiety is but another manifestation of this existential reality.

6. Critics of Eco- and Climate-Anxiety

6.1. Anthropocentrism

Not everyone acknowledges the reality of eco-anxiety, much less its occurrence among
children as a problem to be addressed. One critique comes from within ecofeminism
itself. While not specifically leveled against climate anxiety, this matter concerns the
anthropocentric approach to climate issues within ecofeminist analysis or the tendency
to “focus on the consequence to human communities” (Eaton 2021, p. 215) rather than
a more expansive engagement of the wider impact beyond humans alone. A focus on
climate anxiety admittedly maintains the anthropocentric approach to the climate crisis by
directing attention toward the effects of ecological degradation upon humans, rather than
on the harm to the earth itself or non-human inhabitants (McCarroll 2020, p. 39).

It is insufficient to look at the climate crisis exclusively in terms of its impact on
humans. Here, I do so self-consciously and in full awareness of the partial perspective of
such an approach within ecotheology in order to foreground the situations of children as
a group among earth’s human population who often find themselves overlooked altogether
in contemporary discussions about the planet’s wellbeing. One reason to examine the
climate crisis through a focus on human children is that until recently, literature on the
climate crisis has tended to ignore children just as much as it ignores other-than-human
creatures. Another more pressing reason to focus attention on human children in the
current ecological situation, though, is that by virtue of children’s greater proximity to
the precarity and contingency experienced by other-than-human creatures in the oikos,
concern for human children can be a way to garner greater awareness and concern for other
precariously situated beings. Concern for children may function as a conduit for concern
for other members of the oikos.

6.2. Pathologizing and Depoliticizing

Some critics of the idea of eco-anxiety contend that it “medicalizes” and pathologizes
what is actually an appropriate response to a crisis in which real harm occurs (Hickman 2020,
p. 414). This assessment holds that using clinical terminology such as “complicated grief”
to express how children manifest their sadness over the likely extinction of loggerhead
sea turtles seems unlikely to contribute to planetary healing or help children. According
to those who hold this concern, a focus on eco-emotions individualizes responsibility
for ecological destruction and thereby depoliticizes actions for change. That is, talk of
climate grief situates action for change on the griever and on internal healing to help them
feel better, rather than on collective responses to address the structures and systems that
perpetuate climate destruction and serve the needs of the other-than-human species at risk.
Climate anxiety, according to its critics, may be little more than a condition of privileged
people who have the luxury to “feel bad about polar bears or talk to therapists”, because
the real problems of the climate crisis are more abstract and distant from their actual lives.
Pastoral theologian Ryan LaMothe points to global capitalism as a primary culprit, inviting
simultaneous care for the internal worlds of people and the systems and structures of harm,
as they are co-implicated in the suffering of all (LaMothe 2020, 2021).10

A related critique specifies that eco-anxiety exists as a phenomenon linked to whiteness
and other forms of privilege (noted by McCarroll 2020; Ray 2021a), critiquing eco-anxiety
discourse with the charge that the primary people who identify with it are not the ones
most vulnerable to its effects (Ray 2021a). Such claims that the children displaced by
extreme weather events or who experience environmentally-related health effects are not
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the ones labeling their difficulties as eco-anxiety call into question the legitimacy of concern
for children’s eco-anxiety.

Sarah Jaquette Ray, the author of a popular 2020 book entitled A Field Guide to Climate
Anxiety, studies the effects of climate change on people. A year after her book’s publication,
she wrote an opinion column in which she described being brought up short, “struck by
the fact that those responding to the concept of climate anxiety are overwhelmingly white”,
while those most concerned about climate change are people of color who experience more
negative effects from it. Ray asked, “Is climate anxiety a form of white fragility or even racial
anxiety? Put another way, is climate anxiety just code for white people wishing to hold
onto their way of life or get ‘back to normal’, to the comforts of their privilege?”(Ray 2021a,
unpaginated text). Ray initially critiqued her own participation in a societal focus on the
emotional dimensions of climate change at the expense of seeing it through a social justice
lens. Her point was not to invalidate the fact that people have an emotional response to the
destruction of the ecosystem. It was, rather, to recognize that “the prospect of an unlivable
future has always shaped the emotional terrain for Black and brown people, whether
that terrain is racism or climate change. . . What is unique [about the present moment of
response to climate change] is that people who had been insulated from oppression are now
waking up to the prospect of their own unlivable future” (Ray 2021a, unpaginated text).

Such critical appraisals of eco-anxiety are important and legitimate; in many ways,
they parallel the historical separation between the mainstream environmental movement
with its background in the creation of natural spaces for recreational use primarily by
middle-class white people, and the environmental justice movement with its focus on such
matters as exposing corporate toxic waste dumping in proximity to communities of color,
ending colonial land-use policies on indigenous lands, or ensuring that people living in
poverty have access to safe drinking water. A focus on climate anxiety may well be used
to divert attention away from both the needs of an imperiled ecosphere and of BIPOC
(Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) communities who often experience the most
direct, negative impacts of climate change upon humans. Some will find in climate anxiety
discourse an excuse to expend energy toward alleviating their anxiety and removing their
discomfort rather than working to ameliorate its sources through conversion to repair the
planet; some will focus on the intrapsychic idea of climate anxiety as a means of avoiding
action when existing inequities are only amplified by ecological destruction.

In spite of these legitimate critiques of eco-anxiety discourse, I believe it is important
to carve out space for a practical theological focus on children’s climate anxiety. I do
so critically, aware of the kinds of problems named above, yet equally aware that the
search for purity in commitments to justice is a false pathway leading to paralysis. There
is no position of innocence from which to address either the subject of the climate crisis’
impact on children or the presence of racism in climate change discourse. We need to be
concerned about and act to address inequities in which oppressed groups bear the greatest
burdens of environmental violence and ecological degradation and to work for justice
where environmental racism manifests itself while also attending to the impact of climate
anxiety on all children.

It is important to address the question of the relationship between children’s eco-
anxiety and privilege. It simply is not the case that only privileged children experience eco
or climate anxiety (Ballew et al. 2020; Garcia and Sheehan 2016). Children in BIPOC com-
munities and others who disproportionately face the direct impact of climate degradation
also experience fear, grief, and worry about the condition of the planet. When this happens,
the fact that it adds onto the cumulative impact of existential crises and traumatic stress
already present in the historical and contemporary narratives of these communities may
mean that climate anxiety takes a less distinct role in their overall experience, not that it is
absent. That is, these children too experience climate anxiety which comes as an overlay on
top of other forms of struggle with which they must contend (also noted by Ray 2021a).

Seeing eco-anxiety’s presence in contexts where it is not always the most salient among
multiple stressors has a global dimension. It is important to resist the tendency to attribute
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mental health effects of the climate crisis only or primarily to children in the West or global
north countries while limiting discussions of the material and physical impact of climate
change on children in the global south. First, these broadly-bounded designations include
children who do not fit the simple descriptor of “privileged” or “not-privileged”. These
social positions are shaped intersectionally. US- and North American BIPOC children living
in poverty and children elsewhere living in poverty may share heightened vulnerability
to climate effects related to material conditions of economic and social class, while at the
same time, some among them will share certain protections with some affluent children,
such as greater access to a community of support and care.

Second, for a child who undergoes extreme material and physical deprivation or
experiences existential threat in the context of systemic racism’s collective trauma his-
tory, these aspects of their life are likely to assume primacy in a child’s everyday life,
but the children are not thereby made immune from spiritual and mental health effects
of ecological harm. In fact, they may be more at risk since living with chronic stress
makes children more susceptible to mental health issues and, I would add, spiritual dis-
tress (Clayton et al. 2017; Doherty and Clayton 2011; Hickman et al. 2021; Kousky 2016;
Macy 2013; Burke et al. 2018). Third, children whose locations make them more subject to
multiple harms may also show considerable resilience and should not be identified as per-
sons without agency or singularly constructed as victims (Davenport 2017; Nissen et al. 2021;
Ojala 2012a; Ojala and Bengtsson 2019; Stanley et al. 2021; Verlie 2022; Wu et al. 2020). Thus,
with Pihkala (2020b), I maintain that those suffering most directly from climate change “also
suffer most heavily from the psychological impacts of environmental problems—including
eco-anxiety. Thus the struggle for eco-justice and climate justice is also a struggle for more
psychic and psychosocial resilience” (Pihkala 2020b, p. 183).

As it turns out, Ray (2021b) revisits her question of whether climate anxiety is found
only among privileged white people. In a newer article, she takes into account the global
study by Hickman et al. (2021) surveying ten thousand children in ten countries. That study
reports that “respondents across all countries were worried about climate change”(p. e863).
Ray, noting the study’s finding that “communities of color are more worried about climate
change than their white counterparts”, now offers a more nuanced way of looking at
the link between privilege and climate anxiety discourse that aligns with my argument
here. Ray writes that climate anxiety manifests itself differently among people in different
contexts, and “just because [BIPOC communities] aren’t suffering from climate anxiety as
it is currently defined doesn’t mean they aren’t deeply attuned to what is happening to
the world. . . . [I]t is possible to feel climate anxiety even if climate change isn’t the first
or worst existential threat of our lives. . . . It is possible to have big feelings about other
threats that may happen in relation to climate change without ever using the words ‘climate
change’“ (Ray 2021b, pp. 4, 6).

In the long run, all of this suggests to me that one can critique the presence of di-
versionary tactics and of racism in the discourse on climate anxiety without abstraction
from children’s lived experiences. It is not helpful to pit one kind of oppression against
another in the lives of children. The empathy that climate-anxious children express for
other creatures communicates children’s distress and has legitimacy as such.11 So does
the reality of the pain some children experience from the mental health impact of being
continually bathed in a discourse of impending planetary demise. The recognition of the
presence of a continual existential threat for children in BIPOC communities from systemic
racism’s harms remains in paramount need of transformation even as it does not erase the
co-presence of eco-anxiety from the lives of BIPOC children.

Regarding the depoliticizing discourse of eco-emotions, we can generate construc-
tive solutions to the problem of pathologizing or medicalizing what is, in reality, a nor-
mal, expectable response to the non-normal event of ecological destruction. For instance,
one can add terminology that embraces the generative, life-giving impulses underlying
climate anxiety instead of the language of pathology, engaging these motivations in the
service of transformation. Several authors have already emphasized that eco-anxiety in-
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cludes an adaptive dimension that is linked with motivation and caring (Hickman 2020;
Pihkala 2020a; Hickman et al. 2021). However, rather than turning this into a simplistic
optimism that ultimately translates into a practice of climate change denial, adults con-
cerned about climate-anxious children can invoke the discursive lens variously termed
“critical hope” (Ojala 2016), “active hope” (Verlie et al. 2021, p. 134), or “constructive hope”
(Chawla 2020).

All of these terms point to a form of hope grounded in the sense of urgent need for
change that is coupled with a vision for change and empowerment to act. In other words,
it is not simply a matter of what terms are in use. The framework, cultural or otherwise,
that situates how they are used also has relevance for the affective experiences of children,
which in turn can help to empower their agency in the world.12

Christian theology needs to put forward a similarly critical, active, constructive vision
of hope—an eschatology that links how humans inhabit God’s oikos in the present with bold,
imaginative visions of what life as creatures among others embedded in a common home
might look like for all to flourish. Eschatology, writes feminist biblical theologian Barbara
Rossing, “speaks about hope”, and as such, is an act of imagination in which we picture
a counterworld, an alternative vision to the status quo’s ecological destruction. Rossing
sees the current planetary crisis not as “primarily a scientific crisis, or even a moral crisis”.
Instead, she contends, “our crisis is a narrative crisis: it is a crisis of imagination” with very
real results (Rossing 2017, pp. 328–29). The imagination Rossing calls for is active, such as
the hope it engenders, as it becomes a new narrative directing our steps toward the earth’s
repair and restoration. It envisions what God’s world with all its creatures—the whole
oikos tou Theou—might be like in an alternative future in which practices of inhabitance
promote the flourishing of all. To turn away from children’s lived reality of eco-anxiety is
an abdication of the Christian responsibility to nurture the eschatological imaginations of
children for the sake of the planet and its many inhabitants.

Latina feminist theologian Nancy Pineda-Madrid writes of eschatological hope in
an ecological framework, citing the often-repeated Spanish expression, “somos criaturas de
Dios” (we are creatures of God). It is, for her, a way of properly locating humans within the
whole of creation through a “theological anthropology of creatureliness“ that puts humanity
in perspective. “Our theological anthropology is doomed to distortion if considered in
isolation from a healthy biology, ecology, and cosmology”, she writes. However, framing
human beings as creatures of God “furthers eschatological hope by foregrounding human
beings’ common fellowship with all other creatures of God” (Pineda-Madrid 2017, p. 312).

Nurturing an eschatological imagination among children who struggle with eco-
anxiety means equipping them and all Christians with critical capacities to re-form the-
ological ideas and practices that have “mis-sized” humanity in relation to our earth-kin.
Reimagining humans—not as disproportionately significant and special above all others
but as “right-sized”—as one among all of God’s special and beloved creatures is a theo-
logical activity for which adults may need to look to children for leadership. Children’s
relatively smaller physical size gives them a kind of “epistemological privilege” to see what
adults may miss about the disproportionality of human lives within the greater ecology of
our inhabitance and the more finely tuned awareness among some children of both their
vulnerability and their need for an interconnected, relationally rich place that is their oikos,
may afford them a clearer view of what can go wrong when humans take an outsized view
of themselves in relation to the rest of God’s creatures.

Rossing and Pineda-Madrid help to further flesh out the ecofeminist retrieval of
concepts of oikos and inhabitance found earlier in the works of Jennifer Ayres and Annalet
van Schalkwyk. Such theological resources, in turn, constitute a key element within
practical theological strategies for supporting children who experience eco-anxiety. The
development of such strategies in their concrete forms is future work that can draw on
this article’s establishment of eco-anxiety among children as an important concern for
practical theologians.

192



Religions 2022, 13, 302

7. Limitations and Opportunities for Future Scholarship

This article offers a preliminary inquiry into children’s eco-anxiety from the perspective
of ecofeminist practical theology. Although it contributes to the literature of childhood
studies and theology with its attention to eco-anxiety in children, there remains a gap in
practical theology’s empirical research on the subject. Research is needed with children
who experience eco-anxiety. In addition, more work is needed from the perspective of
pastoral and spiritual care to better understand what might be unique about climate anxiety
as a specific form of distress experienced by children. Such work could provide helpful
resources for caregivers regarding the most effective pastoral care interventions with eco-
anxious children. Emerging self-help literature exists, addressing how to support children
with climate anxiety, as does a small body of work focused upon eco-anxiety and pastoral
care in general, but to my knowledge, there is no similar literature directly targeting
pastoral care with children facing eco-anxiety.13 Further work in this area would constitute
a significant contribution to the field of practical theology.

8. Conclusions

Eco-anxiety is a reality in the lives of many children. Given the impact of climate
destruction upon children’s lives, their anxiety about the threats posed for themselves and
other species and for the life of the planet is an appropriate response: not responding with
anxiety to such grave danger would be highly problematic. However, for individual chil-
dren and others, living with chronic anxiety also can be harmful. The practical theological
turn toward transformation that puts care and justice side by side retrieves the ecotheologi-
cal theme of the inhabitance in God’s oikos, to support human children and the other-than-
human members of the planetary household. Practices of care for children entail nurturing
them in awareness of their embeddedness within that ecology toward the kind of deep com-
mitment of faith that issues in wisdom—ecosophia—to heal the earth and live well within
its diverse ecology.n the end, we are left with the practical theological question of what it
would take to attend well to children experiencing eco-anxiety in the world that God created
and loves? I am taken by the notion from Pope Francis’ environmental manifesto, Laudato
Si (Pope Francis 2015), that what is needed is nothing short of ecological conversion (See es-
pecially Ayres 2017; Calder and Morgan 2016; Hanchin and Hearlson 2020; Hearlson 2020,
2021; Helsel 2018; McCarroll 2020; Miller-McLemore 2020; Robinson and Wotochek 2021).
Van Schalkwyk’s “oikos cycle of care”, for example, while not a prescription for “fixing” the
anxiety children suffer over climate destruction, does suggest a pattern for the conversion
that must take place for ecological justice to take root. Ayres’ call for religious education
toward inhabitance is not only for children. However, children suffering from eco-anxiety
will certainly benefit from a religious education that fosters ecological kinship and invites
activism on behalf of the ecosphere that is God’s oikos (and ours). Plenty of evidence
exists today that practical theology and its subfields are in the midst of an ecological turn,
increasingly centering concerns over climate change and ecological consciousness in our
work. It is time to bring this focus home to children with further theological reflections on
childhood, ecology, and climate anxiety.
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Notes

1 Some writers such as Pihkala distinguish between eco-anxiety as “any anxiety related to the climate crisis” with climate anxiety
as its most common form, defined as “anxiety that is significantly related to anthropogenic climate change”(Pihkala 2020a, p. 3).
Many authors use the terms interchangeably even with such distinctions. In this essay I use climate anxiety specifically in relation
to climate change and planetary impacts, and eco-anxiety as the more general term.

2 Many practical theologians working on other topics that include substantive attention to ecology do relate their ecological
concerns to children within the broader focus of their work. See for example (Ayres 2019; Helsel 2018; LaMothe 2021; Moore 1998;
Rimmer 2020).
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3 Louw (2017) provides a survey of theological meanings oikos in his consideration of a “practical theology of home” in the face of
contemporary realities of displacement and migration. He brings these oikos meanings into conversation with the Zulu notion of
Ekhaya, or “yearning for home.” Conradie (2007) identifies “household of God” as a “theological root metaphor” wth multiple
uses. He considers the metaphor’s limitations as well, particularly in patriarchal contexts where it may be used to legitimize
various forms of oppression. Clifford (2006) examines biblical texts connecting Divine creation and redemption. Critiquing the
exclusive focus arising during the Enlightenment on humans as the object of God’s redemptive work in Christ, she writes: “[A]
careful look at the biblical sources shows that the neglect of oikos overlooks the ways in which God’s work of creation providesthe
cosmic purpose behind God’s redemptive activity” (Clifford 2006, p. 250). Larry Rasmussen (1996) offers a theological ethics of
oikos in relation to ecology, mining the term for its meanings of what he calls ‘the story of the earth as a single, vast household”
(Rasmussen 1996, p. 44). Elsewhere he defines oikos as “a world house”(Rasmussen 2013, p. 163) in which the oikeloi (household
dwellers) are to “build the community and share the gifts of the Spirit for the common good. . . Such care requres intimate
knowledge of community structures and dynamics. It requires knowing the household’s logic and laws, which is exactly what
‘ecology’ means (oikos + logos), knowledge of relationships that build up and sustain” (Rasmussen 2013, p. 164).

4 Pastoral theologian Ryan LaMothe (2020) offers different langugage with his psychoanalytic exploration of “dwellling”that also
attends to political, economic, and cultural dimensions of “experiences of being unhoused”, inclusive of the reality “possibility
that climate change, which human beings have caused, is likely to unhouse millions of species, includiing human beings” (p. 124).

5 Such work finds contemporary support in the decolonial biblical interpretation of Rohun Park’s (2009) East Asian reading of
the Parable of the Prodigal Son. Park explores the polemic of oikos meanings in the Gospel of Luke, in which Jesus deconstructs
colonial notions of the oikos-nomos bound up in the imperial household with the emperor as paterfamilias. In its place, Park lifts
up the oikos tou theo proclaimed by Jesus as an alternative economy of God constructed not for the accumulation of wealth but
instead, as I would engage Park’s thought for my purposes, for the wellbeing of children (and other creatures) who dwell there.

6 The theme of ecological conversion, while not new in ecotheology, has gained renewed prominance because of its engagement
by Pope Francis in his recent ecological encyclical, Laudato Si’ (Pope Francis 2015). See, for example, Elizabeth A. Johnson who
bluntly admonishes humanity to repent of our harmful practices, as she asserts that “we need a deep spiritual converssion to the
Earth” (Johnson 2014, p. 258).

7 Hence Rob Nixon’s description of climate change as “slow violence”, or “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight,
a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across timie and space, an attritional violence that iis typically not viewed as
violence at all” (Nixon 2011, p. 2).

8 See their website for a number of resources related to children and the environment: Available online: https://www.who.int/
health-topics/children-environmental-health#tab=tab_2 (accessed on 6 January 2022).

9 Ojala’s (Ojala 2012a, 2012b; Ojala and Bengtsson 2019) research on how children and adolescents respond to climate change
distinguished between three coping patterns. Among them, the one she calls “meaning focused coping”—using beliefs and
values to help foster positive emotions in relation to the source of stress—yielded the best result in terms of diminishing negative
emotions along with enhancing pro-environmental engagement. This fits with other findings (see below) that participation
in youth movements around environmental activism mitigated negative mental health effects of climate anxiety. A fuller
discussion of children’s climate activism is beyond the scope of this essay. Current scholarship emphasizes how such activism
can be an important antidote to the “climate despair” that can fuel eco-anxiety among children (Bowman and Pickard 2021;
Davenport 2017; Nissen et al. 2021; Stanley et al. 2021; Trott 2021; Wu et al. 2020).

10 Elsewhere I too have interrogated the role of capitalism in constructing children into identities as excellent consumers, calling for
practices with children that draw upon Christian faith as a counternarrative to consumer culture (Mercer 2004, 2005a, 2005b).

11 But see Wendy Mallette’s critique as an interesting counterpoint (Mallette 2021).
12 See Susan Wardell’s excellent exploration of the “names and frames for ecological distress” (Wardell 2020). She considers critiques

from within the psychotherapeutic community against the framing of ecological distress in established psychgological categories
that can pathologize it: “eco-anxiety discloses not the disorder of the individual, but a dis-order of ecological systems; not the
nadeness of the individual, but the madness of the political, social, and economic systems that have brought us to this point”
(Wardell 2020, p. 196). Wardell also reflects on the implications of how constructions of ecological distress, situated as they are in
their own cultural histories, relate to activism. Ursula Heise addresses similar themes in her work. See (Heise 2016).

13 For an examples of popular literature focused on children, see (Shugarman 2020). For an example of literature on pastoral care
and eco-anxiety that is not specific to children see (Pihkala 2022).
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