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Can there be a spiritual response to the climate crisis?
 
There is a strange and ongoing dissonance in humanity, both in its thinking and its behaviour. It is well understood that human health is intrinsically linked to the health of the earth with a need for clean air, clean water and nutritious food.[footnoteRef:1] Yet humans are damaging these things in the name of science, technology and economic growth and anthropogenically creating the complex situation that is now referred to as the climate crisis. In 1993 evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould wrote of how we need an emotional bond with nature because ‘we will not fight to save that which we do not love’.[footnoteRef:2] Yet despite input from scientists, economists, psychologists and politicians, human beings are yet to show that they love the earth enough to save it. Perhaps then it is possible that spirituality might have such an effect upon human beings before it is to late. In order to answer the question of whether there can be a spiritual response to the climate crisis, this paper will first briefly explain in more detail what is meant by the climate crisis. Then it will also seek to clarify what is meant by spirituality, so that we can consider what a spiritual response might look like at the level of the individual and also in wider ways. It will also explore what else might be needed to intersect with spirituality to create an effective response, such as matters of ethics, economics and education. [1:  United Nations General Assembly, ‘The human right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment : draft resolution’, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3982508?ln=en&v=pdf [accessed 11 January 2026]]  [2:  Stephen Jay Gould, eight little piggies, (London: Vintage, 2007), p. 40.] 

What is the climate crisis?
We must first be clear about what we mean by the climate crisis. The term gives the impression that it is a singular problem however, it does in fact refer to the multiple anthropogenic ecological changes that are occurring on the planet as a result of pollution of air and water, soil erosion, plant and biodiversity loss, extinctions, global warming and other factors, largely driven by the consumer culture of capitalism and the ongoing relentless push for economic growth by humanity. It is understood that if action is not taken to mitigate some of these issues, the effect will be catastrophic in the coming decades, to the point that some researchers believe it will lead to total social collapse.[footnoteRef:3] The science is unequivocal that the changes we are seeing in the earth’s climate are human driven and urgently need to be mitigated by changes in human actions. There have been points in time where if we had changes been made we might have expected the future to be different, but most of those deadlines have passed without the requisite changes having been made and the crisis continues to grow.[footnoteRef:4]   [3:  Jem Bendell, ‘Deep Adaptation: A Map for Navigating Climate Tragedy’, IFLAS Occasional Paper 2 (2020), < https://jembendell.com/2019/05/15/deep-adaptation-versions/ [ accessed 31/12/2025]]  [4:  The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), ‘AR6 Synthesis Report’, <https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/resources/spm-headline-statements/> [accessed 05/01/2026]] 

There is an argument that using the word crisis is becoming a misnomer, as the etymology of the word crisis usually refers to something short term and many of the issues facing the world, climate change included, have instead become something chronic and ongoing.[footnoteRef:5] A more recent term that has come into parlance is ‘polycrisis’. First used by Edgar Morin to describe the ‘complex intersolidarity of problems, antagonisms, crises, uncontrollable processes and the general crisis of the planet.’[footnoteRef:6] The term was then picked up and used by economic historian Adam Tooze in an article in the Financial Times in 2022,he used it to describe the state of the world at the time with the competing issues of climate change, a pandemic and global market downturn.[footnoteRef:7] It has gone on to be more widely used in mainstream media as a term to encapsulate the multiple crises that the world currently faces, with the climate crisis being just one part of that.[footnoteRef:8]  [5:  David Henig and Daniel M. Knight, ‘Polycrisis: Prompts for an emerging worldview’, Anthropology Today, 39(2) (2023), pp. 3–6. <doi:10.1111/1467-8322.12793.>.]  [6:  Edgar Morin, Homeland Earth: A manifesto for the New Millennium, (New York: Hampton Press, 1999), p. 74.]  [7:  Henig & Knight, ‘Polycrisis’, p.3.]  [8:  Matthew Cantor, ‘What is this era of calamity we’re in? Some say ‘polycrisis’ captures it’, The Guardian, 6 March 2025. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/mar/06/polycrisis-disasters-politics [accessed 5 January 2026]] 

Another view of the crisis could be what Philosopher Timothy Morton has termed a ‘hyperobject’, that is to say it is a complicated set of circumstances and events with wide ranging consequences.[footnoteRef:9] Morton says that a hyperobject has five key characteristics: viscosity, nonlocality, temporal undulation, phasing and interobjectivity. The concept of phasing applied to the climate crisis as a hyperobject would suggest that humans cannot see all the parts of the crisis at once, hence making it more difficult to resolve. Whilst Mortons work offers some interesting ideas, it has been criticised for being confronting and also at times confusing.[footnoteRef:10] But his comment ‘the strange mixture of intimacy, grief and overwhelmingness that is the current reaction to global warming’[footnoteRef:11] offers a interesting summary of why it is such a complex issue and why it’s difficult to get people to take action about it.  [9:  Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013)]  [10:  Elizabeth Boulton, ‘Climate change as a ‘hyperobject’:a critical review of Timothy Morton’s reframing narrative’, WIREs Clim Change, 7: 772-785. <https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.410>]  [11:  Morton, ‘Hyperobjects’, p.191.] 

What is meant by spirituality?
To consider then what a spiritual response to the climate crisis might look like, we must also understand what we might mean by the term spiritual and by extension, spirituality. This is a complex subject that has been researched at length for decades and there is still no definite agreement. Not least because of the intersection of spirituality with religion and whether they are actually distinct phenomena. In fact it has been suggested that in using the term spirituality a new cultural category is forming with its own respective institutions, practices and identities.[footnoteRef:12] But broadly speaking we can say that spirituality (and often religion) is where we anchor our values, our purpose and our place in the cosmos. It may also be something which allows us to find wonder and awe and a state of reverence towards our world. If we consider a meaning systems approach to spirituality, we are talking about recognising that our spiritual understanding is part of how each individual makes sense of the world and this is likely to be informed by a wide range of experiences and influences. This sense making applies to daily life but also has a higher demand at times of significant stress. In attempting to secure a sense of meaning, people are trying to create a stability and predictability within their lives. Sometimes, but not always, this spiritual meaning making may come from religious worldviews.[footnoteRef:13] Peter Van de Veer explains that in the nineteenth century the secularisation that came about due to liberalism, socialism and science, saw people looking for an alternative to institutionalised religion and thus spirituality came to be at the time of Western modernity.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Boaz Huss, ‘The Sacred is the Profane, Spirituality is not Religion’  Method & Theory in the Study of Religion, vol. 27, no. 2, (2015), pp. 97–103 (p. 101) JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/43907185.> [Accessed 31 December 2025]]  [13:  James Murphy, ‘Beyond “Religion” and “Spirituality”: Extending a “Meaning Systems” Approach to Explore Lived Religion’, Archiv Für Religionspsychologie / Archive for the Psychology of Religion, vol. 39, no. 1, (2017), pp. 1–26. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/26379712 [accessed 10 January 2026]]  [14:  Peter van der Veer, ‘Spirituality in Modern Society’, Social Research, vol. 76, no. 4, 2009, pp. 1097–120. (p. 1101), JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/40972204> [accessed 31 December 2025]] 

As of 2020 75.8% of the world identified with a religion, with 28.8% of those identifying with the Christian religion. That  has fallen by 1.8% since 2010, even though the actual number of Christians in the world grew in that period. Interestingly the worlds Muslim population grew by the same percentage in the same time. The third largest group are those who report no religious affiliation making up 24.2% of the world population.[footnoteRef:15] What we cannot tell from this data is how many of those people who reported as holding no religion, would consider themselves spiritual rather than religious.[footnoteRef:16] Where it gets additionally interesting from the point of view of understanding the impact of Christianity on the climate crisis is to understand that there are an estimated 45,000 Christian denominations in the world.[footnoteRef:17] Ergo, there are 45,000 possible interpretations of humanity’s relationship with nature and the Earth based in Christian faith alone. In March 2015 Pope Francis issued an encyclical letter ‘Laudato si’ inviting Christians to care for the earth as the home of humans as created in the divine image of God.[footnoteRef:18] Despite this plenty of Christian groups perceive that environmental concerns are a distraction from other religious priorities and some even consider it to be a dangerous kind of idolatry, worshiping nature rather than God.[footnoteRef:19] Sociologist Emile Durkheim observed that religion acts like a ‘social glue’ that brings people together with mutual beliefs and practices.[footnoteRef:20]  Based on this information then religion cannot be excluded from any conversation around spirituality and the climate crisis, but it must also be understood that religion has a divided position about it. [15:  Pew Research Centre, ‘How the Global Religious Landscape Changed From 2010 to 2020’, < https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2025/06/09/how-the-global-religious-landscape-changed-from-2010-to-2020/> [accessed 12 January 2026]]  [16:  Paula Heelas and Linda Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution why religion is giving way to spirituality, (London: Blackwell Publishing, 2005)]  [17:  Center for the study of Global Christianity, < https://www.gordonconwell.edu/center-for-global-christianity/research/quick-facts/>, [accessed 12 January 2026]]  [18:  Pope Francis, ‘Ladauto Si’: On Care for our Common Home’, < https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html., [accessed 10 January 2026]]  [19:  Bron Taylor, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part one): From Lynn White, Jr and Claims That Religions Can Promote Environmentally Destructive Attitudes and Behaviors to Assertions They Are Becoming Environmentally Friendly’, Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature & Culture, 10(3), (2016) pp. 268–305. doi:10.1558/jsrnc.v10i3.29010.]  [20:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).] 

Another concept relevant to this discussion is that suggested by Edward Bailey, that of ‘implicit religion’ that is to say, the presence of religious dimensions in seemingly secular contexts. He goes on to explain that where shared beliefs, strong emotional and moral commitments and the provision of meaning or purpose happen in secular contexts they meet the scope of what can be considered religious. This idea of course challenges the narrative of the secularisation thesis, that rather than the absolute decline of religion in the West, rather there is a decline specifically in institutionalised religion.[footnoteRef:21] Thomas Luckmann argued that what might be viewed as secularisation is rather a ‘profound shift in the location of religion’.[footnoteRef:22] Omer Gurlesin used these ideas as the basis for his research project where he examined the environmental activist group Extinction Rebellion in The Netherlands and how the group used social media. He talks about how the concept of implicit religion in a digital space shows itself through shared narratives, communal engagements and a zealous shared pursuit of a cause, which he relates as similar to religious fervour. He goes on to suggest that social media could be a significant tool for religious leaders to use to bring a moral and spiritual dimension to the framing of climate change alongside the scientific and political. He does offer caution however that sacred values may become diluted when shared through social media. The example of Extinction Rebellion making use of language and rituals that resemble traditional religious practices, suggests it may reduce their power and depth by allowing them to become oversimplified slogans.[footnoteRef:23] But this is far from the first time that environmental activism and spirituality have connected. Paul Watson, environmental activist and the founder of Greenpeace was asked about his religious beliefs by Bron Taylor and he wrote a powerful essay where he talked about his belief that humanity needs a new religion. He said ‘we need to construct a religion that incorporates all species and establishes nature as sacred and deserving of respect’.[footnoteRef:24] So if we consider that environmental activism may be thought of as a religion[footnoteRef:25], should we also consider that overall religion and spirituality are getting greener and therefore more able to respond to the climate crisis. [21:  Edward Bailey, Implicit Religion in Contemporary Society, (Kampen: Kok Pharos Publishing House, 1997)]  [22:  Thomas Luckmann, ‘Shrinking Transcendence, expanding religion?’, Sociological Analysis, 51: 127-38 (p.127), cited in Omer F. Gurlesin, ‘Social Media, Environmental Activism and Implicit Religion: A Case Study of Extinction Rebellion’, Religions, Vol. 15, Iss. 12,  (2024): 1458. DOI:10.3390/rel15121458]  [23:  Omer F. Gurlesin, ‘Social Media, Environmental Activism and Implicit Religion: A Case Study of Extinction Rebellion’, Religions, Vol. 15, Iss. 12,  (2024): 1458. DOI:10.3390/rel15121458]  [24:  Paul Watson, ‘Biocentric Religion, A Call for.’ Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, edited by Taylot, 176-179 cited in Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future, (Berkely: University of California Press, 2010)]  [25:  Paul Deal and Karl O’Grady, “Environmental Justice Activism: A Transformative, Contemporary Nature Religion.” Review of Religious Research, vol. 62, no. 2, (2020), pp. 315–32. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/45286885. [accessed 10 Jan. 2026].] 

The ‘Greening of Religion’
In 1967 Lynn White Jr published his infamous paper ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’ in which he laid the blame of the ecological crisis on the Judeo-Christian religion and declared that given the root of the problem is religious, then the answer to fixing it must also be religious.[footnoteRef:26] He wasn’t the first to write about the connection between religion and the environment but it caught people’s attention and created, in Bron Taylor’s words a ‘ferment’ about his ideas.[footnoteRef:27] Not long afterwards in 1970 ‘Earth Day’ was founded by American Senator Gaylard Nelson alongside young environmental activists and has gone on to become a global annual movement.[footnoteRef:28] A few short years after that Paul Watson founded Greenpeace[footnoteRef:29], Arne Naess started talking and writing about ‘Deep Ecology’[footnoteRef:30] and Joanna Macy started teaching her programme called the ‘Work That Reconnects’[footnoteRef:31]. The 1970s then were the seed bed for a global turn of attention to the climate crisis and of a reaction to it by religious and spiritual people and groups.  [26:  Lynn White, Jr, ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’, Science, Vol 155, No. 3767. (Mar 10 1967), pp. 1203-1207. https://www.jstor.org/stable/1720120 [accessed 9 October 2025].]  [27:  Taylor, ‘Greening of Religion Hypothesis’, pp. 291.]  [28:  Earthday.org, < https://www.earthday.org/history/> [accessed 5 January 2026]]  [29:  Greenpeace, < https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/about-greenpeace/#history> [accessed 5 January 2026]]  [30:  Arne Naess,  ‘The shallow and the deep, long‐range ecology movement. A summary’, Inquiry, 16(1–4),(1973), 95–100. https://doi.org/10.1080/00201747308601682 [accessed 5 January 2026]]  [31:  Work That Reconnects Network, < https://workthatreconnects.org/history-of-the-wtr/> [accessed 5 January 2026]] 

A few decades later in the early 2000s the work of Bron Taylor brought peoples attention to the concept of the ‘Greening of Religion Hypothesis’ which he wrote about in the years following the publication of his seminal book Dark Green Religion in 2010.[footnoteRef:32]  The hypothesis being that those involved in the religion and ecology movement are propose that religion can drive different behaviours towards the environment, that the world’s religions have ideas that can drive said behaviours and that green religion is critically important for the future of environmental sustainability. Taylor has explored at length the connection between Lynn White Jr’s paper and subsequent responses by religion to the environmental crisis. Ranging from Christianity trying to prove that they were not at fault as per White Jr’s assertions through to the growth of neo-pagan teaching and groups worldwide. Taylor asserts that the religion and ecology movement is a new, ecumenical religious movement, bringing together scientific understanding with religious insights. But also acknowledges that consideration of the role of religion in environmental behaviours is not straightforward, particularly with the significant numbers of groups and individuals who have quasi- or implicitly religious ideas.[footnoteRef:33] The ‘greening of religion’ then is not as simple as it first sounds and will need ongoing research to bring further clarity. [32:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion]  [33:  Bron Taylor, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis’] 

Another aspect to consider when considering a green spiritual response to the climate crisis is that of ethics, or rather ‘ecological ethics’ as per the work of Patrick Curry. Curry explains that ethics is how we consider how we should best live and act and he points out that most ethics are rooted in religion and have been across history. He posits the idea that we need a new ethic to help us through the ecological crisis, because as he says ‘if the ethics we already have is indeed adequate, why are we in such an ongoing, and worsening, mess?’[footnoteRef:34] His concept of ecological ethics is that they exist in three strands, light green (or environmentalism), mid green and dark green (or ecocentric) with the latter being fully ecological. Many people reside in the first strand and some in the second, but few truly make it into the third. More specifically he explains that an ‘ecological ethic is one which values nonhuman as well as (not instead of) human nature.’[footnoteRef:35]  His position ultimately is that humanity needs to move towards ecocentrism and it will require a shift in ethics to get there. He is clear that he doesn’t know if it is actually feasible, but that it is absolutely vital that we try.[footnoteRef:36] Given that he said that original ethics are rooted in religion, then religion and spirituality need to be part of the driver towards the new ecological ethic that is required. Which echoes the thinking of Lynn White Jr in 1967. [34:  Patrick Curry, Ecological Ethics, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011) p. 12.]  [35:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.11.]  [36:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.269.] 

Spiritual Response by the individual or by the community? 
If then, we understand that spirituality is something that happens as the level of the individual, then any spiritual response to the climate crisis will also happen at the level of the individual, even if that is sometimes set in the context of a wider community response such as through a specific denomination of a religion or other quasi-religious group. It could be argued that the response of the individual has the potential to be more impactful than community level responses because each individual human will act based on how it fits their world view and their underlying values. There is a growing understanding and body of evidence that the climate crisis is having an impact on human mental health, with aspects of climate grief and climate anxiety, particularly among younger people.[footnoteRef:37] There is a known correlation that time spent interacting with nature can have a positive impact on human wellbeing and indeed in the UK GP’s are now prescribing nature to people experiencing stress and depression.[footnoteRef:38] Research has also shown that those who experience a greater emotional connection with the natural world, also report a stronger spiritual orientation and that they experience greater wellbeing because they derive a spiritual fulfilment from their relationship with nature.[footnoteRef:39] As the climate crisis and associated difficulties deepen, human beings are going to need to work on their inner resilience, something which could be supported by spiritual beliefs and practices, which may include connection to nature. To add to this, another issue that has been identified is a form of burnout due to capitalism. That is to say that people are so burnt out by the capitalistic demands on their lives of work and caring for family, it leaves little room to care about the Earth, or even if they do, no energy to do anything about it.[footnoteRef:40]  This lack of energy could result in loss of engagement with religious or spiritual communities or practices, even though these are supportive to human wellbeing.  [37:  Andrea Y.J.Mah, Daniel A, Chapman, Ezra M. Markowitz, Brian Lickel, 'Coping with climate change: Three insights for research, intervention, and communication to promote adaptive coping to climate change', Journal of Anxiety Disorders, Volume 75,(2020), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102282 [accessed 31 December 2025]]  [38:  NHS England, Green Social Prescribing, https://www.england.nhs.uk/personalisedcare/social-prescribing/green-social-prescribing/ [accessed 10 January 2026]]  [39:  Kathleen Bagot ‘Nature Connectedness and Eudaimonic Well-Being: Spirituality as a Potential Mediator,’ Ecopsychology, Vol 6, No.4, (2014) <doi: 10.1089/ECO.2014.0025>. [accessed 31 December 2025]]  [40:  Michael J. Albert, ‘It’s not just climate: rethinking ‘climate emotions’ in the age of burnout capitalism’, Environmental Politics, 35(1) (2025), pp. 150–170. https://doi-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/10.1080/09644016.2025.2526228 [accessed 31 December 2025]] 

Individuals do not exist in isolation, they are embedded in communities and surrounding systems in various ways. There is a mutual relationship between these that can increase resilience but also increase vulnerability. Therefore an individual who exists in an suitably adaptive community will be more able to adapt themselves and be more resilient to the impacts of climate change.[footnoteRef:41] Professor Jem Bendell argues that humanity will need a response such as the one that he has termed the ‘deep adaptation agenda’. Bendell points out that it is difficult to truly assess the impacts of climate change because economic and social systems will respond in complex ways. He is clear however that he believes we will experience societal collapse in the future. The deep adaptation agenda offers a framework of resilience, relinquishment, restoration and reconciliation that can be used for community dialogue in the face of collapse. At the same time Bendall also argues that the belief that natural or spiritual reconnection might save us from collapse, could be regarding as a psychological response of denial.[footnoteRef:42] Despite Bendell’s opinion in this regard, the theory stands that religious bodies have an excellent opportunity to engage their populations with climate change discourse and to encourage action towards it. This is well laid out by Randolph Haluz-DeLay who points out that they have a broad audience that will accept their moral leadership, they may be able to influence believers worldviews and also many religions have significant economic resources available to create connectivity between people towards common goals. Though he does point out that localised communities of faith may engage differently than the broader traditions that they belong to.[footnoteRef:43]  [41:  Mah, et al, ‘Coping with Climate Change’, p.5.]  [42:  Bendell, ‘Deep Adaptation’]  [43:  Randolph Haluza-DeLay, Religion and climate change: varieties in viewpoints and practices. WIREs Clim Change, 5: (2014), 261-279. <https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.268> [accessed 5 January 2026]] 

It is impossible to quantify the responses of the world’s religions to climate change so far, they are many and each will have its own unique position and action based on the countries and cultures they are located in. However, there are some fascinating examples of faith responses such as ‘Earth Nuns’,[footnoteRef:44] ‘Earth Chaplains’[footnoteRef:45] and ‘Forest Church’[footnoteRef:46] to present just a few. Religion cannot provide technological knowledge or guidance regarding the issues of the climate crisis, but rather it can guide people and communities towards eco positive values and ethics which in turn may adjust attitudes and behaviours that can contribute to the necessary changes required to aim for a sustainable future. It may also be able to engage in communication with the scientific community, building bridges between the two and strengthening peoples understanding and awareness as a result.[footnoteRef:47] This notion is supported by the thinking of Patrick Curry who made two related points. The first being that science alone will not make us want to care more about the earth and the second being that technoscience cannot answer questions of meaning, value and justice.[footnoteRef:48]  [44:  Kimberley Heatherington, 'Green nuns' model how to put into action Pope Francis' call to care for creation’, Global Sisters Report, (2024), < https://www.globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/green-nuns-model-how-put-action-pope-francis-call-care-creation> [accessed 5 January 2026]]  [45:  Jason Brown, ‘Contemplating an Ecological Chaplaincy: A Soft Manifesto for Hard Times’, Resilience, (2024), < https://www.resilience.org/stories/2024-07-18/contemplating-an-ecological-chaplaincy-a-soft-manifesto-for-hard-times/> [accessed 5 January 2026]]  [46:  Cate Williams, ‘Could now be the moment for 'Forest' churches to grow?’, The Church of England, (2021), < https://www.churchofengland.org/about/fresh-expressions/could-now-be-moment-forest-churches-grow> [accessed 5 January 2026].]  [47:  Gregory E. Hitzhusen and Mary Evelyn Tucker, ‘The potential of religion for Earth Stewardship’, Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment 11, no. 7 (2013): pp.368–76. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43187633 [accessed 31 December 2025]]  [48:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, pp.26-27.] 

Other interesting spiritual responses have developed across the world in recent decades since the beginning of what could be classed as the modern environmental movement. For example, there is a growing body of practitioners trained in the ‘Work that Reconnects’ the body of work created by the late Joanna Macy as mentioned earlier. A process that offers a way to support people, individually and together through the crises of our times with roots in the Buddhist tradition that Joanna followed.[footnoteRef:49] In London UK, the St Ethelburga’s Centre for Peace and Reconciliation which was founded in 2002, has a number of programmes annually which focus on Spiritual Ecology, tree planting and community leadership, with an annual Spiritual Ecology conference each summer.[footnoteRef:50] 2018 saw the launch of Emergence Magazine which produces an annual print magazine, online essays, a podcast and specially commissioned films, all of which are related to the intersection of ecology, spirituality and culture. They also offer a number of events each year on spiritual ecology and adaptive leadership.[footnoteRef:51] These are a very small number of examples, because as already noted in terms of more traditional religious groups and traditions, there are a plethora of spiritually directed groups, programmes and events responding to the climate crisis all over the world and it would be impossible to capture that fully in this paper.  [49:  The Work that Reconnects Network]  [50:  St Ethelburga’s Centre for Peace and Reconciliation, https://stethelburgas.org/ [accessed 10 January 2026]]  [51:  Emergence Magazine, < https://emergencemagazine.org/> [accessed 10 January 2026]] 

There are also lessons to be learned if we look at indigenous cultures such as Native American groups where we can see how spirituality is not something separate from its culture or communities. The notion that the earth and all beings are kin and sacred is part of their everyday, it is a spirituality that is firmly grounded in place and supported by community rituals and everyday reverence.[footnoteRef:52] A modern claiming of ritual related to nature and the land is observed in other countries and communities now too, with one example being at Glasbren in Wales UK, a permaculture farm that has introduced seasonal celebrations on its land for the local community. They state on their website ‘we believe that coming together around food and land is a powerful way to create something special, real, resilient and important’[footnoteRef:53] Indeed permaculture has the potential for creating change more widely. Whilst not a spiritual movement, many people who engage in it use language about their experience working with it which reflects spiritual ideas and thinking. In 2025 the British Pilgrimage Trust hosted a day conference with wide ranging conversation about reclaiming pilgrimage, ritual and folk traditions as acts of community connection that didn’t necessarily need to have a religious or spiritual belief attached to them.[footnoteRef:54] The already existing and potential for spiritual or spirituality related activities to bring people into connection with each other and with the Earth are infinite and yet still are not reaching enough people to make the changes necessary at this point in the crisis.  [52:  Robin Wall Kimmerer, ‘Restoration and Reciprocity: The Contributions of Traditional Ecological Knowledge’,  in Human Dimensions of Ecological Restoration: Integrating Science, Nature and Culture, ed. D. Egan, E.E. Hjerpe and J. Abrams, (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2011)]  [53:  Glasbren, < https://www.glasbren.org.uk/>, [accessed 5 January 2025]]  [54:  British Pilgrimage Trust, < https://www.britishpilgrimage.org/stories/nature-restoration-through-pilgrimage> [accessed 25 November 2025]] 

Why a spiritual response might fail or when spirituality is part of the problem
It is important to consider at this point that variously religion has issues with climate change or taking action towards it, which Haluza-DeLay refers to as four specific barriers. Paradigmatic barriers whereby theological views block environmental concern, for example due to end-times theology; levels of concern about environmental issues meaning less attention are applied to them compared to other concerns he termed applicability barriers. Then there is the problem of social critique, whereby the issues are perceived to be a problem at the level of the individual, perhaps due to greed, rather than a wider social problem and lastly a barrier of conviction where people have less motivation to act or too much attachment to their current lifestyles. He notes these barriers are not necessarily unique to followers of religion. [footnoteRef:55] Other issues around changing people’s attitudes and behaviours are rooted in how information on climate change is communicated. Research has shown that facts-based communication does not typically lead to opinion or behaviour change and in fact people will continue to act in accordance with their underlying beliefs, even if it’s at odds with the presented evidence. Another aspect of this is that information about climate change can evoke strong emotional responses, most notably fear, however fear messages are often ineffective. It is suggested that this could be because of the ‘unavailability heuristic’, people’s inability to imagine or tendency to underestimate things outside of their own experience, hence there is a need for consideration of best practice around the communication of information on climate change to manage the potential stress response, despair or hopelessness that it can create. Morton’s work has been criticised as a dangerous framing that could engender pessimism and lack of hope.[footnoteRef:56] The earth stewardship discussion advocates that scientists and faith bodies need to come together to create communication around the crisis.[footnoteRef:57] So if there is to be a spiritual response, communication and the language used will need to be a key consideration. [55:  Haluza DeLay, ‘Religion and Climate Change’, p. 263.]  [56:  Boulton, ‘Climate change as hyperobject’, p.774]  [57:  Hitshuzen and Tucker, ‘The Potential for Religion’, p.369] 

Another point of note is that some research suggests capitalism itself to be a religion. Jung Mo Sung discusses the fact that capitalism itself was formed with a religious structure, its stability of meaning and values coming from faith in the market and its promise.[footnoteRef:58] There is also the irony that Van de Veer discusses that the application of spirituality from India and China to global business practices, has created more success in the marketplace through practices such as meditation and Qigong. Thus the lines between capitalism as religion or capitalism absorbing religion become blurred.[footnoteRef:59] But capitalism is part of the problem with its encouragement to consumption and push for ongoing economic growth in a world of finite resources, so is not a healthy religious option in the context of the climate crisis. Spirituality then needs to disconnect itself from capitalism and the traditional economic model to have any hope of truly supporting the possibility of resolving the climate crisis. Economist Graeme Maxton is clear that continued force on only economic growth will result in further environmental destruction and widening inequality, despite the fact that it is argued that economic growth will reduce inequality. His suggestion is that humans can develop in other ways, through art, culture and technology and placing more importance on human health and happiness. This would require a radical re-imagining of everything which is currently thought of as normal and for humanity to learn to live in balance with nature.[footnoteRef:60] Interestingly Rob Hopkins argues that part of our problem is a crisis of imagination, that human beings cannot conceive of a different kind of future on a global scale. He instead advocates for smaller, localised projects of change to show people what is possible.[footnoteRef:61]  Perhaps then there needs to be a change when it comes to education and young people and giving them the opportunity to engage their imaginations. In primary education in the UK there are often projects around nature and access to programmes such as forest school. But there is a notable absence of such initiatives at secondary education level to keep young people engaged. Discussions about the environment and care for animals does appear in the religious education curriculum in secondary education, but it is far from a significant focus and not every child will choose religious studies at GCSE level.[footnoteRef:62] If a young person doesn’t already have an interest in ecological issues by the time they reach their teenage years, it certainly won’t be particularly encouraged at school. But given that the greatest impacts of the climate crisis are yet to come, young people are going to be at the forefront of finding ways to meet them, whether practically or spiritually and will need education to provide the knowledge and skills to do so.  [58:  Jung Mo Sung. ‘Capitalism as Religion and Religious Pluralism: An Approach from Liberation Theology.’ Buddhist-Christian Studies, vol. 34, (2014), pp. 155–65. JSTOR, <http://www.jstor.org/stable/24801361> [Accessed 31 December 2025].]  [59:  Van de Veer, ‘Spirituality in Modern Society’, p.116.]  [60:  Graeme Maxton, ‘Rethinking Everything: A sustainable economic system requires radical change in almost everything people consider normal.’, The Journal of Population and Sustainability 3 (1) (2018), 35–51. https://doi.org/10.3197/jps.2018.3.1.35., [accessed 31 December 2025].]  [61:  Rob Hopkins, From What is to what if: unleashing the power of the imagination to create the future we want, (London: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2019)]  [62:  Gov.UK, GCSE Religious Studies, <https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/gcse-religious-studies>] 

Conclusion
The exploration of this paper has made it clear that a spiritual response in isolation cannot be the only response to the climate crisis. As per Morton’s ‘hyperobject’ thesis[footnoteRef:63] the crisis is a complex situation with many distinct and intersecting aspects and spirituality alone cannot hope to address them all, just as this paper could not hope to explore every possible angle. But what is clear, is that as the climate crisis worsens people will need every resource available to be able to support themselves, their families and communities through its impacts. Spiritual beliefs and practices, whether individual or communal may offer resources to help maintain individual resilience and mental well-being and by extension community cohesion and resilience. Children and young people will need education that includes the realities of the climate crisis and explorations of ethics and values about nature and humanities place in it. Human beings will need to let go of finding value and purpose in material consumption and instead seek opportunities to develop beyond money and economic growth. Spirituality and religion will need to become a partner to all the other necessary responses, including the political, scientific, economic, educational and psychological to contribute a response to a sustainable future for humanity.  [63:  Morton, ‘Hyperobects’] 
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