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Essay 2: Can there be a spiritual response to the climate crisis? 

Introduction

Nowadays, not a single day goes by without news of the current climate crisis. As scientists continue to warn us of the terrible consequences of the climate crisis, if humankind does not change its ways, it can be wondered what will trigger an adequate response to this predicament
. This essay will explore the possibility of spirituality being such a trigger, by first defining ‘spirituality’ and the current ‘climate crisis’, before exploring a few different group’s perspectives on these topics.
What is spirituality?


‘Spirituality’ is one of these terms that are hard to define: Alastair McIntosh and Matt Carmichael, in their book spiritual activism: leadership as service, quoted Lewis Carroll’s character Humpty Dumpty to talk about this term, quoting that ‘it means just what I choose it to mean’.
 They continued by warning of the danger this broad definition can represent, as this term could hence be used to frame harmful and delusionary ideas as well.
 Indeed, the term ‘spirituality’ is found in many different contexts as Boaz Huss showed when he observed this term’s evolution: he mentioned examples as varied as Ignatius of Loyola Christian ‘spiritual exercises’ or the recent ‘New Age culture’ this term is associated with.
 This broad range of meaning reflects the term shifts and evolution throughout time. Following Huss argumentation, we see that the term was at first very closely related to religion - mainly Christianity in the European context- and contrasted ‘corporality’, then evolved to refer to a subjective universal core found in religions, before undertaking a ‘massive discursive shift’ in the second half of the twentieth century that challenged many of the earlier understandings of the term.
From this point on, continued Huss, ‘spirituality’ started to be used in contrast to religion and, while it retained some of its former association with non-materialistic realities, started to have blurred boundaries with materiality, corporality or the secular.
 The variety of meanings of this term is such that, depending on one’s initial understanding of the word, radically different conclusions could be reached for the same question.


 Huss suggested that, still, some elements are recurring in contemporary understandings and applications of spirituality, ‘although it is hard to find an accepted categorization of the term today’.
 In this paper, will be used David Hay and Rebecca Nye definition of ‘spirituality’ as ’the potential to be much more deeply aware of ourselves and our intimate relationship with everything that is not ourselves’.
 This definition came to express what they believed is a fundamental insight found in many definitions that seem at first ‘widely disparate in meaning’, and can hence encompass a broad range of the definitions mentioned beforehand. 
 It resonates with McIntosh and Carmichael’s view of spirituality as ‘first of all, a way of knowing’.
 Both these definitions point us toward the concept of spirituality as a sort of ‘worldview’. ‘Worldview’ was defined by Jack Hunter as ‘the way in which an individual perceives the world around them and understands their place and role within it’.

Karen Armstrong argued that ‘human beings have always been mythmakers’, explaining that humans ‘are meaning-seeking creatures’ and that

from the very beginning we invented stories that enabled us to place our lives in a larger setting, that revealed an underlying pattern, and gave us a sense that against all the depressing and chaotic evidence to the contrary, life had meaning and value.

This perspective might reinforce the understanding of ‘spirituality’, under the definition it was presented here, as very similar to worldviews, and as what can help humans make sense of our place in the world. If indeed this need to ‘make sense’ of one’s place in the world, and of one’s relationships to what surrounds him, is so present in humankind, it would only be logical that it permeates all aspect of one’s lives, including how one’s treat one’s surrounding environment. 

The climate crisis, ecology and spirituality


In 2020, a collective of scientists, that included William J.Ripple, Christopher Wolf, Thomas M.Newsome, Phoebe Barnard, William R. and others, published a paper that declared ‘clearly and unequivocally that planet Earth is facing a climate emergency.’
This is but one of the many times scientists have raised the alarm about the climate crisis in the last decades.
Indeed, the authors reminded us that these alarms have often been ignored, as the world continues with ‘business as usual’, largely failing to address these predicaments.
 This article hence warned once again of the worrisome predicted effects of the climate crisis, including a reminder on how trespassing some irreversible climate tipping points could ‘cause significant disruptions to ecosystems, society, and economies, potentially making large areas of Earth uninhabitable’.
 Indeed, climate change is predicted to impact quite a wide array of natural patterns and systems, from global temperature increases, to change in rainfall patterns and sea level rise.
 Moreover, Ripple et al. shared that climate change is also ’predicted to greatly affect marine, freshwater, and terrestrial life, from plankton and corals to fishes and forests’.
 

Charles O.Frake shared that ‘ecology is the study of the workings of ecosystems, of the behavioral interdependences of different kinds of organisms with respect to one another and to their nonbiotic environment’. 
 The previous paragraph reminded us that the climate crisis, and the changes in climate it entails, is entangled with and will impact many ecological systems, the organisms that exist in these systems as well as their nonbiotic environment . In that sense, it could be said that the climate crisis is an ecological crisis. 

Comparing Frake’s definition of ‘ecology’ to Hay’s and Nye’s definition of ‘spirituality’ brings out some striking similarities.
 Both focused on relationships and interdependences. While Frake’s definition mentioned the biotic and non-biotic realms, Hay’s and Nye’s mentioned ‘everything that is not ourselves’, which would encompass this as well.
 In that way, it seems that both ‘ecology’ and ‘spirituality’ share the same goal and vision. It might be important to note that spirituality can be seen as very anthropocentric in that present definition, as it focuses on each human person’s relationships with what surrounds him. It could then be argued that this definition could also be extended to other species. Could spirituality also then comprehend how the other-than-human perceive themselves and their relationships to what surrounds them? In that sense, spirituality and ecology could even be understood as ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ views of the same instance. Spirituality could be the ‘insider’s point of view’ of ecology. 


Ecology, Spirituality and Indigenous perspectives

As spirituality and ecology share many similarities, it could be wondered if spirituality could offer supportive responses to the climate, and broader ecological, crisis that we face right now. Part of this answer could be found by taking a look at indigenous people’s perspectives. As Robin Wall Kimmerer reported, studies have found that while indigenous people in North America steward a very small percent of the United States land area, these ‘’collectively contain more wildlands than all of the national parks and nature conservancy areas in North America’’.
 This trend seems to be repeating worldwide, as a study by Schuster et al found out that indigenous-managed lands have the highest combined species richness compared to protected areas and non-protected areas.
 Amidst the climate crisis we face, with its biodiversity crisis, such examples beg to be followed. Dan Shilling added that, while it would be considered a fairytale to say that indigenous people did not use any resources or never harmed the earth, while the terms ‘indigenous people’ itself encloses different nations and cultures with their differences and particularities, they still cared relatively sustainably for the lands they lived on.
 Shilling continued by sharing that: 


more than 10,000 years of history testifies that the prevailing standards shaping most Indigenous relationships to the natural world were restraint and reverence – restraint because, as people close to the land, they understood and embraced their dependence on Earth’s resources; reverence because all was a gift from the Creator, whose animated universe meant animals, trees, and rocks were another “people’’.


Kimmerer recognized that the knowledge that indigenous people hold in term of sustainable land tenure and ecology is increasingly being recognized by western science.
 This knowledge, Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK), was defined by Kimmerer as


the knowledge, practice, and belief concerning the relationship of living beings to one another and to the physical environment, which is held by peoples in relatively nontechnological societies with a direct dependence upon local resources.

Kimmerer added that this knowledge is ‘born of long intimacy and attentiveness to a homeland and can arise wherever people are materially and spiritually integrated with their landscape’.
 The presence of ‘spirituality’ in this explanation denotes how interwoven with all areas of life, including ecology and conservation, spirituality is for indigenous people. This ‘spiritual’ vision of life, based on relationships and interdependence, can also be seen in Shilling statement shared above.

While discussing ‘indigenous spirituality’, Graham Harvey redirected us to David Shorter’s work; sharing how the use of the term ‘spirituality’ itself might be misleading when it comes to indigenous worldviews.
 Harvey reported that Shorter argued that using ‘spirituality’ in such a context could misdirect our attention to disembodied and dislocated ideas, whereas indigenous knowledge would be relational, embodied and emplaced.
 
Here, keeping this in mind, ‘spirituality’ shall be used in relation to indigenous people in the sense of ‘worldview’; as both can be very similar, as seen before. 

Paula Gunn Allen gave us more insight into indigenous people spirituality when she shared that in Native American system nature and humankind are not seen as separated, nor are natural elements seen in a hierarchical way ‘on which ground and trees occupy a very low rung, animals a slightly higher one, and man a very high one indeed’.
 She continued to clarify this worldview, by adding that:


All are seen to be brothers or relatives (and in tribal systems relationship is central), all are offspring of the Great Mystery, children of our mother, and necessary parts of an ordered, balanced, and living whole

This understanding of humankind’s and nature’s profound reciprocal relationship seems to be the foundation of indigenous people’s care for the natural world and environment. Shilling indeed pointed out that some of the common threads found within aboriginal beliefs are the reciprocity and respect they have for ‘all members of the land family’, the critical role reverence toward nature’s play in their life and how their ‘relationship to the land is shaped by something other than economic profit’.
 These are all worldviews that certainly help to take care of one’s environment. Shilling reminded us that some indigenous people take sustainability even further by ensuring that their actions would not damage the lives of future generations, ‘seven generation beyond’.

It could be wondered if this environmentally-friendly attitude is truly anchored in reverence for nature or due to the fact that indigenous people’s livelihoods and survival are directly linked to their surrounding environment. This perspective would denote an anthropocentric basis where indigenous people would preserve natural resources only for their own sake. On that subject, Kimmerer shared that ‘in TEK, the observers tend to be the resource users themselves, for example, hunters, fishers, and  gatherers whose harvesting success is inextricably linked to the  quality and reliability of their ecological observations.’
 To this could be argued that the rest of the human population is also very much dependant on natural resources but do not seem to realize it, if we believe how the environment is treated, as show by the current climate crisis. It could also be argued that the result is still a protected environment, no matter if the root is human-focused or environment-focused. This latter view would be disputed by the ecocentric movement who, as shared by Joe Gray, Ian Whyte and Curry, believe that ‘it is wrong for humans to have an unreasonably large, negative impact on the biological and geological natural world’ not only because it affects human’s quality of life, but also because it ‘does wrong to the Earth and to the rest of life’.
 Gray et al declared that such an awareness ‘is a far more compelling urgency for remedial actions and societal change’, then pointing that ‘we can – indeed, are obliged to – play a part in the necessary changes’ that a world respectful of the whole ecosphere would demand, ‘not only by considering our own ecological impacts as individuals, but also through activism.’

Neopaganism as environmentally-focused new religion


Seeing how indigenous people’s life is infused with spirituality and how this supports them to be beneficial guardians of their environment, it could be wondered if this blend of spirituality and ecology is found in other beliefs systems. Similar ideas can actually be found in strands of neopaganism. Neopaganism can be considered a religion in and of itself and as it was noted before, a dichotomy exists between ‘spirituality’ and ‘religion’ nowadays.
 Here spirituality will be used to encompass this notion as well, as it still fits the definition of Hay and Nye that is being worked with
. Furthermore, Hay and Nye noted that spirituality is often seen to still be linked to religion – even though they’re regarded as separated and different –; with those participating in their brainstorming exercises often referring to ‘spirituality’ as ‘the fuel which enables the vehicle of religion to operate’, or as the roots of a tree whose leaves represent religion.
 

While, just as it’s the case for indigenous people, although neopagans form diverse groups, each with their own identities and differences, they seem to share similarities; according to Hugh B.Urban, a reverence for nature, and hence deep environmental ethics, is one of these similarity.
Urban also shared that some neopagans, such as Starhawk who’s the founder of the pagan group called the ‘Reclaiming Collective’, view the neopagan worldview as a ‘key ally for environmental political causes’.
 Urban even argued that this close association between neopaganism and environmentalism –as well as feminism – is a reason of neopaganism success in the United States.
 Indeed Bron Taylor argued that, as from the 1970s, a ‘growing chorus argued that pagan religions could and should be revived because they offered an alternative worldview in which the earth is considered sacred and worthy of reverent care’.

Urban continued to share about Starhawk belief - belief that seemed shared by many neopagans- that neopagans religions, often centered around the Goddess, contrasted against


patriarchal religions [that] reinforce the domination of humans over nature just as they reinforce the domination of male over female, which has resulted in a long history of exploitation of both women and the environment.

For those sharing that vision, Christianity is seen as establishing a duality between spirit and matter whereas, on the opposite, neopaganism sees humans and their environment as bounded together as part of the same ‘magical web’.
 In that sense, another similarity that could be seen between indigenous people  and neopagans is how their traditions, or the sources they argue to be based on, pre-date Christianity. 


Urban noted that, though reverence to nature is agreed by most to be present within neopaganism, this does not necessarily translated to actions; this was illustrated by one of his interviewee sharing that ‘there was some ambivalence among neopagans as to what exactly should be done about the environment’. 
Another of Urban’s interviewee added that she saw neopagans ‘talking about ecology, but not living it.’
 Another criticism of neopagans environmentalist reported by Urban was that they might unwillingly be reinforcing binaries they want to break free of.
 Indeed, Urban shared that

By identifying femininity with nature and the earth, witches such as Starhawk may be seeking to undo the history of exploitation of both woman and nature; but, ironically, they risk reinforcing the very old gender binaries and stereotypes of women versus men, earth versus heaven,  nature versus culture, and so on.


Redeeming Abrahamic religions?

While some neopagans, like Starhawk quoted above, attributed the roots of the environmental crisis to ‘patriarchal religions’ , they were not the only ones.
 Lynn White, in his paper on ‘the historical roots of our ecological crisis’ did too, as part of his multifaceted argument. 
 Bron Taylor shared that White was not the first one to share such ideas though.
Indeed, Taylor shared that many thinkers ‘believed that worldviews decisively shaped environment-related behaviors and that Abrahamic traditions, with their anthropocentric worldviews, were complicit if not directly responsible for environmental decline’. 
Taylor also pointed out that it is not only Christianity that should be concerned with these critrics but islam and Judaism as well; arguing that ‘all three of these monotheistic, Abrahamic religions, in their orthodox forms at least, have regarded paganism and animism as spiritually dangerous expressions of idolatry that must be resisted if not also violently suppressed’ , as he built up on White’s idea that ‘by destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects.’ 
 Taylor shared that responses to these criticisms from Christians themselves have ranged from indifference and hostility to apologetic and reconstructive attitudes.

Indeed, in recent times, abrahamic religions seem to have tried to share a more environmentally-conscious discourse. When it comes to Christianity for example, in 2015, Pope Francis published his encyclical letter named Laudato Si’ where he appealed ‘for a new dialogue about how we are shaping the future of our planet’.
After highlighting a few of the causes and effects of the current climate crisis, Pope Francis continued by stating that humankind’s actions ‘have caused sister earth, along with all the abandoned of our world, to cry out, pleading that we take another course.’
Not only showcasing that Christianity as a religion was ready to take a step forward to step up to the challenge that the climate crisis presents, he went even further by stating his view on the need for religion and ecology to collaborate by stating that ‘nonetheless, science and religion, with their distinctive approaches to understanding reality, can enter into an intense dialogue fruitful for both’.
 For this encyclical letter, Pope Francis brought forward Saint Francis of Assisi as an example of ‘integral ecology’. 


We can notice the, almost, animistic language used in the encyclical letter, as Saint Francis of Assisi expressions from The Canticle Of The Creatures are reused, hence using ‘sister’ or ‘mother’ to refer to the Earth.
 This animism still has its limits: contrasting with neopagan groups or indigenous people, Pope Francis remained very anthropocentric when he explained the reasons why the environment should be protected, stating that 

the destruction of the human environment is extremely serious, not only because God has entrusted the world to us men and women, but because human life is itself a gift which must be defended from various forms of debasement.

This reference to Saint Francis of Assisi echoed White’s views in ‘the historical roots of our ecological crisis’; where, even though he linked ‘orthodox Christian arrogance toward nature’ as one of the roots of our ecological crisis, Christianity found some redemption in Saint Francis of Assisi’s Christianity. 


This recognition of religion’s important role in the conversation regarding the climate crisis is not only a top-down approach but can also be seen at the grassroot level. For example, another abrahamic religion, Islam, was quoted by many young activists as what is fueling their environmental activism in an article shared by Memona Hossain.
The activists mentioned by Hossain worked at the grassroot level, through social enterprises, educative content and social medias.
 From what Hossain reported, the activists mentioned all quoted the Qur'an as a source of not only motivation and encouragement for their activism, but also a part of where they draw their commitment to these environmental causes.
 This echoed Taylor’s mention of the work of Islamic scholars focusing on such themes following’s White’s paper. 


This can be seen not only in abrahamic religions or in ‘new’ religions like neopaganism, but in other established religions as well. In 2015 was issued the ‘Hindu Declaration on Climate Change’.
 The ‘Hindu Declaration on Climate Change’ website declared that it was a call to the 900 million Hindus living worldwide to leave harmonious lives, in balance with the environment.
 The declaration itself draws from elements of the Hindu faith and links it to the need to act for the protection of the natural world, even calling on hindus to ‘expand [their] conception of dharma’ to ‘consider the effects of our actions not just on ourselves and those humans around us, but also on all beings.’
 In this worldview, just as in indigenous worldviews, humans are seen as part of ‘the whole of creation’ and not separated from it.

In 2020, H.H the Dalai Lama also published a book where he, according to his official website, argued ‘that we all need to stand up for a different, better and more climate-friendly world’; showcasing yet another spiritual leader speaking up on behalf of the environment.


All these religions, and many others, while having different worldviews and traditions, offer a call to actions to their followers to go toward a more environmentally-respectful life, each in accordance to their particular worldview and traditions. Taylor observed that this led to many involved in the religion and ecology movement to advance claims about religious ideas being ‘important drivers of environment-impacting behaviours’ and the importance of ‘green religions’: he called this cluster of claims ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis’. 
 Taylor also distinguished between ‘green religion’ that, he explained, ‘posits that environmentally friendly behavior is a religious obligation’ and ‘dark green religions’,  ‘in which nature is sacred, has intrinsic value, and is therefore due reverent care’.
 By doing so, we can argue that Taylor distinguished between both these groups of religions as, even though both might call for environmentally-friendly behaviors, nature reverence is at the center of people’s beliefs in ‘dark green’ religion, whereas care for the earth might be seen through an anthropocentric bias, almost as an afterthought, for ‘green’ religions.


Hence, it shall not be forgotten that such environmentally-positive views in ‘green’ religions are not shared by all those who practice these religions, even when these views are proclaimed by faith leaders. Taylor shared as an example the criticism’s Pope Francis Laudato Si’ received.
 This can points to the diversity of beliefs found within the same religion, where some will embrace some beliefs that others will not.

Sacred Activism

‘When we stand, we stand in prayer’ declared LaDonna Brave Bull Allard when she shared how her indigenous community stood up against a projected oil pipeline that would run through the lands next to their homes.
 Allard continued by declaring: ‘we have no other choice than to defend the land, the people, most of all the water''; before linking this to her people’s spirituality, sharing that, to them, it was as if  ‘our God told us ‘this is your journey, you must protect the water’ ’.
 This shows a real spiritual conviction fueling their environmental activism despite the hardships they would then encounter by deciding to protect their surrounding ecology: police violence, tear gas or court actions were encountered to protect the land and water they saw as sacred.
This conviction of the sacredness of the land was displayed not only in actions to resist against the pipeline construction, but also through regenerative actions that would build the future they believe in, such as planting gardens or picking up trash.


Like Allard, many others saw the need to move beyond a respectful view of the environment to actions embodying these beliefs: Gray et al proclaimed that, not only can people be part of the necessary changes that the climate crisis entails, but ‘indeed, are obliged to’ do so.


McIntosh and Carmichael described ‘an activist’ as someone ‘who acts to bring change in the ways our relationships are structured, that is, change in community’; reflecting here again this theme of relationships and interdependence.
 Drawing on their own experiences in environmental activism, they highlighted the importance of community and of a ‘holistic worldview’ in activism. 
To them, this community is composed of ‘soil’, ‘soul’ and ‘society’; reflecting our relationship to the earth, to our self and to one another.
 They remarked that spirituality is becoming more and more popular in activists circle; and for many reasons.
 For McIntosh and Carmichael, activism is about ‘putting our highest values into practice in the world’ and spirituality hence enables people to become more aware of these values and where they come from.
 To McIntosh and Carmichael, spirituality is also important to activism as it is ‘a way of knowing’ that might strengthen or expand one’s own activist convictions and perception of the world, while also helping to keep the primacy of truth.
 Finally, they conceded that activists might just found themselves ‘desperately needing spirituality’ while in the midst of struggles, pointing to the support and comfort some find in spirituality.
  All these elements show how spirituality can support not only environmentally-friendly worldviews, but also actions. 

It would be good to keep in mind that activism, or simply to take actions in the face of the climate crisis, might not look similar to every person. McIntosh and Carmichael quoted Dorothy Day to express this idea, quoting her saying that ‘the thing is to recognize that not all are called, not all have the vocation to demonstrate in this way’ and that ‘we do what we can’.



Conclusion
‘Since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious, whether we call it that or not’ concluded Lynn White in his famous paper on ‘the historical roots of our ecological crisis’
. Spirituality, as ‘the potential to be much more deeply aware of ourselves and our intimate relationship with everything that is not ourselves’, as Hay and Nye proposed, might be this ‘essentially religious, whether we call it that or not’ remedy that White was advocating for
. Indeed, ecology and spirituality share many similarities and coexist as a powerful fuel and motivation for environmentally-aligned ways of living and acting for many groups, each according to their traditions and worldviews. The anthropocentric bias that some of these worldviews contain can be questioned though, as it can be wondered if these beliefs and actions are adopted only for the benefits of humans. One could further wonder if it matters, as long as the crisis is averted due to environmentally-positive actions. Furthermore, one could wonder if environmentally-focused worldviews, going as far as reverence for the Earth, are always accompanied by actions in that direction.
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