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Can There Be a Spiritual Response to the Climate Crisis?
An Exploratory Journey from the Christian Religion to Modern Spiritual Movements: How Mind/Body Spirituality, Feminism, The Self, and Relationship to Nature May Impact the Ecological Crisis

The aim of this essay is to explore spirituality in relationship to the ecological crisis and to examine whether spirituality can be used as a response to positively impact ecological attitudes and behaviours in the West. This essay will begin by examining the literature regarding the historic role of organized religion and its purported impact on the current ecological crisis. Specifically, the impact of the Christian religion will be evaluated and various perspectives regarding Christianity’s role in the ecological crisis will be examined. This essay will then go on to explore the term spirituality in comparison to the term religion and will give a brief overview of the how the two terms are commonly described in the academic literature, in order to ascertain a general meaning of spirituality for the purposes of this exploration. The remaining part of this essay will evaluate different aspects of spirituality and will explore how various spiritual approaches relate to the ecological crisis. Specifically, the intersections of spirituality and mind/body practices, spirituality and feminism, and spirituality and the Self will be discussed. Through this, I will attempt to determine how spirituality may impact the ecological crisis in a meaningful way and additionally will aim to identify potential spiritual approaches and attitudes that appear beneficial but possibly remain too superficial to address the problem effectively.

The Historic Influence of Christianity

In the field of ecology, the influence of the Christian religion and its relationship to the ecological crisis has been subject to considerable discussion.
 Considering the question posed by this paper regarding spirituality as a response to the ecological crisis, and due to the fact that spirituality and religion are two terms that are sometimes used interchangeably to much confusion,
 I would like first to explore the purported influence of religion on the ecological crisis before moving on to examine key distinctions between religion and spirituality that are pertinent to the present discussion. I have chosen to focus on Christianity specifically, since it has been frequently regarded as the dominant ethics of influence in the West, due to ‘globalization’ and ‘colonialism,’
 and has also been faulted for influencing modern scientific and technological attitudes that similarly have been criticised for a dominating and exploitive view toward nature.
 

Turning now to explore some of the writings discussing the Christian religion and its relationship to the ecological crisis, one of the most famous and widely cited articles of its kind
 was Lynn White, Jr.’s landmark 1967 Science article, ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,’ in which White pointedly blamed the Christian religion for the ecological crisis.
 In his article, White called Christianity ‘the most anthropocentric religion the world had ever seen,’ and credited Christianity for promoting an arrogant, exploitive view of nature that negatively impacted the environment.
 According to White, when Christianity emerged victorious over paganism, an important shift happened in the perception of the earth and in the resulting treatment of it.
 Prior to Christianity, White argued, nature was seen as sacred and was considered an object of worship, however with the arrival of a Christianity, the divinity in nature was repudiated, and: ‘the old inhibitions to the exploitation of nature crumbled.’
 This purported exploitive attitude toward nature has been traced specifically to a passage in the biblical book of Genesis commanding man to subdue and dominate nature.
 In support of this view, Arnold Toynbee also believed that pagan nature worship had acted to curtail man’s innately destructive and greedy impulses, but with the move to monotheism and with the Genesis command to dominate nature, man’s destructive tendencies were tragically unleashed.
 Additionally, it can be argued that because Christianity placed supreme value in a heavenly afterlife, it established a world view largely indifferent to the value of earthly reality.
 
Christianity and The Feminine
Moving on now to consider additional perspectives in the field, Val Plumwood also blamed Christianity for fostering attitudes that devalued matter and earth, and she too presented the argument that Christianity was responsible for an attitude toward nature that both denigrated the earthly and subordinated nature to the supposedly superior realm of human reason.
 Plumwood also specifically criticized the dualistic thinking inherent in Christianity and faulted this dualistic framework for contributing to the denigration of both the earth and of women. This notion that women have also been denigrated by Christianity along with the literal earth can be supported by the fact that Christianity is an exclusively male religion, with a godhead that contains no female figures,
 that earlier female divinities were eliminated in the Old Testament,
 and that the entire downfall of mankind in Christianity was blamed on Eve, who was additionally reduced to a subordinate and inferior ‘helper’ to man.
 This absence of female divinity figures in the Christian godhead additionally distinguishes it from pagan religions and mythologies preceding it, where Mother Goddesses that were symbolic of the creative powers of nature were predominantly present.
 
Contrasting Perspectives on Christianity’s Role in the Ecological Crisis
However, despite this evidence, additional writers in the field have criticised the claims that Christianity is responsible for the ecological crisis. For example, Douglas Ezzy stated: ‘Christianity on its own cannot be blamed for the current ecological crisis,’ and instead faulted Cartesian thought, Newtonian physics and industrial capitalism for promoting attitudes that have led to modern ecological destruction.
 Likewise, in his book Ecological Ethics, Patrick Curry detailed similar criticisms to Ezzy, along with the argument that Christianity can also be seen as promoting a more beneficent, ‘stewardship’ attitude toward nature.
 However, Curry additionally stated that regardless of Christianity’s true intent toward nature, it has been most ‘commonly and influentially understood’ as licensing an exploitive view of it.
 Similarly, Nick Campion warned against making generalising statements regarding such a broad religion as Christianity,
 but he also detailed the following specific threads that are common throughout most forms of Christianity:

All previous belief systems were superseded by Christianity, which inherits from Judaism the notion of absolute truth and absolute falsehood. The cosmos is therefore essentially dualistic, polarized between God and Satan, good and evil, body and spirit, heaven and hell, eternal life and eternal damnation.

Here again is support for the idea that Christianity fostered dualistic, split, good and evil thinking, which Plumwood also linked to a denigration of the earth and of women. Relevantly, recent research by Pew confirmed that evangelical Christians are significantly more likely to divide the world into ‘good and evil,’ whereas non-evangelicals and religiously unaffiliated individuals are more likely to see societal issues as complicated and ambiguous.
 This is an important point to the question posed by this paper, since the ecological crisis is incredibly complicated and requires engagement with complex issues that often have no clear, absolute answer. 
In summary of this section, as Taylor stated: ‘There is strong historical evidence that a powerful mix of scientific, technological, and religious ideas precipitated anthropocentric attitudes…which contributed significantly, if not decisively, to the contemporary ecological crisis.’
 Taken together, I would like to argue that certain attitudes inherited from Christianity have been convincingly implicated in the ecological crisis. Specifically, dualisms such as good/evil, mind/body, heaven/earth, and male/female have been linked to Christian ideals, and additionally Christianity’s complete victory of pagan animism has been discussed as presaging dangerous attitudes towards nature. Necessarily so, it can be concluded that in order to transition towards a world view that honours and cares for nature rather than denigrates her, it is essential to move away from dualistic, black and white thinking and from the anthropocentrism that is largely rooted in religious attitudes. In the section that follows, I will explore the term spirituality in contrast to religion, in order to ascertain how a spiritual response to the ecological crisis may differ from a response rooted in traditional religious ideals.

Spirituality and Religion

As previously mentioned, the term spirituality has sometimes been used interchangeably with the term religion,
 however numerous scholars have distinguished them as separate and contrasting terms,
 and research shows that the general public increasingly views the terms as distinct.
 For this reason I would like to examine how the term spirituality has been commonly defined in the academic literature. Turning first to Taylor, he provided a detailed analysis of various scholars and their definitions of both religion and spirituality and summarized that religion is predominantly seen as ‘organized,’ or institutionalized practices and beliefs, whereas spirituality is more associated with direct, personal religious experience, and is viewed as more flexible and individual.
 In the same vein, Schlehofer and colleagues described religion as ‘a set of organized practices established by tradition,’ and spirituality as ‘more personal, consisting of a “lived consciousness” of relating to a higher power.’
 These definitions are similar to that of Westerink, who stated: ‘religion is more associated with outdated traditions and spirituality with more modern or postmodern individuality and secularity.’
 This notion of religious tradition as outdated and spirituality as modern presents spirituality as the more progressive of the two, however as Taylor noted, the two terms are not necessarily in opposition to one another and spirituality can also be seen as an attempt to revitalize the traditional insights found in religion.
 
Spirituality and Wholeness
Moving on to consider additional perspectives on spirituality, Anna King stated: ‘spirituality has become a term that firmly engages with the feminine, with green issues, with ideas of wholeness, creativity, and interdependence.’
 King highlighted the cross section of spirituality with the feminine and with engagement in environmental issues, which as previously discussed, are two related realms that were largely devalued in Christianity. The idea of wholeness that King discussed also differs from Christian ideals, which have been criticised for the previously mentioned split, dualistic value system.
 Likewise, Wade Clark Roof, who credited Peter van Ness in his exploration of spirituality, also discussed wholeness as the aim of a spiritual path. Roof described wholeness as having both an outward and inward expression, manifesting outwardly through a search for connection to the cosmos and the earth, and evidencing inwardly through a deeper connection to one’s body and a ‘more personal, more experiential mode of expression.’
 
Spirituality And the Sacred

Other definitions of spirituality have focused on the sacred and how this notion of sacredness impacts outer behaviour. For example, Curry defined the sacred as that which is: ‘beyond human control, intrinsically valuable, wondrous,’ and argued that this concern for the sacred should be strong enough to impact outward behaviour and life choices.
 Taylor also stressed the importance of behaviour change in relationship to nature:
…reversing the environmental crisis will require dramatic change in the collective religious consciousness that produces feelings of belonging to nature and kinship with non-human organisms, as well as ethics and behaviours that cohere with such feelings.

Taylor offers support for spirituality positively impacting the ecological crisis, provided this spirituality inspires feelings of connection to nature and the impetus to act in accordance with those feelings. The notion of sacredness and the intrinsic value of nature is also highly relevant to the ecological crisis, and it can be argued that a sense of sacredness in nature has been largely missing from traditional Christian ideology. 
As this review has shown, spirituality has been associated with the personal, the feminine, the earth, the body, and the concept of sacredness and has also been affiliated with the idea of wholeness, presumably to compensate for the dualistic value system inherited from traditional religion. On the contrary, the word religion appears to be predominantly associated with tradition and dogma or rigid beliefs. The need for spirituality to impact outward behaviour has been discussed, and this is an obvious consideration to the present question regarding the ecological crisis. Because the literature shows some commonly agreed-upon distinctions between religion and spirituality and considering the harmful ecological attitudes that have been traced to traditional religious influence, the remainder of this paper will explore some of the individual elements of spirituality as defined above and will evaluate how spirituality may be used as a response to the ecological crisis. 

Spirituality and The Body
Let us now consider spirituality as it relates to the previously discussed mind/body split. Turning first to focus on Roof’s definition of spirituality, he specified how spirituality as wholeness included relationship to and reverence for the physical body.
 This connection to and respect for the physical body differs from traditional Christian religious ideology, which has been criticised for devaluing both the body and the earth as something corrupt to be subordinated to human reason.
 Likewise, eco-feminist writing has criticized this denigration of the body. For example, Val Plumwood stated: ‘Much feminist and eco-feminist philosophical critique has focused on mind/body dualism and the denial of embodiment as the key background for the environmental failure of Western culture.’
 Similarly, Curry discussed the influence of Greek values ‘absorbed into Christianity’ that elevated masculine values and the logos principle of rationality, and devalued ‘the emotions, the body, the feminine and nature, and their truths.’
 Considering that mind/body dualism has been implicated in the ecological crisis, there is support for the assumption that the way humanity relates to itself on a bodily level can be indicative of how it views and relates to nature. 
Spirituality and Mind/Body Practices

There are numerous spiritual movements in the West that are supposedly aimed at healing the mind/body split. For example, practices such as yoga and wild swimming/ice bathing (as popularized by Wim Hof) can be characterized as ‘spiritual’ movements, and they propose to facilitate a deeper connection to the physical body and to benefit mental and emotional health. Turning to consider yoga more specifically, traditional yogic texts strictly forbid the harming of animals, and on these grounds, it can be argued that yoga helps to promote compassionate treatment of the non-human.
 On the other hand, there is evidence that yoga is not necessarily beneficial for the environment. For example, the yoga industry has been criticized for contributing to ecological damage, due to the predominance of fossil fuels used in the wide scale production of yoga accessories and synthetic yoga apparel.
 Additionally, yoga has also been faulted for the large-scale popularization of indigenous practices such as smudging with palo santo and white sage, increasing the demand for the plants to such an extent as to lead to environmental damage.
 Taken together, this evidence reveals that the connection between mind/body spirituality and the ecological movement is complex. Initially it could be argued that a spiritual practice that helps to heal the mind/body split and inspires large numbers of individuals towards a deeper respect for their bodies could have the potential to correct the related dualistic attitudes that have been implicated in the ecological crisis. However, it is also possible that mind/body spirituality can remain largely superficial and mask environmentally harmful behaviours that continue despite individual’s self-identification as ‘spiritual.’ This section has briefly examined spirituality as it relates to a mind/body practice. The next part of this paper will explore spirituality and the feminine and will evaluate how a historic denigration of the feminine potentially intersects with the ecological crisis.

Spirituality and Feminism

The Symbolic Connection Between Nature and The Feminine
Let us now turn to examine the intersection of spirituality and feminism and its relationship to the ecological crisis. As Curry stated: ‘insofar as patriarchy identifies women with nature and dominates both, they are internally linked, so a struggle to resist or overturn either must address both.’
 Turning first to consider Val Plumwood’s writings on the topic, she asserted that the splitting between humans and nature also manifests on an internal psychological level within the self,
 and she linked this male/female split within the human psyche to an outer divide between humans and nature. She stated:

…what is involved in the construction of this dualistic conception of the human is the rejection of those parts of the human character identified as feminine…Masculinity can be linked to this exclusionary and polarized conception of the human, via the desire to exclude and distance from the feminine and the nonhuman. These features that are taken as characteristic of humankind as where its special virtues lie, are those such as rationality, freedom, and transcendence of nature (all traditionally viewed as masculine), which are viewed as not shared with nature. Humanity is defined oppositionally to both nature and the feminine.

As was previously discussed, these attitudes toward the feminine and nature that Plumwood identified have been traced to Christianity, which only presented male images of divinity and relatedly suppressed pagan animistic beliefs that preceded it. Similarly, the depth psychologist Erich Neumann, in his exploration of the Earth as an archetype, described an ‘irreconcilable split’ between ‘the higher Masculine good world of Heaven and consciousness and the lower Feminine evil earth, which represents the unconscious.’
 Here the polarization between the masculine and feminine principles is described as a split between the conscious mind as masculine and the unconscious psyche as feminine, again giving support to the theory of a deep, internalized psychological split resulting from Christian ideology. 
Feminine Spirituality

In terms of the relationship between the feminine and spirituality, it can be argued that in compensation for this historic repression of the feminine in Christianity, modern feminist spiritual movements emerged to correct for this deficit, such as Goddess spiritualities, witchcraft and neopaganism.
 For example, in a 2015 study of UK feminists, Kristin Aune identified three commonalities that characterized modern feminist spiritualities: ‘They are de-churched, are relational, and emphasize practice,’
 showing their dissimilarity to traditional organized religion that is focused more on dogma. Similarly, Hugh B. Urban discussed neopaganistic groups and emphasized their practice-focused orientation. He also stated: ‘most forms of neopaganism emphasize either women’s roles or gender equality: and most have some form of deep environmental ethic, regarding the natural world as sacred.’
 Overall, at the core of the ecofeminist argument is a belief in the intrinsic value and authority of nature,
 a regard for the feminine, and a strong tendency toward putting beliefs into practice. As Curry stated in his discussion of ecofeminism: ‘The importance of these perspectives and values for an ecological ethic cannot be overemphasized.’
 In general, therefore, it appears that a spirituality that restores value to the symbolic feminine, emphasizes ‘feminine’ values such as relationship and connection, and encourages reverence for nature, seems relevant as a response to the ecological crisis. I would like to argue that to address the ecological crisis alone without also addressing the related devaluation of the symbolic feminine would be superficial as a solution, because harmful anti-feminine attitudes that have been traced to Christianity and implicated in the ecological crisis would be insufficiently addressed.
Spirituality, The Self, and Relationship to Nature

Symbols of The Self

The following part of this essay moves on to explore spirituality and the Self in relationship to nature. Turning first to Westerink who discussed spirituality and the concept of the Self, he stated:

…spirituality is defined in terms of an individual lifestyle option, a personal engagement with spiritual practices and world views, and therefore as such an expression of the detraditionalization and de-institutionalisation of religion. It implies a critique of traditional authority structures and doctrines and a relocation of the sacred from traditional Christian representations to the Self.

Westerink described a move away from religious doctrine toward a notion of the Self as sacred, which as a paradigm shift locates the sacred internally and differs from the traditional Christian notion of the sacred as projected externally and located in a god figure. This notion of the Self as sacred has the potential to impact self-perception and relationship to the outer world, and as an archetype of wholeness, the Self is often represented symbolically by the circular image of the mandala.
 Psychologist Carl Jung, in his analysis of mandalas appearing spontaneously in the dreams and visions of his analytical clients, described the mandala as representing the ‘irresistible urge to become what one is,’ to be true to one’s nature, and also as a symbol of spiritual contemplation that moves one away from a notion of separateness toward a sense of divine unity.
 This unifying function of the Self parallels the earlier discussion of wholeness as having both an inward and outward aspect, with a spiritual inner healing potentially transforming relationship with the outer world. The circle as symbolic of wholeness can also be seen in the Taoist yin yang symbol, which, in contrast to Christian ideology, unites the dualisms that were previously discussed. Yin as earth, body, feminine, the unconscious, the emotions and the dark unites symbolically with yang as heaven, mind, masculine, consciousness, reason and light. The mandala and yin yang symbol can be seen as symbolic of a spiritual and psychological process of becoming whole, through the non-dualistic interaction and acceptance of all facets of the human experience and a related reconciliation between ‘heaven’ and ‘earth.’ The relationship between inner psychological development and outer nature is explored in the field of ecopsychology, which examines how perception of the self and nature interact, and how a reciprocal bond between the two may heal both.

Deep Ecology and The Expanded Self

In Deep Ecology, there is an attempt to address the human/nature split by proposing an expanded view of the self that includes identification with nature and the non-human.
 The founder of Deep Ecology, Arne Naess, discussed the attitudes of children and their ability to identify with nature as part of themselves, and stated: ‘Philosophers of the deep ecology movement…have never found….arguments to undermine those attitudes implicit in childhood.’
 However, this ‘identification’ approach has been criticized by Plumwood as fundamentally egoistic. According to Plumwood, identification of the ‘self’ with ‘other’ merely extends the egoistic perspective to a larger sphere, however it does not challenge the underlying self-focused, egoistic orientation to begin with. Plumwood argued that in order to properly care for the ‘other’ as a distinct entity with differing needs, it is necessary to see the other as separate from oneself. Rather than an abstract conceptual relationship to nature as part of an expanded self, Plumwood instead discussed a more personal relationship to nature based on love, as can be seen in many indigenous groups and their own relationship to their land.
 

Spirituality and Relationship to Nature
A genuine, personal and social sense of relationship to nature on a local level can be seen as an antidote to egoism and the resulting feelings of loneliness that pervade modern life, with the potential to heal psychological distress. For example, in her book Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer discussed ‘species loneliness,’ and described it as a state of ‘isolation and disconnection’ and a ‘deep, unnamed sadness stemming from estrangement from the rest of Creation, from the loss of relationship.’
 Kimmerer here also emphasized the idea of ‘relationship’ to nature, and as Plumwood argued, true relationship is predicated on the ‘self’ and ‘other’ being sufficiently distinct in order that they can ‘relate’ to one another, which differs from an egoistic blending of two separate entities into one. Also, it has been demonstrated that establishing a direct, personal relationship with nature can positively impact inner wellbeing whilst also benefitting nature, for example through public restoration practices that have been shown to foster feelings of community, belonging, hope, fulfilment and love,
 and through mystical experiences in nature, which have been shown to positively impact mental health and to elicit pro-environmental behaviour change.
 It can also be argued that a capacity for a harmonious relationship to nature, to other humans and to non-human life is a potential indicator of psychological health. In the words of Carl Jung:

Our relationships to other individuals and to the collective are just as important as the work on ourselves. In fact, one belongs to the other, for there is certainly something wrong within ourselves if we cannot function in our environment.

It can be argued that how mankind functions in the environment can be used as a marker to assess inner health. Considering the current state of the ecological crisis, it can also be suggested that humanity as a species has failed miserably to ‘function in our environment,’ with the resulting tragic consequences for mental health.  As White similarly stated: “Surely no creature other than man has ever managed to foul its nest in such short order,”
 calling into question humanity’s notion of superiority over animals. Taken together, these findings suggest that a spiritual journey of inner wholeness has the potential to restore inner health whilst healing humanity’s outer relationship with the earth. In fact, I would like to argue that it seems necessary that larger numbers of individuals embark on a spiritual awakening, in order to raise the collective level of consciousness from anthropocentric egocentricity to a more expanded view of the self, that relates to nature in a genuinely loving way rather than views nature as something to be exploited. As David Attenborough stated in the closing remarks of his film A Life on Our Planet: “To continue, we require more than intelligence, we require wisdom.”
 Humanity has used the intellect to dominate nature and to exploit nature according to human will, divorcing the intellect of the head from the wisdom of the heart, with diabolical consequences. However, I would like to suggest that a spiritual path focused on unifying the individual and connecting the individual back to nature provides hope and has the potential to positively impact the ecological crisis. 
Conclusion

The purpose of this essay was to evaluate spirituality as a potential response to the ecological crisis and to determine if a spiritual response can be useful in addressing environmental concerns. In the first part of this paper, I examined the Christian religion and its relationship to the ecological crisis, in order to ascertain how historic religious attitudes may have contributed to modern ecological destruction in the West. I presented a brief overview of some of the relevant literature in the field, and I highlighted some common criticisms of Christianity that emerged in the literature. I focused specifically on the criticisms that Christianity encouraged an exploitive view of nature, that it devalued nature and the feminine, and that it split reality into problematic dualisms such as heaven/earth, male/female, mind/body, and human/nature that have been implicated in the ecological crisis. From this review, I have concluded that there is sufficient evidence supporting the view that Christianity has contributed to the ecological crisis. I then proceeded to explore spirituality as it is defined in the academic literature, in order to distinguish spirituality as a term from religion. I presented an overview of some common definitions of spirituality and presented evidence that spirituality is generally associated with the personal, the sacred, the earth, the body, the feminine and with a concept of wholeness. From there, I explored individual aspects of spirituality in more depth, beginning first with spirituality and mind/body practices. I focused on the practice of yoga and discussed how a yoga practice may benefit humans and their relationship to nature, and I additionally presented evidence that the yoga industry participates in environmentally harmful behaviours. I concluded that the relationship between spirituality and yoga is complex, with the potential to heal the relationship to the body, improve mental health, and possibly inspire compassion towards animals, but with the additional possibility of remaining superficial and masking behaviours that contribute to ecological destruction. Next, I explored the relationship between feminism and spirituality, and I described some common values associated with eco-feminism and feminist spirituality that contrast with religious attitudes implicated in the ecological crisis. I argued that a spiritual response to the ecological crisis should reinstate value to both the literal earth and to the symbolic feminine, since the two realms have been simultaneously denigrated and symbolically identified with one another. Lastly, I explored spirituality as it relates to the Self and presented the mandala and yin/yang symbol as images of wholeness describing spiritual and psychological processes that are relevant to humans and their relationship to the earth. I also discussed the importance of relationship to nature and provided evidence that direct connection with nature benefits humans and has promising implications for the environment. Finally, I ended with the conclusion that there can, and indeed should, be a spiritual response to the ecological crisis, and I remain hopeful that humanity is heading in this direction.
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