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Can there be a spiritual response to the climate crisis?
Introduction
This essay discusses whether there can be a spiritual response to the climate crisis in western societies. Drawing on research on systems thinking, sustainability transitions, ecological ethics, nature spirituality and religious environmentalism, it explores the possible roles and influence of both established world religions and newly emerging forms of spirituality. 
Definitions
The climate crisis
In November 2025, the World Meteorological Organization reported that the previous 11 years were set to be the warmest ever recorded.[footnoteRef:1] The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has reported impacts across every region on Earth, with devastating effects on lives, livelihoods and habitats.[footnoteRef:2] Climate scientists have repeatedly warned that greenhouse gas emissions must be reduced as rapidly as possible to avoid further global heating and the risk of irreversible ‘tipping points’, from which the Earth’s systems may not recover.[footnoteRef:3] Despite this, emissions continue to rise, and reviews of current policies and practice by Climate Action Tracker suggest that the world is on course for around 2.6°C of warming by 2100.[footnoteRef:4] Reflecting the scale and urgency of this situation, the term ‘climate crisis’ is now frequently favoured over ‘climate change’ by academics, journalists, policymakers and campaigners.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  World Meteorological Organization, ‘State of the Climate Update for COP30’ (World Meteorological Organization, 2025) <https://wmo.int/publication-series/state-of-climate-update-cop30> [accessed 20/12/2025].]  [2:  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ‘Climate change widespread, rapid, and intensifying – IPCC.’ (Geneva: IPCC, 2021) <https://www.ipcc.ch/2021/08/09/ar6-wg1-20210809-pr/> [accessed 20/12/2025].]  [3:  David I. Armstrong McKay and others, ‘Exceeding 1.5°C global warming could trigger multiple climate tipping points,’ Science 377 (2022).]  [4:  Climate Action Tracker, ‘Emissions Pathways’ (2025) <https://climateactiontracker.org/global/emissions-pathways/> [accessed 20/12/2025]  [5:  Damian Carrington, ‘Why the Guardian is changing the language it uses about the environment’, The Guardian, 17 May 2019. <https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/17/why-the-guardian-is-changing-the-language-it-uses-about-the-environment> [accessed 20/12/2025].] 

The IPCC is clear that addressing this crisis will require rapid changes across all sectors at an unprecedented scale, involving both behavioural change and technological developments.[footnoteRef:6] It is increasingly recognised that this will require, as Lorraine Whitmarsh has argued, ‘profound societal change’.[footnoteRef:7] In this context, sustainability transitions scholars have highlighted the importance and impact of the values, worldviews and beliefs that underlie both individual behaviours and broader societal trends.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. ‘Summary for Policymakers’. In Climate Change 2023: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, II and III to the Sixth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Geneva: IPCC, 2023), pp. 1-34.]  [7:  Lorraine Whitmarsh, ‘Tackling climate change requires profound societal transformation,’ (Academy of Social Sciences, no date) <https://acss.org.uk/tackling-climate-change-requires-profound-societal-transformation/> [accessed 20/12/2025].]  [8:  Christopher D. Ives, Rebecca Freeth and Joern Fischer, ‘Inside-out sustainability: The neglect of inner worlds,’ Ambio 2020, 49, pp.208-217, p.211.] 

Spirituality
In exploring whether there can be a spiritual response to this crisis, it is important to define what is meant by ‘spiritual’. Jack Hunter has called spirituality a ‘kaleidoscopic category’, which is difficult to define, partly because it is highly subjective.[footnoteRef:9] David Hay and Rebecca Nye have suggested that, ‘spirituality is the potential to be much more deeply aware of ourselves and our intimate relationship with everything that is not ourselves.’[footnoteRef:10] This definition has been likened by Hunter to the concept of a ‘worldview’, in which spirituality relates to ‘how we orient ourselves in the world, how we understand our place in the cosmos and the narratives, concepts, categories and symbols that we use to make sense of it.’[footnoteRef:11] Hunter has suggested that, understood in this way, spirituality need not involve supernatural beliefs but may be part of our daily lives, and can apply to both long-established religions and new ways of relating to the world.[footnoteRef:12] This essay therefore looks at both the major world religions and newly emerging spiritualities in exploring whether there can be a spiritual response to the climate crisis, drawing on Hunter’s broad definition. [9:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality: A Brief Introduction (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre Press, 2023), p.34]  [10:  David Hay and Rebecca Nye, The Spirit of the Child (London: Jessica Kingsley Publishing, 2006), p.22. Cited in Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p34.]  [11:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p.35.]  [12:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p.34.] 

The impact of worldviews
Hunter’s definition makes it clear why people’s spiritualities are an important consideration in the context of the climate crisis: they can have a very real impact on attitudes and behaviours towards more-than-human nature.[footnoteRef:13] Systems thinking, as applied to models for social change, suggests that ‘mental models’ and worldviews represent the deepest underlying influence on systems, suggesting that spiritual responses may have a profound impact on the overall direction of socio-cultural systems. Donella Meadows’ iceberg model, for example, provides a useful heuristic for conceptualising how complex events may be influenced by broader trends, systems structures, and ultimately by mental models[footnoteRef:14] (see Figure 1). Meadows argued that whilst most policy interventions target the higher, more visible layers of the iceberg, influencing further down the iceberg has greater potential for systemic change – with mental models (values, beliefs, worldviews) being the drivers of the purpose or aim of the system, thereby having greater potential to transform the system as whole. Meadows exploration of these ‘leverage points’ has been built on to explore where interventions in response to the climate and ecological crisis may be most effective, and how different ‘levers’ might interact to create transformational change.[footnoteRef:15] Increasingly, research into sustainability transitions recognises that it is not sufficient to address the tip of the iceberg, but that deeper cultural changes will be required to address the climate crisis at the scale and speed required. From this ‘leverage points’ perspective, it can be seen how influential people’s spiritualities or worldviews might be in responding to the climate crisis.  [13:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p.35.]  [14:  Donella Meadows, Thinking in Systems: A Primer (London: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2008).]  [15:  David J. Abson and others, ‘Leverage points for sustainability transformation,’ Ambio 46, 30–39 (2017); Joern Fischer and Maraja Riechers, ‘A leverage points perspective on sustainability. People Nat. 2019:1, pp.115–120.] 
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Figure 1: The iceberg model of systems change (Image: The Donella Meadows Project, Creative Commons)
Similarly, Karen O’Brien has developed a ‘three spheres’ model for societal transformations (see Figure 2), which aims to capture the range of practical, political and personal changes needed to address the climate crisis, and emphasizes that transformation processes involve all three spheres.[footnoteRef:16] Again, this is a useful model for building understanding of the ways that spiritualities or ‘inner worlds’ might impact on broader responses to the climate crisis, with the ‘personal’ sphere, made up of beliefs, values and worldviews, being understood as exerting influence on the practical and political spheres. For O’Brien, the ‘personal’ sphere represents: [16:  Karen O’Brien, 'Is the 1.5°C target possible? Exploring the three spheres of transformation,' Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, Volume 31, 2018, pp.153-160.] 

the individual and collective ideas about what is just, desirable and sustainable, which are in turn inherited, formed, transformed, negotiated or fought for in the political sphere and realized in the practical sphere. [footnoteRef:17] [17:  O’Brien, 'Is the 1.5°C target possible?’] 
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Figure 2: Three spheres of transformation to sustainability (Image: Karen O'Brien, Creative Commons).
Christopher D. Ives, Rebecca Freeth and Joern Fischer have specifically explored the importance of ‘inner worlds’ as a deep leverage point in sustainability transitions, arguing that, ‘Inner life, with its values, goals and (often subconscious) desires, can be understood as the deepest driver of behaviour and behavioural change.’ [footnoteRef:18] They have suggested that understanding, and potentially influencing, people’s inner lives is a critical aspect of supporting societal responses to the climate crisis, and one that is under-researched in sustainability transitions literature. [18:  Ives, Freeth and Fischer, ‘Inside-out sustainability,’ p.212.] 

World religions and the climate crisis
Within this broad understanding of the impact of worldviews and values, the specific influence of major world religions has received particular attention. Ever since Lynn White Jr’s influential 1967 statement that,  ‘Since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious,’ [footnoteRef:19] scholars have studied the role – and the potential role – of the world’s religions in influencing responses to the ecological crisis.  [19:  Lynn White Jr., ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis’, Science, 155.3767 (1967), pp.1203–07, p.1207.] 

Research by Conrad Hackett et al found that around 75% of the global population identified with a religion in 2020.[footnoteRef:20] Whilst this number is in decline in many industrialised countries, there remain substantial numbers who identify with a world religion, for example nearly half of people in the UK identified as Christian.[footnoteRef:21] It has been argued that these significant numbers, combined with the potential influence of religion on people’s deep moral values, mean that there is important opportunity for the world’s religions to be a major positive influence in action on the climate crisis. Mary Tucker, for example, has argued that, ‘The capacity of the world’s religions to provide moral direction and inspiration for a resilient community of life is significant. Indeed it may prove indispensable’.[footnoteRef:22] Roger S. Gottlieb agreed that, ‘if humanity can somehow learn to live without destroying other species and poisoning itself, religion will have been one of the forces teaching us how to do it and encouraging us to do so’.[footnoteRef:23] For Gottlieb, religion’s key impact stems from its influence on adherents’ deepest moral values. Randolph Haluza-DeLay agrees that this moral authority may be able to inspire responses to the climate crisis by influencing concepts of moral duties, particularly in the potential to provide different ways of understanding the relationship between humans and other-than-human nature.[footnoteRef:24] Similarly, Hunter has argued that, in providing models that see the cosmos as a living system, religions can offer ‘valuable alternatives’ to mainstream Western understandings. [footnoteRef:25]  [20:  Conrad Hackett and others, ‘How the Global Religious Landscape Changed From 2010 to 2020.’ (Pew Research Center, 2025).]  [21:  Hackett and others, ‘How the Global Religious Landscape Changed From 2010 to 2020.’ ]  [22:  Mary Tucker, ‘The Emerging Alliance of Religion and Ecology’ (2013 Wallace Stegner Lecture) (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2014), p.20. Cited in 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 and Culture 10.3 (2016), pp.268-305, p.294.]  [23:  Roger S. Gottlieb, ‘Introduction: Religion and ecology—What is the connection and why does it matter?’, Oxford Handbook on Religion and Ecology. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp.1-21, p.19.]  [24:  Randolph Haluza-DeLay, ‘’Religion and climate change: varieties in viewpoints and practices’, WIREs Clim Change 2014:5, 261-279, p.262.]  [25:  Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p.47.] 

Some of the key ways in which religious leaders exercise this influence have been examined by Jens Koehrsen and Christopher D. Ives, who have grouped potential actions into cultural, political and material changes.[footnoteRef:26] Examples include: influencing worldviews and values of followers through preaching and education; political advocacy work; and divesting institutional assets from fossil fuels. Figure 3 provides an overview of these roles mapped to the iceberg model of system change, whereby actions near the bottom of the diagram (influencing worldviews and values) are seen as having greater impact – but being more difficult to influence – than actions near the top of the diagram (physical infrastructure changes). [footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Jens Koehrsen and Christopher D. Ives, ‘The multiple roles of religious actors in advancing a sustainable future’, Ambio 2025, 54:1318–1333.]  [27:  Koehrsen and Ives, ‘The multiple roles of religious actors’.] 
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Figure 3: Examples of possible interventions by religious actors (Koehrsen and Ives, Creative Commons).
However, the extent to which world religions are actually influencing (as opposed to having the potential to influence) positive responses to the ecological crisis has been subject to much debate, and scholars such as Bron Taylor have highlighted that religious belief may hinder as well as promote pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours.[footnoteRef:28] Koehrsen and Ives therefore suggest four overall categories for exploring the influence of religious actors in sustainability transitions: pioneering (initiating change); path-following (adapting to changes in wider society); passive observing (not actively participating in change); and prohibiting change (actively blocking environmental action).[footnoteRef:29] [28:  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 and Culture 10.3 (2016), pp.268-305.]  [29:  Koehrsen and Ives, ‘The multiple roles of religious actors,’ p.1318.] 

Pioneering and path-following
Those who see an increase in the ‘pioneering’ role of religious groups in relation to the ecological crisis point to a rise in the number of religiously-motivated ecological projects, including global multi-faith initiatives, and what Gottlieb has called an ‘explosive growth’ in theological writings, institutional pledges and public action on environmental issues since the 1980s.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Gottlieb, ‘Introduction: Religion and ecology’, p.16.] 

For example, many of the world’s major religions have in recent years issued statements calling for action on climate change. Examples include Pope Francis’s 2015 Laudato Si, in which he wrote of, ‘the urgent challenge to protect our common home,’[footnoteRef:31] and the 2009 Hindu Declaration on Climate Change which describes, ‘Our beloved Earth… the Universal Mother,’ arguing for ‘a radical change in our relationship with nature.’[footnoteRef:32] Similarly, the Islamic declaration on climate change emphasises the creation of the universe by Allah, ‘in all its diversity, richness and vitality’ and calls on Muslims ‘to tackle habits, mindsets, and the root causes’ of the ecological crisis.[footnoteRef:33] Jonathan Chaplin highlighted a number of ‘convergences’ in these statements, including an emphasis on a ‘holistic’ view of nature and human responsibility for protecting the earth, as well as a broad acceptance of climate science and support for tackling some of the cultural drivers of climate change.[footnoteRef:34] Chaplin concluded that an increasing number of religious leaders are aiming to have more influence in promoting pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours and support for political action on climate change amongst their followers. He argued that this has the potential to have significant impact, whilst cautioning that there remain many barriers.[footnoteRef:35]  [31:  Pope Francis, Laudato Si, <https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html> [accessed 19/12/2025].]  [32:  Hindu Declaration on Climate Change 2015 <https://www.hinduamerican.org/hindu-declaration-climate-change-2015>  [accessed 19/12/2015].]  [33:  Islamic Declaration on Global Climate Change <https://ifees.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/climate_declarationmmwb.pdf> [accessed 19/12/2015].]  [34:  Jonathan Chaplin, ‘The global greening of religion’. Palgrave Communications. 2:16047 (2016).]  [35:  Jonathan Chaplin, ‘The global greening of religion’. Palgrave Communications. 2:16047 (2016), p.3-4.] 

Haluza-DeLay has also explored the influence of religious leaders on material and political change, suggesting that their control over significant resources and their ability to build influential networks are important areas of potential impact.[footnoteRef:36] Recent examples of this type of activity include the announcement in November 2025 that 62 faith institutions were moving their investments away from fossil fuels; timed to coincide with the start of COP30, this represented both a material change and a public statement on the importance of climate action. WWF highlighted that it sent ‘a strong signal to negotiators at the UN climate summit in Brazil on the urgent need for fossil fuel phase out.’[footnoteRef:37] Similarly, in 2020 the Church of England pledged to reach net zero by 2030, implementing a process of material change whilst also emphasising messages about responsibility to take action on climate change.[footnoteRef:38] In the foreword to the published ‘Routemap to net zero carbon’ the Bishops of Norwich and Selby stated: [36:  Haluza-DeLay, ‘Religion and climate change’.]  [37:  WWF, ‘62 faith institutions announce fossil fuel divestment commitments at COP30’, 20 November 2025. < https://wwf.panda.org/wwf_news/?15401391/62-faith-institutions-announce-fossil-fuel-divestment-commitments-at-COP30> [accessed 19/12/2025].]  [38:  Church of England, ‘Routemap to Net Zero Carbon by 2030,’ (2022) <https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/RoutemapToNetZeroCarbonFinal.pdf> [accessed 19/12/2025].] 

Every month or year that we delay our progress towards net zero carbon will lead to suffering and even death for our human neighbours and the rest of God’s creation. It is thus a matter of justice that we act now and is a key part of our obedience to God’s call to care for creation that the transition to net zero carbon takes place as rapidly as possible.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Church of England, ‘Routemap to Net Zero Carbon by 2030,’ (2022) <https://www.churchofengland.org/sites/default/files/2022-09/RoutemapToNetZeroCarbonFinal.pdf> [accessed 19/12/2025].] 

In an example of using the Church’s influence for advocacy and political work, the Bishop of Norwich has also recently spoken out against any weakening of the UK Climate Change Act, arguing that it reflect the UK as ‘a nation that cares for creation, protects the vulnerable and builds hope for future generations… To weaken it now would be to turn our back on that calling.’[footnoteRef:40] Similarly, Pope Leo XIV recently spoke out against critics of action on climate change, in what many saw as a statement reacting to Donald Trump’s suggestion days before that climate change was a ‘con job’ – the Pope called for citizens across the world to put pressure on politicians to take action on climate change.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Church of England, ‘“There can be no room for indifference or resignation in the face of climate change” - Bishop of Norwich’, 2 November 2025 <https://www.churchofengland.org/media/press-releases/there-can-be-no-room-indifference-or-resignation-face-climate-change-bishop-norwich> [accessed 19/12/2025].]  [41:  Matt McGrath, ‘Pope Leo condemns climate change critics,’ BBC News online, 1 October 2025 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cgl1pgr2zn8o> [accessed 19/12/2025].] 

Passive observing and prohibiting change
Bron Taylor has called the suggestion that religions are becoming more pro-environmental ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis,’ arguing that those who have observed a ‘greening’ of the world’s religions have done so based on an increase in the number of religious individuals and organisations involved in pro-environmental activities. [footnoteRef:42] However, Taylor has argued that this ‘greening’ is only seen in subsets of religious groups and that the vast majority of religious adherents do not exhibit pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours. In fact, Taylor, van Wieren and Zaleha’s review of over 700 published articles on the links between religious belief and the environment led them to conclude that religion more often hinders than supports pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours.[footnoteRef:43] A recent UK survey by the Institute for the Impact of Faith in Life (IIFL) supports these conclusions, finding that, although respondents believed that their faith required them to care for the world, this did not necessarily translate into pro-environmental behaviours, with the report’s authors concluding that other socio-political and cultural factors may have a stronger influence than religion on climate concerns and actions.[footnoteRef:44] Respondents appeared to confirm this by ranking their faith as having relatively little influence on their views on climate change. Overall, the study found little difference between faith and non-faith groups in the level of importance they gave to climate change, but found that climate change denial was significantly higher amongst people of faith. [42:  Taylor, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part One)’.]  [43:  Bron Taylor, Gretel Van Wieren and Bernard Zahela, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part Two): Assessing the Data from Lynn Whyte, Jr, to Pope Francis’, Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture 10.3 (2016), pp. 306-378, p.348.]  [44:  Charlotte Littlewood, Rania Mohiuddin-Agir and Amanda Murjan, ‘Stewardship: Exploring Faith and Sustainability’ (The Institute for the Impact of Faith in Life, 2024).] 

Looking at potential reasons for this, Taylor has argued that an anthropocentric bias is still prevalent amongst followers of the world’s major religions.[footnoteRef:45] Other factors he has suggested include attribution of environmental change to divine intervention, a belief that human beings cannot significantly damage divine creation, and the belief that prayer or penitence is the most effective response. Haluza-DeLay agreed that religious perspectives and organisations can be barriers to addressing the climate crisis, with theological beliefs, other priorities and lack of knowledge of climate issues being amongst the barriers he highlighted.[footnoteRef:46]  [45:  Taylor, Van Wieren and Zahela, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part Two)’.]  [46:  Haluza-DeLay, ‘Religion and climate change’, p.263.] 

In line with what Koehrsen and Ives have termed ‘path-following’ approaches, Taylor, van Wieren and Zaleha question whether the religious environmentalism that does exist simply reflects broader societal trends.[footnoteRef:47] They suggest that it may not be people’s religious beliefs that motivate their pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours, but broader societal or communal factors, a theory that appears to be supported by the IIFL survey. Similarly, Haluza-DeLay has argued that it is unclear whether religious institutions are ‘greening‘ to a greater or lesser extent than other social groups.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  Taylor, Van Wieren and Zahela, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part Two)’..]  [48:  Haluza-DeLay, ‘Religion and climate change’.] 

It can therefore be suggested that the major world religious institutions have the potential to support a spiritual response to the climate crisis by influencing culture through moral leadership, potentially impacting deep-seated values and attitudes of millions of people, as well as through advocacy, networking and practical action. There is some evidence that religious leaders and institutions are attempting to use this influence to create positive impacts on climate action. However, they also have the potential to be a barrier to action via the same mechanisms, or to only move at the same pace as broader society, exerting minimal influence on sustainability transitions. The weight of evidence from surveys of adherents of the major world religions would appear to support the conclusion of Taylor, van Wieren and Zaleha that, ‘there is little evidence in support of claims that the world’s religions are coming, or might come, to the environmental rescue.’[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Taylor, Van Wieren and Zahela, ‘The Greening of Religion Hypothesis (Part Two)’, p.348.] 

Other types of spirituality
If the world’s major religions are having a limited impact on responses to the climate crisis, what role might be played by other forms of spirituality? Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead have found that increasing numbers of people in Western society refer to themselves as ‘spiritual’ rather than ‘religious’, suggesting that this entails a greater focus on internal sources of significance rather than external religious authority.[footnoteRef:50] Hunter has similarly highlighted the emergence of new types of spirituality over recent decades, including new – or newly recognised – forms of eco-spirituality, which may have the potential to impact responses to the climate crisis.[footnoteRef:51]  [50:  Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution: Why Religion is Giving Way to Spirituality (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005). Cited in Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p.29.]  [51:  Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality: A Brief Introduction (Ceredigion: Sophia Centre Press, 2023), p.30] 

[bookmark: _Hlk218168624]Patrick Curry has argued that only ecocentric (Earth-centred) responses, which recognise the inherent value of more-than-human nature, will be sufficient to prevent the continued destruction of the biosphere. He argued that ecocentric ethics require a deep-seated reverence or love for more-than-human nature, and a recognition of its intrinsic value, suggesting that, ‘the source, the ‘goal’ and the practice of an ecocentric ethic are all, in this sense, spiritual.’ [footnoteRef:52] As Frederic Bender has argued, ‘It takes extraordinary forbearance to refrain from exploiting nature. To find nature important enough to justify the changes necessary to preserve and restore it, first we must experience it as intrinsically valuable (or sacred).’[footnoteRef:53]  [52:  Patrick Curry, Ecological Ethics, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011), p.140.]  [53:  Frederic Bender, The Culture of Extinction: Towards a Philosophy of Deep Ecology (Amherst NY: Humanity Books, 2003), p.348. Cited in Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.59.] 

Curry wonders if what is needed is a new religion founded on ecocentric spiritualities.[footnoteRef:54] However, Bron Taylor suggests that such a religion is already emerging.[footnoteRef:55] He has coined the term ‘dark green religion’ to describe the emergence and rapid spread of new forms of nature-based spiritualities, occurring largely outside of the major religions and observed in a wide range of groups, including environmentalists, surfers, filmmakers, businesspeople and scientists. Taylor describes this form of spirituality as ‘flowing from a deep sense of belonging to and connectedness in nature… perceiving the earth and its living systems to be sacred and interconnected.’[footnoteRef:56] Taylor has argued that these spiritualities have many of the traits typically associated with religions.[footnoteRef:57] [54:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.142.]  [55:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), p.200.]  [56:  Bron Taylor, ‘Religion and environmental behaviour (part one): World religions and the fate of the Earth’. The Ecological Citizen 3 (2019), pp.71–6, p.71.]  [57:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion.] 

Animism and Gaian Earth religion
Within this ‘dark green religion’, Taylor has identified four strands, which he has called spiritual animism, Gaian spirituality, naturalistic animism and Gaian naturalism (see table 1).[footnoteRef:58] These categorisations are useful for understanding how this type of spirituality might impact on responses to the climate crisis.  [58:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion.] 

	
	Animism
	Gaian Earth Religion

	Supernaturalism
	Spiritual animism
	Gaian spirituality

	Naturalism
	Naturalistic animism
	Gaian naturalism


 Table 1: Four tendencies in dark green religion, described by Bron Taylor
For example, drawing on Graham Harvey’s definition, animism can be understood as a worldview that recognises that ‘the world is full of persons, only some of whom are human, and that life is always lived in relationship with others’.[footnoteRef:59] Taylor argues that whether this includes belief in a supernatural dimension (spiritual animism) or not (naturalistic animism), it ‘involves a shared perception that beings or entities in nature have their own integrity, ways of being, personhood, and even intelligence.’ resulting in an ethical dimension to interactions with more-than-human nature.[footnoteRef:60] Similarly, Curry has emphasised that animism’s view of persons as subjects rather than objects brings them into the realm of ethics, since relationships between subjects always entail ethics.[footnoteRef:61] Theodore Roszak has suggested that this focus on relationships may prove to have ‘ecological utility’ since it introduces ethics into human interactions with other-than-human nature.[footnoteRef:62] Evidence from a number of animist Indigenous cultures would appear to support this view, and many adherents of dark green religion in western cultures have been inspired by, or express affinity with, the ways of relating to more-than-human nature within many of these cultures..[footnoteRef:63] [59:  Graham Harvey, Animism: Respecting the Living World (London: Hurst Publishers, 2005), p.xiii.]  [60:  Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).]  [61:  Curry, Ecological Ethics.]  [62:  Theodore Roszak, The Voice of the Earth: An Exploration of Ecopsychology (New York: Bantam, 1993), p.84. Cited in Jack Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality, p.78.]  [63:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion; Hunter, Ecology and Spirituality.] 

What Taylor calls ‘Gaian earth religion’ sees the cosmos as a whole as an interconnected living entity, worthy of reverence. Whether believing it has some form of overall supernatural consciousness (Gaian spirituality) or more rooted in mainstream scientific understandings of the interconnectedness of the biosphere (Gaian naturalism), followers are likely to express wonder and awe at the complexity, mystery and ‘sacredness’ of life and the biosphere.[footnoteRef:64] Again, this sense of the inherent value or sacredness of the biosphere can be seen to have profound implications for people’s understanding of their ethical responsibilities in the context of the climate crisis. [64:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion.] 

Discussing the potential impact of dark green religion, Taylor has suggested that its influence can be seen on the world’s major religions as well as on secular society, including politics, in industrialised countries.[footnoteRef:65] Taylor argues that the growth in numbers and influence of the proponents of dark green religion might suggest that they are the ‘vanguard of a successful sustainability revolution – perhaps even of the formation of a politically powerful civil Earth religion.’ [footnoteRef:66] However, he questions whether this ‘revolution’ can happen quickly enough to prevent ecological breakdown. Curry agrees that it seems unlikely that a new religion based in ecocentric values and spirituality will emerge quickly enough, particularly given that the majority of world’s population currently follows one of the world’s major religious traditions, which he argued are often deeply anthropocentric and may be hostile to the idea of the inherent sacredness of nature.[footnoteRef:67] [65:  Taylor, Dark Green Religion.]  [66:  Bron Taylor, ‘Religion and environmental behaviour (part two): Dark-green nature spiritualities and the fate of the Earth’. The Ecological Citizen 3 (2020), pp.135–40, p.135.]  [67:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.145-6.] 

Influencing values and worldviews
Curry suggests that one of the key challenges in bringing these types of ecocentric nature spiritualities into the mainstream is a problem fundamental to any type of social or cultural change: anything that is radically different from the mainstream will tend to be marginalised, whilst anything that is easily able to break through and influence the mainstream is unlikely to be radical enough to create meaningful change.[footnoteRef:68] This phenomenon is well studied in the context of socio-technical sustainability transitions, where Adrian Smith, for example, has suggested that more radical ‘niches’ are likely to rely on opportunities created by broader societal disruptions to the status quo.[footnoteRef:69] This is in line with broader theories of social and systems change, which suggest that systems remain stable over long periods, with only incremental change, but that large-scale disruptions (such as wars or ecological disasters) can result in sudden shifts, including shifts in values.[footnoteRef:70] Curry has argued that it is vital to develop alternative visions for society in case these types of major catastrophes lead to radical rethinks of worldviews. Taylor agrees that an ‘ecocentric revolution’ may only become possible in the face of dangerous threats or crises, and argues that it is possible that such a transition may be precipitated by the acceleration of the climate crisis.[footnoteRef:71] [68:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.163-4.]  [69:  Adrian Smith, ‘Translating Sustainabilities between Green Niches and Socio-Technical Regimes’, Technology Analysis and Strategic Management, 19:4 (2007), pp.427-450.]  [70:  Michael J. Manfredo and others, ‘Why social values cannot be changed for the sake of conservation.’ Conservation Biology, 31 (2017), pp.772-780.]  [71:  Bron Taylor, ‘Religion and environmental behaviour (part two): Dark-green nature spiritualities and the fate of the Earth’. The Ecological Citizen 3 (2020), pp.135–40.] 

However, a leverage points perspective may offer a more hopeful avenue for encouraging the uptake of more ecocentric values and worldviews. One of the main ‘levers’ that has been explored for influencing pro-environmental values and behaviours is human-nature-connectedness. Ives and others have looked at the potential for different types of interaction with nature to support transformational change towards sustainability, concluding that, whilst ‘experiential connections’ such as leisure time in nature can increase feelings of connectedness and impact on systems change, deeper leverage can be seen in ‘inner connections’, in emotional responses and shifts in philosophical perspectives on humanity’s relationship with nature, potentially inspired through art, spiritual practice, mindfulness.[footnoteRef:72] They highlight that some activities, for example community gardening, can act on multiple levers, and that many interventions aimed at strengthening nature connection need to be implemented at the same time because they are likely to interact, increasing impact. Similarly, Miles Richardson et al have explored ‘pathways’ to nature connectedness, stressing the importance of going beyond knowledge-based approaches to focus on the senses, emotions, meaning, beauty and compassion.[footnoteRef:73] In a more recent study, Richardson and others analysed data from more than 60 countries and nearly 57,000 people and found that nature-connectedness is linked to spiritual values.[footnoteRef:74] Richardson concluded that, 'nature connectedness flourishes where people seek deeper meaning and maintain a sense of reverence or emotional resonance with the natural world’.[footnoteRef:75] Ives and others emphasise that creating opportunities for nature connections for children is particularly important as deep-rooted attitudes to nature and the environment are formed during childhood, and may be more difficult to influence in adulthood, pointing to a key role for both formal and informal education systems. [footnoteRef:76] Curry has also stressed the importance of ecological education, including unstructured outdoor play and unmediated access to wild nature.[footnoteRef:77] Curry further argues that strengthening locally-led and civil society movements to instigate a shift in values from the bottom-up may be an effective approach, empowering these groups to put pressure on government and business leaders and to influence the broader public. [footnoteRef:78]  [72:  Christopher D. Ives and others, ‘Reconnecting with nature for sustainability,’ Sustain Sci 13 (2018), pp.1389–1397. ]  [73:  Miles Richardson and others, ‘Applying the pathways to nature connectedness at a societal scale: a leverage points perspective,’ Ecosystems and People, 16:1 (2020), pp.387-401.]  [74:  Miles Richardson and others, ‘Macro-level determinants of nature connectedness: An exploratory analysis of 61 countries’, Ambio 2026, 55, pp.80-100.]  [75:  Miles Richardson, ‘The Four Forces in the Western Nature Disconnect,’ Finding Nature blog, 3rd November 2025 <https://findingnature.org.uk/2025/11/03/four-forces/> [accessed 10/12/2025].]  [76:  Christopher D. Ives and others, ‘Human–nature connection: a multidisciplinary review,’ Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 26–27 (2017), pp.106-113,]  [77:  Curry, Ecological Ethics.]  [78:  Curry, Ecological Ethics, p.164.] 

Beyond spirituality
Whilst many agree that spiritual approaches to the climate crisis have the potential to act as deep levers in creating systems-wide change, it is clearly very difficult to influence people’s worldviews and values, particularly in adulthood. The evidence suggests that, whilst more ecocentric spiritualities are on the increase, and whilst the world’s major religious leaders and institutions are becoming more active on climate change, a broader societal shift in values is unlikely to happen at the speed and scale required to tackle the climate crisis. Given the complexity of social and ecological systems, Taylor has emphasised that it is important not to overstate the importance of spiritual beliefs. [footnoteRef:79] Returning to a leverage points perspective on systemic change, Ives, Freeth and Fischer emphasise the importance of acting on several levers at once, recognising that there is a complex relationship between values and behaviours, with structural, political and economic factors often having a strong influence on behaviours.[footnoteRef:80] [79:  Bron Taylor, ‘Religion and environmental behaviour (part one): World religions and the fate of the Earth’. The Ecological Citizen 3 (2019), pp.71–6, p.71.]  [80:  Christopher D. Ives, Rebecca Freeth and Joern Fischer, ‘Inside-out sustainability: The neglect of inner worlds,’ Ambio 2020, 49, pp.208-217, p.212.] 

Conclusion
This essay has discussed whether there can there be a spiritual response to the climate crisis, drawing on evidence and insights from a range of disciplines. Looking at established world religions and newer forms of nature spirituality, it has found that spiritual responses to the climate crisis have the potential to have deep systemic impacts, but that influencing people’s values and beliefs is far from straightforward. It has also highlighted the need to act on multiple areas at the same time, recognising the complex interplay between spiritualities and a range of social, political, economic and structural factors that influence attitudes and behaviours. In conclusion, a spiritual response is unlikely to be enough in itself to address the complex challenges of the climate crisis at the speed and scale required. However, given its potential to influence broad systemic change, it is vital to continue to explore potential leverage points and to develop and support the emergence and spread of worldviews and values that can help all of more-than-human nature (which of course includes humans) to thrive. 
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