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Foreword



ERIN BRIGHAM1



 

I celebrated my child’s first birthday on a foggy December morning in Golden Gate Park. I remember commenting with gratitude that I had taken him to the park nearly every day of his first year on earth. The moderate climate of the Bay Area allowed me to take such luxuries for granted. Two months before his fourth birthday, Northern California faced its worst wildfires in documented history. Before we left the house each day, I would check the air quality index. If it was orange, I would fasten a particle mask over his little face and head to the bus; if it was red, I would fasten him in his car seat and drive; and if it was purple, I kept him home, indoors, all day. The apocalyptic image of my three-year old in a particle mask, dazzled by the color of the smoke-filtered sunlight adds a sense of urgency to address climate change.

This volume emerged out of a roundtable discussion among scholars, activists, and faith leaders responding to the same sense of urgency. Convened by the Joan and Ralph Lane Center for Catholic Social Thought and the Ignatian Tradition in the spring of 2019, we gave particular attention to the role of Jesuit universities in advancing thought and action toward climate justice as a concrete expression of our Jesuit Catholic mission.

Among the top priorities of the International Association of Jesuit Universities (IAJU) is the promotion of environmental and economic justice as interconnected ethical challenges. Contextualizing this priority in conversation with Pope Francis’s encyclical, Laudato si’, Michael Garanzini, S.J. states, “By linking the environmental crisis to its roots in economic forces, and calling for an integral environmental humanism, the Church has pointed to economic, social, political and psychological changes that are necessary if we are to survive in our “common home”. How can all of our institutions take a leadership role in addressing these two challenges, which amount to different sides of the same coin?”2

The essays in this volume demonstrate through diverse frames of analysis, the central theme of Laudato si’—everything is interconnected. Economic systems and cultural attitudes that marginalize and dehumanize are also driving the exploitation of the earth. From diverse perspectives, the authors in this volume reinforce Pope Francis’s challenge to live into an intergenerational solidarity that builds up the common good of our common home.

Jesuit institutions cannot ignore this imperative. The care for our common home has been articulated as one of four Universal Apostolic Preferences (UAPs) that will guide the goals and actions of Jesuit works across the globe. This preference unifies the other UAPs: Finding God through the Spiritual Exercises and Discernment, Journeying with Youth Toward a Hope-Filled Future, and Walking with the Marginalized. Cultivating depth and freedom through an interior life frees us from the idolatry of money and consumption. Walking with the marginalized who are most impacted by the devastating effects of climate change compels us to reimagine an economy that excludes and exploits so many.

Finally, journeying with youth toward a hope-filled future will teach us the way to care for our common home. When I think of my child whose reality will continue to be marked by periods of toxic air and extreme weather, it is easy to become discouraged. But I am inspired by Greta Thunberg and other young activists calling us back to the urgency of this moment. Those of us in higher education occupy a privileged place to listen to youth as they name the signs of the times and call us to action.
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Introduction



SAM MICKEY1



 

Humankind is currently facing unprecedented environmental and economic challenges. Poverty, pollution, homelessness, epidemics, habitat destruction, species extinction, and climate change are among a seemingly endless litany of critical problems that are spread across the planet. Moreover, those problems appear to be intensifying, making matters increasingly urgent. The way that people respond to the mounting challenges of this historical moment is a matter of human survival, but it is not only that. Rather, as the present volume makes clear, it is also a matter of justice.

Concern for justice has found expression in various ways across cultures throughout history. Ideals of fairness, righteousness, reciprocity, and equality are encoded in many laws, ethical norms, and religious traditions. Indeed, a sense of justice seems to extend throughout much of the animal kingdom. Animal behavior scientists describe values of cooperation, empathy, fair play, and justice at work not only in humans, and not only in other primates, but in various species of mammals, birds, invertebrates, fish, reptiles, and amphibians.2 Even aside from the ways that nonhuman animals exhibit their own orientations toward justice, the natural world is integral to justice. Justice has material conditions, which are inseparable from the natural environment. The pursuit of clean air, habitable land, nutritious food, and clean freshwater is fundamental to the pursuit of justice.

Environmental degradation and destruction are not merely physical phenomena. They involve cultural and spiritual values. Losing access to the wondrous splendor of the wild is a spiritual loss. The American novelist and environmentalist Wallace Stegner described this spiritual loss in his famous “Wilderness Letter”—a letter written in 1960 pleading for the preservation of wilderness.

Something will have gone out of us as a people if we ever let the remaining wilderness be destroyed; if we permit the last virgin forests to be turned into comic books and plastic cigarette cases; if we drive the few remaining members of the wild species into zoos or to extinction; if we pollute the last clear air and dirty the last clean streams and push our paved roads through the last of the silence […] We need to demonstrate our acceptance of the natural world, including ourselves; we need the spiritual refreshment that being natural can produce. And one of the best places for us to get that is in the wilderness where the fun houses, the bulldozers, and the pavement of our civilization are shut out.3

In the decades since Stegner wrote that letter, environmental destruction has intensified dramatically, and what he saw as a “geography of hope” has become increasingly hopeless.4 Unsustainable and unjust economic growth is having ecological impacts at a planetary scale, as evidenced by the emergency of anthropogenic climate change. It is this dire situation that Pope Francis addresses in his 2015 encyclical, Lauadto si’.

According to Francis, hope is not lost. “All it takes is one good person to restore hope!”5 In the Bible, this is exemplified in the story of Noah, “who remained innocent and just” in a time when humankind’s presence on Earth was dominated by wickedness. In the same way that God opened a way to a new beginning for humankind through Noah, a new beginning remains possible for humankind today. The Pope’s encyclical expresses a restoration of hope in a time of ecological emergency. Today, the challenge of remaining just is a challenge of tending not only to the poor, marginalized, and destitute, but also to the interconnected life, land, air, and water of Earth. The cry for justice today is “both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.”6 This means that justice takes place at the intersection of ecology and economy. The “eco” shared by economy and ecology derives from the Greek oikos, meaning “home” or “dwelling.” In that sense, justice is given an apt formulation in the subtitle of Laudato si’: On Care for Our Common Home. In other words, Laudato si’ is about caring for the world in a time of climate crisis.7

Caring for our common home requires the integration of many fields of study and multiple ways of knowing, from cultures and religious traditions, from economists and policymakers, and from ecology and other areas of environmental science. This interdisciplinary approach is what Pope Francis calls “integral ecology.” More than an idea or a theory, integral ecology is a way of life. Accordingly, it involves more than information and data, and more than the scientific method. It involves a transformation of one’s very being. It is a conversion experience. This conversion is not a religious conversion. Rather, it is an “ecological conversion.”8 The Pope is not asking people to abandon whatever religious affiliation they might currently have. He is inviting Catholics and, indeed, “every person living on this planet,” to include ecology within your current context, to bring a sense of interconnectedness into your personal lives and into our communities and institutions.9

The interconnectedness of human-Earth relations invites joyous participation, celebration, and gratitude, yet it is wrought with suffering, and there is precious little time to carry out a transition away from an unsustainable civilization predicated on rampant injustice and toward peaceful, just, and regenerative ways of being in the world. The challenge is far greater than finding sustainable ways to grow and develop. More than that, the very ideas of growth and development must be critically analyzed and rethought. The predominant model of economic growth in recent decades has been profoundly harmful, both socially and environmentally. Accordingly, degrowth is arguably an important strategy for integral ecology.10 From the standpoint of ecological conversion, simple and humble lifestyles are more appropriate than endless busyness and the demand for ever-increasing productivity. The chapters that follow articulate some of the details of these kinds of lifestyle changes, cultural shifts, and socioeconomic transitions.

The present volume takes up the joyous yet daunting challenge of caring for our common home and seeking justice in an interconnected world. As Erin Brigham mentions in the Foreword to this collection, each of the contributors came together for a roundtable discussion at the University of San Francisco in the spring of 2019, hosted by the Joan and Ralph Lane Center for Catholic Social Thought and the Ignatian Tradition. Other attendees included scholars, community members, activists, faith leaders, and farmers, whose perspectives led to interesting and enriching dialogue about the theoretical and practical questions involved with the integration of environmental and economic justice in a changing climate. The contributors to this book (including myself) offer these chapters as a representation of the main ideas and concerns circulating in discussions from that day, and to provide some orientation and grounding to support works of justice within and beyond Jesuit universities.

Following this introduction, there are four chapters. In the first chapter, Vijaya Nagarajan introduces and elaborates on the work of the French cultural critic, historian, and Catholic priest Ivan Illich (1926-2002), whose thinking has been widely influential for scholars and activists engaging with complex problems across many facets of modern society, including education, literacy, transportation, energy use, technological progress, and economic development. Presenting multiple, intersecting paths to environmental and economic justice, Nagarajan considers how Illich’s vision of an equitable society resonates with the ecological perspective of Pope Francis as well as the simple, nonviolent ways of life cultivated by Henry David Thoreau and Mahatma Gandhi.

In the next chapter, Sam Mickey draws further attention to the integral ecology of Pope Francis, showing how the ideas expressed in Laudato si’ draw on two of the most prominent ecological thinkers to emerge from Catholicism in the twentieth century: the liberation theologian Leonardo Boff (b. 1938) and the cultural historian and Passionist priest Thomas Berry (1914-2009). The connections between Pope Francis and the works of Boff and Berry indicate the global, multicultural scope of integral ecology as well as the radical ethical and political practices that emerge with ecological conversion. An indication of the characteristics of such practices is outlined in the next chapter, in which Adrienne Johnson and Brian Dowd-Uribe analyze the role of degrowth in agriculture.

In contrast to the predominant discourses on degrowth, which tend to focus on the developed countries of the Global North, Johnson and Dowd-Uribe draw attention to the ecological, historical, and political dynamics of the Global South, considering specific examples from agriculture in Costa Rica and Ecuador. By accounting for differences and links between degrowth in the Global North and Global South, this chapter provides a shared vision for more just forms of agriculture, characterized by small-scale, farmer-friendly, localized food production. Johnson and Dowd-Uribe point the way for degrowth scholars to attend to the cries of colonial and racial injustice across our common home.

In the way that degrowth can bring agriculture back to its local place, the final chapter likewise finds environmental and economic justice in place, as Gerard Kuperus connects the integral principles of Laudato si’ with the work of Dōgen Zenji, the thirteenth century founder of the Sōtō school of Zen Buddhism. For Dōgen, Buddhist practice is a way of connecting with “mountains and rivers,” which is to say, a way of realizing one’s immersion in the dynamics of the natural world. Kuperus describes the insights of Dōgen by elaborating on the ecological vision of a contemporary Zen practitioner and poet, Gary Snyder (b. 1930), who has been a leading figure for spiritual and political perspectives on ecology in recent decades. Whereas Johnson and Dowd-Uribe brought an integrative perspective to North-South relations, Kuperus facilitates integration along an East-West axis, which resonates with Nagarajan’s considerations of Gandhi in connection with Ivan Illich.
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