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This book is dedicated to three groups of people.


 


First, to physical, biological, and social scientists whose research helps us better understand and respond to our current situation.


 


Second, to spiritual leaders who inspire people to discover a new way of being human, in deep connection with one another, with the Earth and all her creatures, and with the sacred web of life that binds us together in love.


 


And third, to parents, educators, and all who support today’s children and young people, inspiring them to live a meaningful life, guiding them to see the deep opportunity hidden in this critical moment, and modeling for them what it means to live each day with wisdom and courage.










Introduction


That Unpeaceful, Uneasy, Unwanted Feeling


So at the moment the situation appears grim. And yet there are plenty of reasons to feel hopeful about the future. To name just a few: (NOTE TO EDITOR—Please insert some reasons to feel hopeful about the future, if you can think of any).


Comedian Dave Barry1


 


More than any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction. Let us pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.


Filmmaker Woody Allen2


 


‘Do you know what the opposite of love is?’ ‘Hate,’ I said. ‘Despair,’ Sister said. ‘Despair is the opposite of love.’


Poet Lisa Wells3


 


You woke up again this morning with that familiar unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feeling. You wonder what to do about it. You suspect that if you pay attention to it, it will unleash some inner turmoil. You could keep trying to ignore or suppress it − but that can’t be good either.


You see a book with this title and you wonder, ‘Am I ready for this? My unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feeling could be ignored for another day, right? After all, it’s only an intensifying and persistent sense of anxiety growing from the realisation that we humans have made a mess of our civilisation and our planet, and not enough of us seem to care enough to change deeply enough and quickly enough to save it.’


Or maybe it’s even worse than that: yes, enough of us care, but it’s already too late for us to change fast enough to make a significant difference. It’s the feeling that catastrophe of some sort is inevitable, that we’re on the moving pavement to the end of the world. We can ignore that for a while longer, right?


Many of our friends and family don’t seem very concerned. They think there’s something seriously wrong with anyone who would pick up (or write!) a book called Life After Doom. They see our shared sense of dread as a character flaw or maybe a mood disorder. ‘What’s your problem? Cheer up!’ they say, which teaches us to keep our real feelings to ourselves.


You can’t blame folks who don’t smell what we smell − something burning, something decomposing. For them, just making it to Friday takes all the energy they can muster. They don’t have the time or energy to think twice about the well-being of our civilisation or of the thin, fragile layer of air, water and soil in which the web of life trembles. They certainly don’t have the bandwidth to read a book about anything so depressing or grandiose as doom. When they see you carrying a book like this, you can’t blame them for giving you a side glance that says, ‘Give me a break. Talk about champagne problems! I’m worried about running out of money before I run out of month, and you’re worried about the collapse of civilisation? What’s wrong with you?’


Sometimes we ask that question of ourselves. But here we are.


Sometimes the feeling is crushing, as if the Wall Street bull were standing on our chest.


Sometimes it’s as vague and quiet as a plague, ready to suck the life out of our whole beautiful blue, fragile planet.


It’s anxiety that we feel, yes, and a tender, sweet, piercing sadness, not just for ourselves, but also for everyone and everything everywhere, all at once. First, we feel it like a lump in our throats. We worry that it’s cancer. Then we see it tightening like a noose around the throats of our children and unknown descendants who will be born into a future much uglier than our own. Sometimes it leaves us so angry we scare ourselves. Sometimes it leaves us feeling like we’re mourning a dying friend or lover or mother.


We feel this doom because we are awake, at least partially awake. The more we wake up, the worse we feel. It’s so tempting to fall back to sleep.


No wonder certain politicians hate the idea of being ‘woke’.


It’s because of our common sense and uncommon sensitivity that we feel this way. It’s our moral seriousness, our commitment to keep our eyes open, even through tears.


Sure, like most people, we smile, tell jokes, do our jobs, cook, tend our gardens, fight traffic, create traffic, enjoy our hobbies, sip a cup of coffee in the morning and maybe have a beer or something stronger at night. But even as we go about our normal routines as normal people, we can’t shake off this sense that we’re in trouble − all of us, really serious, tangled-up trouble. It’s the feeling that our civilisation’s Jenga tower is about to crumble, our inner sanctum of normality is about to be breached, our global status quo is about to blow, our scariest worst-case scenarios are about to stop being imaginary.


If we felt doom about the global climate crisis alone, that would be bad enough. But we have also come to see that global overheating is the toxic cherry on top of a hot, festering mess of other global problems, problems that go untreated because they remain unacknowledged.


We’re like a selfish partner in a long-dysfunctional marriage: one afternoon we find a note on our pillow, an empty bedroom closet and a half-emptied bank account, and we suddenly realise that things have been worse than we thought, and this moment has been decades in the making.


We’re passengers on a brakeless economic runaway train engineered by and for a feckless global elite who amass more economic, media and political power every second. No, it’s even worse than that: we aren’t passengers on the train; we − along with the whole Earth − are the fuel.


We simmer in a social stew of overheating human emotions that spawn intensifying storms of extremist resentment, racism and bigotry. We are barraged by breaking news bulletins from global social and mass media conglomerates obsessed with profits and page views and largely oblivious to truth and harm. We vote as conflicted citizens in divided electorates trying to salvage corrupted democracies in which craven politicians again and again prove themselves too ignorant to understand our current situation and too impotent to do anything about it.4 If we’re religious, we can’t help but notice how many of our religious leaders look less like their founding prophets and more like those craven politicians on whose laps they dance for swelling profits.


We observe this writhing knot of intensifying trouble, and the whole mess feels not only too big to solve but too big and snarly to understand fully.


So the open secret of doom finds us everywhere. Trees tremble as they tell us about it, weeping. Water whispers it to us. Birds and insects testify about it through the heartbreaking silence that speaks of their absence. Forgotten forests, bulldozed into shiny new housing developments, haunt us like ghosts. Even though politicians try to distract us with their daily gush of hot air, the scorching winds of a destabilised climate breathe the chilling truth down our necks.


Those of us who are younger wonder if we should bring children into this unstable world. We wonder if they’ll curse us for giving them life in a house-of-cards society that their parents and grandparents perfectly designed to collapse on their heads.


Those of us who already have young children are fully occupied changing their nappies, helping them with homework, driving them to soccer and paying the bills, all while saving too little for their college funds. As we fall exhausted into bed at night, we whisper a prayer that somebody somewhere is, please God, addressing these global problems that we don’t have the energy even to think about or talk about, much less solve.


Those of us who are older want to write our grandchildren apology letters, lamenting we didn’t do more sooner.5 But we hesitate because we don’t want to traumatise them with information they’re not ready to handle. We wonder what difference we can make for future generations with the precious time we have left.


I began writing these words a few days after an unexpected visit by Hurricane Ian to Southwest Florida where I currently live. (I love the Florida weather for about nine months of the year. I love what’s left of Florida’s natural environment, a priceless treasure which is sold piece by piece to the highest bidder, day after day after day. I don’t know how much longer I’ll last here. But I stay − for now − inspired by this maxim: ‘Live so that if your life were a book, Florida would ban it.’)


The weather was eerily calm in Ian’s aftermath, but I felt a sense of doom rumbling like a bass note in my chest, because we humans are making increasing numbers of increasingly violent storms increasingly inevitable. You think this is bad? You haven’t seen bad yet, a little voice inside me whispered. I haven’t been able to shake this feeling: the world we consider safe and normal is just one disruption away from upheaval.


Normal is so easy to take for granted. Our climate and environment, our political and economic systems, our social norms and institutions, our hospitals and schools, our can-do spirit and our shared spirituality − they seem as dependable as electricity, running water, and the availability of Google and Amazon. But one hurricane or wildfire; one terrorist attack or coup; one election result, or one voice making one declaration of war; one middle finger pressing one fateful button; one bacterium or virus against which we have neither immunity nor vaccines, and everything normal is pounded to wreckage and washed away in a surging storm of change.


We can’t believe we ever took for granted something as precious as ‘normal’.


Doom could be described as a kind of pre-traumatic stress disorder that arises when our old normal is deteriorating and no new normal has come into view. For our purposes, it isn’t a single catastrophic event at some point in the future. Instead, it is the emotional and intellectual experience shared by all who acknowledge the dangerous future into which we are presently plunging ourselves, our descendants and our fellow creatures.


Many of us have experienced a sense of doom on an individual level. Yesterday we were living a normal, healthy life. Today we get a scary biopsy result or blood test or heart scan, and suddenly we are counting our remaining days and updating our will. We grieve the arrival of this devastating new reality with cycles of shock and denial, anger, bargaining and depression. Eventually, we may resolve our inner turmoil with a degree of acceptance. With the help of our family, friends and faith communities, we may even find or make some meaning in this madness, as the biopic starring us moves towards its final scenes.


These days, more and more of us are experiencing the stages of grief as a shared social experience. Our whole society seems to be ping-ponging back and forth between shock and denial and anger and bargaining and depression.6


Those are the kinds of unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feelings that might lead you to pick up a book like this one.


Before you read on, I need to be clear about who this book is and isn’t for.


First, if you are already on the edge of a narrow ledge of anxiety and depression because of personal challenges, grief or illness, this book is not for you, at least not right now. You have enough on your plate; this book will still be here when you are in a less stressed place.


Second, Life After Doom is not for you if you think that problems like climate change, ecological overshoot, economic inequality, racial injustice and religious corruption are nothing but a hoax. Nor is it for you if you are looking for statistics and charts to convince you how bad things are. There are others who specialise in that important work.7 Nor is it for you if you’re looking for a book that is primarily religious or theological. As you’ll learn in chapter 2, I was for many years a pastor and have written books that focus on spirituality. But this book is written by a human being for you as a human being, whether you consider yourself religious or spiritual or secular or sceptical, because we’re all in this mess together. I promise to do my best to make my spiritual background an asset rather than an obstacle for you.


Life After Doom is for everyone who has reached a point where not facing their unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feelings about the future has become more draining than facing them. It’s for anyone who understands that we’ve entered a dangerous time and we need to prepare ourselves to face that danger with wisdom, courage, character and compassion.


You should know something about the way this book has taken shape. As I’ll explain in chapter 1, I began waking up to our current situation nearly thirty years ago. Then, nearly twenty years ago, I researched and published a book on global crises. About two years ago, I felt I should return to the subject and immersed myself in the latest data. During my research, there have been moments when I felt like the ground was falling out from under my feet. I have thought about things I’ve never thought about before and felt things I’ve never felt before. I wondered why I took on this project, then reminded myself that I felt this project, in some ways, chose me.


On many days, I’ve got up from my desk and walked for miles, mindfully putting one foot in front of the other, contemplating the realities to which these words can only gesture, hoping St Augustine was right when he said, ‘Solvitur ambulando’ (‘It is solved by walking’). As I walked, waves of fury, despondency, dread, grief and wordless groaning would wash over me. I was not only processing my own emotions: I was also wondering how I could best help you, because I don’t want to traumatise you, but I don’t want to sugarcoat anything for you either. I want to provide you with the same kind of honest and humane guidance I need in these crazy times.


As I wrote, I found myself distilling what seemed most important into short, simple statements, what you might call ‘moral guidelines’ or ‘resilience mantras’. Eventually, I threw out my original outline for the book and chose those mantras as the book’s chapter titles. I realised that these chapters took a familiar U-shaped journey, from letting go (a path of descent) to letting be (a place of insight) to letting come (a path of resilience) to setting free (a path of agile engagement). Those four movements became the four parts of this book.8


It’s very difficult to dance with doom alone. That’s why, at the end of each chapter, I have included a ‘Dear Reader’ section, a kind of author’s aside. I’ll offer some journalling questions, conversation prompts and dialogue guides. Hopefully you can find a trusted friend or two with whom you can share the thoughts and feelings that arise as you read. Perhaps they’ll want to read through the book with you. If you recommend this book for a class or reading group, be sure to make it easy to opt out, because, as I said, this book isn’t for everybody. Then again, those who need it really need it, and those who aren’t ready for it now may be ready for it surprisingly soon.


Here’s one thing I’ve learned already: when you dance with doom, doom changes you.


Yes, it can change you for the worse. It can scare you and exhaust you and leave you paralysed in despondency, cynicism and bitterness. Doom can win and life can lose.


But the dance can also change you for the better, leaving you more humble and honest, more thoughtful and creative, more compassionate and courageous . . . wiser, kinder, deeper, stronger . . . more connected, more resilient, more free, more human, more alive.


So here we are, you and I, about to spend several hours together in each other’s heads and hearts, learning to dance with reality with all its doom and delight. We’re in this together. That’s our starting point.


Welcome to reality.


 


Dear Reader,


Thanks for reading this introduction. I encourage you to open a new document on your computer, or get a journal to handwrite your responses to the questions below. You can also use these questions to prompt needed conversation with friends who read this book with you.


 


1. I explain in this chapter that I don’t think this book is for everyone, but that those who need it really need it. Do you think this book is for you? Why or why not?


2. Have you been dancing with doom alone? Or have you had conversation partners to share the dance with you? How has it been?


3. Share your experiences with the stages of grief relating to our current situation: shock and denial, bargaining, anger, depression, acceptance, meaning.


4. How might you benefit by reading this book? Have you ever practised journaling before? What benefit might you receive from journalling? Have you ever been part of a reading group before? What benefits might you experience by forming or joining one?


 


One more thing. If at any point as you read, you feel emotionally overwhelmed, I invite you to either take a break for a week or two, or to skip ahead to parts 3 and 4, chapters 13 to 21. Yes, chapters 2 to 12 are really important, but for some readers, going to the end and then coming back to the middle may make more sense.










Part 1


Letting Go


A Path of Descent










Chapter 1


I Am Waking Up


There’s no rug in the world


that’s big enough


to sweep this under.


Author Britt Wray, PhD1


 


The seven stages of climate denial: 1. It’s not real, 2. It’s not us, 3. It’s not that bad, 4. We have time, 5. It’s too expensive to fix, 6. Here’s a fake solution, 7. It’s too late: you should have warned us earlier.


Professor Mark Maslin2


 


I wish you could have known my beloved Grandpa Smith. He was funny. He told jokes and did tricks, anything to make us laugh. He sometimes took out his false teeth, which truly amazed my cousins and me. Grandma would hear us giggling and see him fooling around with his dentures and she would say, ‘Oh, Steve,’ shaking her head as she turned away to hide her smile.


Grandpa Smith had lots of tools and could fix anything. He could play ragtime songs on the piano, his hands pouncing on those black-and-white keys like two cats on ten mice. We would dance around the room in childish ecstasy, the only time dancing was acceptable in our conservative religious family.


Grandpa told amazing stories that always began with ‘Back in . . .’ It might have been ‘Back in 1908 . . .’, or ‘Back in 1929 . . .’ or maybe ‘Back during the war . . .’, which meant the Second World War. However the story began, it would almost always end with ‘I’ll never forget it.’


He always carried a handkerchief. And a pocketknife.


He radiated goodwill and the simplest, purest love.


I remember opening my eyes while he said a prayer before a meal during one of our visits. I was seated to his right. I saw his right hand at rest on the table beside me, his fingers gently tapping the tablecloth for emphasis as he prayed. The skin on his forehand looked like cellophane, full of age marks and bruises and wrinkles, with raised purple veins meandering like rivers, so different from my skin back then, so like my skin now.


Almost every winter, he and Grandma joined my parents, brother and me for a long drive from upstate New York to Florida for a late winter vacation. One year when I was ten or eleven years old, we were passing through a part of Central Florida where the fields were dotted with strange contraptions that looked like giant steel sandpipers bobbing up and down. ‘What are those?’ I asked. Grandpa explained that they were pumpjacks. They pumped oil out from the ground, and from that oil we made gasoline, the same gasoline that fuelled my parents’ 1957 Pontiac Star Chief.


‘What happens when they pump out all the oil?’ I asked. You know how kids ask questions.


My grandfather was born in 1894, and he left school to start working at the age of fourteen. He was smart and wise, but not highly educated. Over the course of his life, he had a variety of jobs. First, he was a vegetable huckster in a horse-drawn cart, then a house painter, a piano maker, a maker of plywood aircraft in the Second World War, and a factory worker for the auto industry. He was a simple, practical man and a devout Christian, and his answer to my question about running out of oil was as immediate and innocent as was everything else he said: ‘That will never happen, Brian. The Lord put enough of what we need in the Earth to last us until the Second Coming of Christ.’


It was a sweet answer, a sincerely pious answer. But I couldn’t buy it.


My grandfather shaped me in so many ways, and the years since he died have only made me love him more. But I realised even as a boy that Grandpa had grown up in a different time, a different world. To my grandfather, the Earth still felt unimaginably huge, and our loving God designed it especially for us as a giant store of free resources, so there was nothing to worry about.


My ten-year-old psyche was being shaped by different influences, including the first photographs of Earth from space. To me, informed by those photographs, our planet was a small, clouded blue-and-white sphere floating in the vast darkness of space. It was obvious to me that in that small sphere, there was only a finite amount of oil − or anything else.


Fast forward thirty-three years from ten-year-old me sitting beside my Grandpa Smith in our 1957 Star Chief. I had left my first career as a college English teacher to become a pastor, serving an innovative Christian congregation just outside Washington, DC.


One Sunday, I preached a sermon on our moral and spiritual responsibility to care for the Earth. For me, faith in God didn’t absolve us from ecological responsibility or guarantee that we could take all we wanted since the world would end soon. Instead, the beauty and belovedness of creation issued a moral summons to humanity to care for every sparrow, every wildflower, every river and mountain and meadow.


After the service, a student from a nearby university came up to thank me.


‘I’m an environmental science student. That was such an important sermon. I’ve never heard any minister say what you said. But I noticed you didn’t mention global climate change. You know about it, right?’ she asked.


‘You mean nuclear winter, the global cooling that would follow a nuclear war?’ I said.


‘Wow. You don’t know about global warming,’ she replied, obviously shocked. She told me to go home and search ‘global warming’ on my computer, which I did that very afternoon. Soon I came upon a graphic that showed the reduction of the Arctic ice sheet over the previous forty years. I saw the patch of polar white shrink before my eyes, and my life has never been the same.


Seven years later, my concern about global warming and related environmental problems led me to write a book on the subject. I wanted to explore the question, ‘What are the biggest problems, challenges and threats we face as a human species?’


That research project might sound depressing to you. But the question had seized my curiosity for three reasons.


First, to put it bluntly, as a pastor, I had become sick of religious problems. I was sick of people complaining about the style of music in our services, or the way I interpreted a Bible passage in my last sermon, or that I wasn’t as dynamic as that handsome young preacher on TV. I felt that I was constantly being drawn into big arguments about tiny religious matters. Religious triviality was not only boring to me; it felt dangerous. While we were arguing about gnat-sized religious problems, I suspected that a giant camel of trouble was sneaking into the tent in the form of global overheating, to be sure, but also resurgent racism and white supremacy, accumulated power among the super-rich, the dissemination of more and more weapons with greater and greater kill power, a growing susceptibility to authoritarianism among frightened and easily misled religious people, and more.


Second, for well over a decade, I had been going through a deep theological rethinking, what many people now call ‘faith deconstruction’. I had been taught that the purpose and focus of Christianity was to help people end up in a good place after they die. But as a preacher who had to engage with the Bible week after week, I had become convinced that this assumption was faulty. Every week when we prayed, ‘Your kingdom come, your will be done on Earth as it is in heaven’, I realised that we weren’t praying for our souls to go up to heaven after death. We were praying for a better way of life to come to fruition down here on Earth, while we were still alive. That theological revolution made me ask questions I had never asked before: If God cares about what is going on here in this life, shouldn’t we care too? If so, what are the biggest problems here on Earth, anyway? I had been so focused on heavenly problems for so long, I felt like I needed to take a crash course in Earthly problems.


Third, something was happening to me that often happens to people at midlife. I was becoming less obsessed with my own success and well-being, and more concerned about the success and well-being of my four children and future generations beyond them. What kind of world would my kids face as they grew up and perhaps had children of their own?


So in 2006, at the age of fifty, I embarked on a research project that turned into a book.


The title, Everything Must Change, tells you something about what I learned. (That title was tame compared to the title I originally proposed to my editors: Jesus and the Suicide Machine.)


In that year of research and writing, I became convinced that human civilisation as we knew it was destroying itself. It was on a suicidal, eco-cidal trajectory arcing towards the collapse of the global ecosystems upon which we depend. We were already on course to plunge billions of people into great danger and suffering, and tragically, the most vulnerable would suffer most. I wish the intervening years proved that I had overestimated those dangers. I wish.


As I finished the book, one huge new question had arisen and remained unanswered. Some of the experts I encountered were confident that a great turning or turnaround could happen before a civilisational collapse. Others were convinced it was already too late for that, and we should put all our efforts into preparing survivors of the collapse to create resilient local communities in the aftermath. Still others believed that the collapse would be so total that there would be no economies at all, global or local, because there would be no humans, and perhaps little in the way of complex life left on the planet. Which experts were right?


I felt that question was too dire to include in the book, so I held it in my pocket like a stone, like a bullet that had been removed from my body. I have held it as my deep secret ever since, seldom mentioning it to anyone.


As a writer and speaker over the years since I left the pastorate, I’ve come to realise that precious few of the clergy, church folk and other spiritually oriented people who come to hear me want me to talk about civilisational collapse. (Why did that surprise me?) They’re too busy trying to help individuals, local communities and humanity in general survive in this pre-collapse civilisation. Survival is a tough enough assignment in these fractious and anxious times. So religious organisations pay for my travel, lodging and honorarium because they want me to give them hope and some practical guidance for the current ‘normal’ world and its challenges. I’ve done my best to do so.


But in the last several years, it’s been harder and harder to keep doing that. Part of me wants to grab every pope, bishop, denominational executive, pastor and seminary professor by the lapels and start yelling, ‘What the frack are you doing? Arguing about theological trivialities while the world burns? Worrying about preserving organ music and quaint architecture as the sixth mass extinction is unfolding? Why aren’t you reorganising everything, rewriting every liturgy, restructuring every hierarchy and revolutionising all your priorities so that you can remobilise all your resources to help save our precious, fragile planet? Aren’t you supposed to be in the saving business? Don’t you see? Without a healthy planet, there will be no healthy people, and certainly no healthy congregations, denominations, religions . . . or organ music!’


But I haven’t assaulted anyone, physically or verbally, at least not yet, and I don’t plan to. I realise that, whether in the world of religion or in the worlds of politics, business, education and science, until things get bad enough, most people don’t change. They don’t even notice. They just go on, doing the best they can, and feeling that the future of humanity and the health of the Earth are way above their pay grade. They hope somebody else is worrying about it.


Maybe a few of them feel like my Grandpa Smith, that God has the past, present and future fully scripted already, so we humans don’t need to worry about such things. Whatever happens will be God’s will.


But I suspect that most folks have their secret worries just as I’ve had.


So I began planning this book for all those people who have been hiding how worried they are, who know we’re in trouble and aren’t sure what to do or how to be, who realise that pretending to have hope is more exhausting than waking up to reality.


I remember what it felt like when I clicked on that website with the shrinking ice cap graphic. I remember what it felt like when I wrote Everything Must Change, or read William Catton’s Overshoot, or Bill McKibben’s The End of Nature and Falter, or, more recently, Dahr Jamail’s The End of Ice, or listened to lectures by Michael Dowd or Sid Smith. I remember the alarm, even panic, that arose within me.


At points in my ongoing awakening, when I felt that I couldn’t bear any more grim statistics or dire predictions, I learned to say to myself, ‘It’s OK. I’m waking up. It’s a process. It takes time.’ My learning process has zigzagged back and forth, taking a fickle path between optimism and despondency. I expect yours will too. So I’ll do my best to guide you through this gently, knowing that we humans need to be awakened gradually, or we get really grumpy.


So here we are. We share this emotional and intellectual experience of doom, of waking up to our precarious predicament.


We’ll explore questions like these:


 



	•
	What are the best-case and the worst-case scenarios that we face − environmentally and socially?





	•
	If some degree of civilisational collapse is coming, how shall we live on the bumpy ride towards the bottom? And how bad will the bottom be?





	•
	How do we manage a recurring temptation to retreat into a bubble of denial?





	•
	How can we manage encroaching feelings of doom without becoming despondent, overwhelmed, buried in gloom?





	•
	How can we avoid turning our worst-case scenarios into self-fulfilling prophecies?





	•
	Because facing current available data forces us to think about our own deaths and the possible demise of our civilisation or even the whole human species, how can we predispose ourselves to live well while we’re still alive?





	•
	Where can we find spiritual support when our religions seem to be living in another world?





	•
	How can we organise for meaningful action when our political systems are failing so pathetically?





	•
	How do we, who have lived in a time of extraordinary progress and plenty, prepare for a future of decline and collapse?





	•
	How can we help our children and grandchildren grow up in a world that often feels like it’s falling apart, where their lives will almost certainly be less prosperous, less secure and less comfortable than our lives have been?




When we were driving past the pumpjacks in Central Florida, Grandpa Smith was about the age I am now. He had lived through two world wars, a global pandemic and the Great Depression, in the middle of which he fell from a ladder and broke his spine, forcing him to spend many months in a Stryker frame in hospital. When we were sitting there in the back seat of the Star Chief, he was about to begin the long journey of walking with his beloved wife through her long decline from cancer.


He didn’t know anything about climate change, ecological overshoot or the dynamics of civilisational collapse. But he did know how to survive in a scary century, how to endure great hardship, and how to sustain a kind and resilient spirit through it all. That’s why I can’t stop thinking about him now, as I begin this book. And that’s why I wish you knew him.


 


Dear Reader,


I introduce myself in this chapter by sharing my story about waking up to our current situation. Here are some questions you can use as journal prompts alone, and as conversation starters with a reading group.


 


1. What did you learn about me in this chapter that interested you, or maybe concerned you?


2. Did you have a wise grandparent or other inspiring example like Grandpa Smith, and if so, what did that relationship mean to you?


3. Tell your story of waking up to our current situation.


4. Review the list of questions we’ll address in this book. Which three or four questions do you resonate with most strongly, and why?


Before we move on, before you read chapter 2, I need to prepare you for some rough sledging. This is the one chapter in the book where I’m going to try to guide you as deeply as I can into the current state of understanding shared by scientists and other experts about the realities that are giving so many of us an intensifying feeling of doom.


If you’re not already familiar with it, this kind of information might stir up strong emotional and intellectual reactions within you. You may not feel ready for those reactions at this moment. If that’s the case, you may want to skip ahead to chapter 3, which describes how our brains typically respond to disturbing information; then you can return to chapter 2 . . . or not. Do what you need to do. And if what you read pushes you into a place of excessive stress or anxiety, please stop reading and process your feelings with a trusted family member, friend, spiritual leader or mental health professional.


If you feel prepared to do so, if you want to do so, then please read on. I can assure you that I have tried to take the posture of a doctor with both bad news and a good, sensitive bedside manner. Even so, I can’t promise you that reading chapter 2 will be easy. I can only promise you to do my best to be clear, concise and honest. Your strongest response may simply be relief − relief that we’re getting things out on the table, because on some deep level, I think we all know that we don’t live in our grandparents’ world anymore.


With that in mind, let me encourage you to take a few deep breaths and centre yourself. Find a comfortable place to sit, maybe with a cup of tea or coffee in hand and with a pen or pencil nearby to underline passages or jot down notes. Rather than preparing yourself to agree or disagree, like or dislike, accept or reject what you’ll read, let me suggest you read with double curiosity: first, with curiosity about what I have to say based on my research, and second, with curiosity about how you are responding and why you are responding that way.










Chapter 2


Welcome to Reality


Until the late twentieth century, every generation throughout history lived with the tacit certainty that there would be generations to follow. Each assumed, without questioning, that its children and children’s children would walk the same Earth, under the same sky . . . That certainty is now lost to us, whatever our politics. That loss, unmeasured and immeasurable, is the pivotal psychological reality of our time.


Buddhist author Joanna Macy1


 


Our suicidal way of life is accelerating civilisational collapse.


Environmentalist Sir Jonathon Porritt2


 


Within each one of us there is some piece of humanness that knows we are not being served by the machine which orchestrates crisis after crisis and is grinding all our futures into dust.


Womanist author Audre Lorde3


 


Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.


American writer/civil rights leader James Baldwin4


 


There is life after doom, but to get there, first you have to face the doom.


None of the likely scenarios ahead of us is pleasant, and that explains why a lot of people make a lot of money helping others avoid waking up to the dimensions of reality we will consider in this chapter. If you would like to opt out of doing so, now is the time. As I’ve said, you can come back to it later. (You may find it helpful to go to the Dear Reader section at the end of this chapter and use the first four prompts as you read.)


Among people whose profession or conscience requires them to pay broad and deep attention to our current situation, everybody agrees that we are in a heap of trouble. The fact that you’re reading this book suggests you are already part of this reality-based community.


In this chapter, I will summarise the best current thinking on ‘our current situation’, a term I’ll use often in the coming pages to refer to the complex reality we find ourselves in. I’ll assume that you feel as I do when I go to the doctor: ‘Give it to me straight Doc. Don’t hold back or sugarcoat anything.’


So, first, the diagnosis. Our global civilisation as currently structured is unstable and unsustainable.5 Ecologically, our civilisation sucks out too many of the Earth’s resources for the Earth to replenish, and it pumps out too much waste for the Earth to detoxify. Economically, our civilisation’s financial systems are complex, interconnected, fragile and deeply dependent on continual economic growth. Without continual economic growth, financial systems will stumble towards collapse.6 But with economic growth, we intensify and hasten ecological collapse. In addition, our global economic systems distribute more and more money and power to those who already have it, creating a small network of elites who live in luxury and share great political power, while billions live in or near poverty with little political power.7 Speaking of politics, as we face increasing ecological and economic instability, social unrest and conflict will also increase. As a result, our democratic political systems will be strained to or past the breaking point. Like a person of my age who transitions from stability and health to sickness and decline, our civilisation will become weaker and more expensive to maintain.


The process of civilisational collapse has been studied in depth by historians, leading among them, Joseph Tainter. In simplest terms, Tainter says, complex societies collapse when their key institutions can no longer solve the civilisation’s problems. He gives over a dozen historic examples and focuses in depth on three: the Western Roman Empire in Europe, the Mayan society in Central America, and the Chaco society in the American Southwest desert. Each civilisation faced problems. When it overcame those problems, it grew. Its growth created new problems that it would overcome, leading to more growth. However, each solution required new levels of complexity, infrastructure and bureaucracy, which were increasingly expensive to maintain. Eventually, the cost of maintaining existing complexity, infrastructure and bureaucracy would be so great that the civilisation could not afford to solve new problems. The growth curve would peak and a time of decline would follow.


The Roman Empire, Tainter explains, was especially effective at solving problems. Rome’s growing agricultural output led to population growth, and eventually the rising population needed even more food. The solution? Rome invaded neighbouring nations, colonising them and exploiting their land, labour (in the form of slaves and vassals), agricultural output and other resources (such as precious metals, art and knowledge).


Maintaining these colonial holdings, however, proved expensive for Rome, requiring ever-growing numbers of soldiers, garrisons and communication and administrative systems. This infrastructure required ever-increasing taxes. High taxation often led to internal corruption, as the upper classes skimmed tax money for personal luxuries while the masses struggled for basic necessities. High taxes, corruption and growing economic inequality led to increasing levels of social unrest, which required more domestic military policing and tighter social control, which were also increasingly expensive. Eventually, a shortage of soldiers required the empire to hire mercenaries who lacked loyalty to the regime. As a result, the cost of the military increased while its effectiveness declined. The spiraling cost of maintaining the Roman Empire at its peak level of complexity became too high and it began to falter. The collapse was hastened by fragmentation, invasion and looting by outsiders, insurrection and rebellion among insiders and a declining population.


Past collapses have sometimes unfolded quickly, but often the process has been agonisingly slow, depending on a variety of internal and external factors. How much damage is the civilisation doing to its environment and energy sources, eroding or degrading its precious topsoil, cutting down its trees, depleting its groundwaters or polluting its waters? How much is it exploiting and oppressing the poor and middle classes and distributing disproportionate wealth and power to those who need it least? How much is the society spending on its military and policing, and what is the return on its military investment? Socially, how deeply is the society’s morale and shared identity being weakened by internal greed, decadence, corruption, distrust, resentment and conflict? Is the civilisation being further weakened by insurrections, coups, civil wars, mass migrations, financial crises, attacks and invasions, pandemics and plagues, climate change and declining physical or mental health?


For our current global civilisation to avoid a similar bumpy downhill Roman road to collapse, we would need a profound, massive and unprecedented global transformation. The depth and breadth of this transformation would require great strength of spirit in individuals, local communities and nations. It would require great creativity, imagination, collaboration, cohesion, character and courage. But many of our spirit-strengthening institutions and movements are also currently in disarray, sharing in the division, corruption and malaise of the civilisation as a whole. Like a cancer patient who becomes less able to withstand chemotherapy as her cancer spreads, day by day our civilisation grows nearer to a point of no return, where the possibility of transformation before collapse becomes less and less likely, and palliative care becomes more likely. Beloved children’s singer Raffi captured the uncertainty shared by many: ‘[Climate scientists] say we can avert the worst-case scenarios of climate warming . . . if we act now. I’ve been at this since 1989, waiting for action commensurate with the threat. And [I’m] not seeing any, and so I go a little crazy. So I say, well, who’s we? . . . And when is now over?’8


That diagnosis leads us to a disturbing prognosis: our future will likely follow one of the following four scenarios, which will feature prominently through the rest of the book.9 (I suggest a few imaginative depictions of each scenario in book or film at the end of each description.10)


 


Scenario 1. Our current civilisation will continue to destabilise the Earth’s life-support systems, and failing life-support systems will continue to destabilise civilisation, creating a downward spiral in both the environment and in civilisation. As we face this dangerous reality, enough of our citizens and institutional leaders will wake up and respond with sufficient urgency, unity and wisdom to transform our civilisation and learn to live within environmental limits, and thus avoid collapse. However, because the needed transformation process will be long, difficult and messy, we will face many turbulent decades or even centuries before we reach a new, sustainable normal. We will call scenario 1 the Collapse Avoidance scenario. (This scenario is fictionalised in Kim Stanley Robinson’s novels New York 2140 and Ministry for the Future.)


 


Scenario 2. Our civilisation will not respond with sufficient urgency, unity and wisdom to restabilise our environment and to live within environmental limits. Nor will our institutions be able to deal with the cascading effects of social turbulence and decline. As a result, our current global civilisation will decline towards collapse, perhaps suddenly, but more likely gradually, like falling down a long stairway, one flight at a time. In the aftermath, a number of people − whether 50 or 10 or 2 per cent of our peak population − will be able to regroup in a severely destabilised global ecosystem and rebuild new communities in various locations, retaining some elements of our current civilisation. However, unless surviving communities learn what needs to be learned from our current civilisation’s multifaceted failure, in the longer term they will repeat our current civilisation’s trajectory of overshoot and collapse. If they gain needed wisdom from our collapse, they will rebuild with a new consciousness, spirituality or value system that will begin a new chapter in the story of our species. We’ll call scenario 2 the Collapse/Rebirth scenario. (Emily St John Mandel’s Station Eleven and Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games unfold in this scenario.)


 


Scenario 3. Our global civilisation will collapse and humans who survive will face a tenuous future on a decimated Earth. Many or most of the cultural and technological advancements of our current civilisation will be lost, and many of the ugliest elements of our history − widespread violence, domination, desperation, brutality – will make a comeback. Survivors will live in post-industrial, post-capitalist ways of life that resemble pre-industrial, pre-modern ways of life, but under far harsher environmental and cultural conditions. They will look upon the ruins of our current civilisation and experience shock at how much humanity squandered. We’ll call scenario 3 the Collapse/Survival scenario. (This is the setting of Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road.)


 


Scenario 4. As Earth’s environment continues to deteriorate, human civilisation will descend into a highly destructive collapse process. During this collapse, desperate nations, likely led by desperate authoritarians, will race to exploit remaining resources and eliminate their competitors, speeding up environmental destruction with war, perhaps including nuclear, chemical and biological warfare. This catastrophic, mutually assured self-destruction of civilisation will not only result in total or near-total extinction of humans, but it will also drive a significant percentage of land and sea life into extinction. We’ll call scenario 4 the Collapse/Extinction scenario. (Adam McKay’s film Don’t Look Up and Alan Weisman’s imaginative nonfiction book The World Without Us are portrayals of this scenario.)


 


Feel free to align yourself with one of these scenarios for the moment, but I encourage you to hold your current position lightly for now. You may wonder where I would place myself. For now, that’s not important. (I’ll tell you in the next chapter.) What is important now is to understand the key reason many people are moving up the scenarios. They are moving from assessing Collapse Avoidance (scenario 1) or Collapse/Rebirth (scenario 2) as our most likely future towards assessing Collapse/Survival (scenario 3) or Collapse/Extinction (scenario 4) as most likely.


In all of these scenarios, the primary problem is not the environment. The primary problem is us. Humans don’t have an environmental problem; the environment has a human problem. (And, we might add, humans have an energy problem, as we’ll see more clearly in chapter 20.) We have built a fast-growing, complex, expensive, unequal, resource-hungry, fragile, fractious and weaponised civilisation that is a threat both to the environment and to itself. As long as we suck resources from the Earth faster than the Earth can restore them, or pump out wastes faster than the Earth can detoxify them, we exist in a condition called ‘overshoot’. Whenever our combined human footprint overshoots the Earth’s long-term carrying capacity, we are living on borrowed time and jumping on thin ice. Unless we recalibrate fast, a doom scenario of some sort is inevitable.


Overshoot, we might say, is civilisation’s original sin. In the primal Genesis story in the Bible, when the original humans were told they could eat from all the trees except one, they were being warned (in the language of ancient storytellers) that they would lose their good lives in the primeval garden if they refused to live within environmental limits. They would become perpetually exhausted labourers in a field of thorns, leading to suffering and death. (We’ll return to this ancient story in chapters 8 and 9.) This warning and its implied call to interdependence and interconnectedness with creation has been at the heart of religious insight and mystical experience for millennia. It has also been ignored, forgotten, minimised or denied for millennia.


By the way, it wasn’t just ancient religious texts that tried to warn us about collapse. The danger of overshoot was implicit in Charles Darwin’s oft-misunderstood concept of ‘survival of the fittest’.11 Survival of the fittest did not mean survival of the most competitive, survival of the most aggressive or survival of the most dominant. It meant survival of those who fit best within their environment. In other words, if we do not fit in with Earth’s ecosystems, if we overshoot our environment’s carrying capacity, we will go extinct.12


Either overshoot or an unexpected disaster such as climate change, plague or invasion has been an end-stage diagnosis for every major civilisation in the past. Today, we spend vast amounts of money protecting ourselves from invasion and modest amounts protecting ourselves from plague, but until recently, we remained largely oblivious to overshoot and climate change.


If our current civilisation collapses, we will face unique challenges because our civilisation is global rather than regional. Putting fantasies of mass evacuations to Mars or Titan aside, we have nowhere left to go if we degrade our one and only planet. If we follow scenario 4 and unleash chemical, biological and nuclear weapons in our bumpy ride to collapse, we could easily render the Earth not only uninhabitable for humans, but also for millions of other species.


Those who lean towards scenarios 1 and 2 (Collapse Avoidance and Collapse/Rebirth) believe that our governments, economies, religions, schools, scientific disciplines, media and other social structures are wise enough, united enough and strong enough to do enough − and to do it fast enough − to keep some sort of civilisation or advanced society intact. Those who lean towards scenarios 3 and 4 (Collapse/Survival and Collapse/Extinction) believe that our social structures are not wise or strong enough to do enough fast enough to keep our current civilisation from destroying our environment, leaving Earth with little if any human presence. (I phrased those two sentences densely on purpose so that you will reread them two or three times, until you really get them.)


None of these scenarios is pleasant. Collapse Avoidance may look the least unpleasant, but even it entails some very rough sledging. And it has unexpected risks and downsides, which we’ll come back to in chapter 10.


All of these scenarios are especially disturbing to those of us who have prospered in this civilisation. For the last five hundred years, as neighbouring regional civilisations around the world were colonised and assimilated into one global civilisation, the shared norm for the prosperous has been continual economic growth, political sophistication and technological progress. We thought that our constant progress was largely the result of our own ingenuity. We didn’t realise how much of our progress depended on the availability of cheap energy, energy derived first from animal labour and slave labour, then from the taming of wind energy by tall-masted ships, then from stolen resources from stolen lands, and finally from fossil fuels.


Today we excavate the ruins of collapsed civilisations from the past and display their artefacts in museums, but few of us ever take seriously the possibility that our civilisation will follow their pattern of rise and fall.


People who think deeply about our current situation fear environmental collapse. But with no less urgency they fear the social collapse that will likely accompany the early stages of environmental collapse. Long before the last ice sheet has melted, long before the critical ocean currents have completely stopped their flow, long before the sea levels have engulfed our coastal cities, they imagine how the economies and governments of Earth’s most powerful nations might cope with shock after shock. Fires, storms, floods, depleted aquifers, degraded soils and droughts will lead to crop failures. Crop failures will lead to food shortages. Food shortages will lead to mass unemployment and mass migration, in turn leading to financial recessions and depressions, leading to supply-chain disruptions, leading to uninsurability and debt defaults, leading to bank failures and currency failures.


They imagine how civil unrest would erupt and how governments would respond with increased crackdowns, which would increase civil unrest which would intensify government crackdowns. When governments can no longer keep the gas or electricity flowing, the grocery stores full of affordable food, the hospitals staffed with doctors and nurses and supplied with medicines, the banks functioning, the police and military forces maintaining order − and following orders − they imagine how civilisation as we know it could quickly pass from stable to struggling to failing to fragmenting to collapsing.


In other words, long before the Earth destroys us, we destroy ourselves.


Right now, a lot of people can avoid thinking about scenarios like these. But over the coming years and decades, more and more of us will realise that the old norm is shaky. Inevitable progress and growth, perpetual prosperity and advancement will seem less and less likely, and we will realise that our options are being reduced to four: Collapse Avoidance, Collapse/Rebirth, Collapse/Survival or Collapse/Extinction. As the process unfolds, the experience of doom will tear like a cyclone through the nervous system of every person on Earth.


Every human will be rudely awakened from a longstanding sense of invincible normality and baptised into a hot, dangerous and ugly new reality, a world falling apart.


Collapse Avoidance is still believed by many to be a viable option. Global coal use (one of our most harmful energy sources) has remained close to flat over the last decade. Solar energy and batteries are 90 per cent cheaper than a decade ago; wind energy is 66 per cent cheaper. Electric vehicles have grown to about 14 per cent of new vehicle sales. The worst-case scenario predicted by scientists in 2014 is no longer likely in the short term.13


But growing numbers of knowledgeable researchers are afraid that Collapse Avoidance is increasingly unlikely, even impossible, a casualty of ‘too little, too late’. Environmental activist Derrick Jensen captured that sentiment powerfully in his article ‘Beyond Hope’:


The most common words I hear spoken by any environmentalists anywhere are, We’re f*cked. Most of these environmentalists are fighting desperately, using whatever tools they have − or rather whatever legal tools they have, which means whatever tools those in power grant them the right to use, which means whatever tools will be ultimately ineffective − to try to protect some piece of ground, to try to stop the manufacture or release of poisons, to try to stop civilized humans from tormenting some group of plants or animals. Sometimes they’re reduced to trying to protect just one tree . . . But no matter what environmentalists do, our best efforts are insufficient. We’re losing badly, on every front. Those in power are hell-bent on destroying the planet, and most people don’t care.14


 


So here we are. As in the myth of Emperor Alexander the Great weeping because there were no more worlds to conquer, we sit with Derrick Jensen at an impasse.15 We have passed our planetary limits to sustainable growth, and none of our primary ideologies − political, economic or religious − seems able to provide us a way out or a way through.


Some people think folks like Derrick Jensen have been working too hard and need a vacation. They’re depressed. These poor, burned-out activists underestimate the power of technology or capitalism or the market or democracy or the indomitable human spirit to save us.


Isn’t it possible, they ask, that a significant portion of Earth’s eight-plus billion people are on the verge of waking up? Is it possible that as ‘normal’ as we’ve known it disappears, our fractious and unfocused societies might tip in a positive way, moving under stress towards unity and collaboration? Might we be humbled and sobered, turning towards one another with wisdom, sanity and solidarity, leading to the collaborative and transformational action required?


Might fusion solve all our problems? Or AI? Or bitcoin? Or a return to Puritan sexual norms and patriarchal family structures?


Maybe these optimists are right. Maybe Collapse Avoidance is still within reach. Maybe some combination of human technology, solidarity, skilled leadership and good luck (or a divine skyhook) will help us dodge collapse.


But maybe, at the very moment we most need to come together, we will instead turn on each other and tear each other apart.


We could tip either way, or both ways at once. There’s so much we don’t know.


Welcome to reality.


That simple phrase has helped me immensely as I’ve done this research. It helps me slow down for a few moments and acknowledge that we do know some things with high levels of confidence. (For example, we know carbon dioxide and methane in the atmosphere trap heat; we know water melts at 0°C; we know several different ways to produce electricity.) But about other things, we have much less certainty.


When I say ‘Welcome to reality’, I am saying, ‘Welcome, self, to reality, both what I know and what I don’t know.’ And I am also saying, ‘Welcome, reality, whatever you are, both known and unknown, into my awareness.’


To hold both knowing and unknowing in a delicate, dynamic and highly creative tension . . . that is one of the primary skills we will need if we want to live with courage and wisdom in an unstable climate, whatever scenario unfolds.


We need to face what we know. And we need to face what we don’t know. Only what is faced can be changed. That is why I say, and I hope you will join me, Welcome to reality.


 


Dear Reader,


I hope you made it through this chapter. For most readers, it will be the most challenging in the whole book, so you’re through the worst of it already. If you are experiencing overwhelming feelings of depression and anxiety about our current situation, I encourage you to reach out to a mental health professional. You can find support in a number of places, including The Climate Psychology Alliance: https://www.climatepsychologyalliance.org/index.php/find-support.


 At the end of chapter 1, I suggested you read this chapter with dual curiosity: wondering about what I was going to say and wondering what your reactions would be. I encourage you to consider these questions or prompts in private to help in that reflection:


 


1. Try to list (in writing, if possible) the emotions you felt as you read this chapter. Don’t be afraid to admit that you hated some of what I wrote. I hate so much of this chapter too!


2. You might want to go back and connect specific emotions with specific paragraphs and think more deeply about why those paragraphs elicited those emotions.


3. If questions have arisen for you, please write those questions down before you forget them.


4. If you pray, I encourage you to write a prayer in which you open your heart about how you felt reading this chapter, and about how you are processing it now, in retrospect. If you don’t pray, consider writing a letter to yourself and tell yourself what you think you need to hear.


 


Here are some additional questions to journal about or discuss with friends:


1. How does the phrase ‘Welcome to reality’ work for you? Can you think of other ways to say the same thing?


2. Summarise the four scenarios in your own words. Try to explain each one fairly, as if you thought it was the most likely to occur.


3. In this chapter, I mentioned your nervous system. What do you think reading this chapter did to your nervous system? What did reading it feel like in your body and in your conscious experience?


4. Practise saying, ‘Welcome, self, to reality’, and ‘Welcome, reality, into my awareness’. How does each intention affect you?


5. How successful do you feel in welcoming the reality of both what you know and what you don’t know? Reflect on the word ‘unknowing’.


 


These questions will be a good bridge to the next chapter when you’re ready.
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