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For my grandfather, Clarence Comfort. (1921-2022)


“Heaven is here on Earth. When we die, our reputation lives on. If it is good, then that is our Heaven or if it is bad then that is our hell... Life after death is the effect that we leave to those that follow.”
--From his memoirs.
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Kenosis


The Overview Eﬀect


Astronauts often describe the Earth as the most inviting and beautiful sight in all of space. Edgar Mitchell, the lunar module pilot on Apollo-14, said the sight of the Earth was like an “explosion of awareness,” an “overwhelming sense of oneness and connectedness… accompanied by an ecstasy… an epiphany.”1 It is as if the Earth as a whole was only discovered by human beings in 1968, when Apollo-8 astronaut William Anders shot the famous Earthrise photograph: the image of the Earth coming out from behind the edge of the moon. In 1987 astronaut Frank White coined the word for the experience: the overview effect. Those who have experienced this view describe a sense of the unity of life, and of the Earth as a single organism. Some have even described the experience as religious.




“I had another feeling, that the earth is like a vibrant living thing. The vessels we’ve clearly seen on it looked like the blood and veins of human beings. I said to myself: this is the place we live, it’s really magical.” – Taikonaut Yang Liu.2


“…you look down and see the surface of that globe you’ve lived on all this time, and you know all those people down there and they are like you, they are you – and somehow you represent them… you recognize that you’re a piece of this total life.” – Astronaut Rusty Schweikart.3


“The feeling of unity is not simply an observation. With it comes a strong sense of compassion and concern for the state of our planet and the effect humans are having on it. It isn’t important in which sea or lake you observe a slick of pollution or in the forests of which country a fire breaks out, or on which continent a hurricane arises. You are standing guard over the whole of our Earth.” – Cosmonaut Yuri Artyushkin.4





My meditations in this book were prompted by the love I have felt for the various forests in which I grew up and in which I still dwell – a small scale version of the overview effect, perhaps, but it was my view, at least. I wanted to know what is it about my forest, and all the hillsides and meadows and oceans I have loved, which makes them so loveable. I wanted to know why I felt remorse, even grief, on the sight of my forest under stress: their leaves turning brown in July or August instead of October; animals and berry bushes and insects that were once abundant becoming scarce; bottles and food wrappings and other garbage left behind by tourists; seasons that once wheeled over the year in a familiar dance falling out of step.


When I was in primary school, I learned about species extinction, acid rain, the clearcutting of ancient rainforests in British Columbia, and the hole in the ozone layer. I learned of activists from groups like Greenpeace who interfered with whale hunters and nuclear bomb tests. I went on to study environmental philosophy at graduate school, where I tried to figure out what can be said to people who deny there’s a climate crisis unfolding, or who admit there is a crisis but who claim it’s a natural cycle, and in either case who argue that we don’t need to do anything about it. In part I was motivated by the threat to my own forests, the landscapes of my childhood. But I was also motivated by what seemed to me a kind of stubborn incomprehension. Signs of global ecosystem breakdown were evident everywhere. People talked about them; responsible media agencies reported on them, sometimes in depth. Yet no one, or very few people, connected those signs to any larger reality. I wanted to know why.


For example, in the autumn of 2020, bird watchers in New Mexico, Colorado, Texas, and various mid-west American states, reported whole flocks of migrating birds falling out of the sky, dead.5 A researcher quoted in local media said: “the fact that it’s happening… means that there’s probably something more complex going on, and it might be a bit more challenging to control.”6 The ‘something complex going on’ is that the birds had to change their migration routes to avoid wildfires; water along the route had grown scarce; and insects had changed their usual habitats and breeding seasons, so the birds couldn’t find them for food. For those reasons, the birds were dying in mid-flight from starvation. The largest of these die-oﬀs happened during an outof-season snowstorm in 2007: an estimated 1.5 million migrating birds died.7 Migration routes which had taken centuries, perhaps millennia, to synchronize with dozens of environmental factors like weather patt erns, the seasons, air currents, and the movements of other organisms, were breaking down.


But this was only one of many examples of global climate systems re-routing themselves as the greenhouse effect trapped more heat-energy in the oceans and the atmosphere. Birds, trees, plants, fish, insects, and other species unable to evolve fast enough to keep up with these changes, were dying. And again, hardly anyone I knew took notice. Even among those who did, hardly any of them commented on the relationships to other similar events.


One day, while I was drawing a diagram of a food web and meditating on it as if it was a mandala, the proposition struck me like a revelation: the global circle of life is breaking down. It isn’t simply changing form. It is also short-circuiting; it is falling apart.


Several questions arose from that frightening proposition:




	•What is the Circle of Life? (The answer is not as obvious as it may seem.)


	•What becomes of the human reality when defined in relation to the circle of life?


	
•Can the Circle of Life be healed?






If these questions have to do with finding out whether or not the climate crisis is real, then this is a question for scientists. The general consensus of the scientists of the world is: Yes, it’s real.8 It is unprecedented in the last two thousand years. And many of its life-destructive effects are already irreversible.9


But if these questions have to do with the way we frame our reality as human beings, especially in the fields of human nature, freedom of the will, the future of civilization, and the meaning of life, then this is a question for philosophers like you and me.


These are very old philosophical questions, and they appear in several variations. They touch upon nearly every field of philosophical enquiry: our sources of knowledge, our moral decisions, our conception of reality, our feelings and emotions, our procedures of reasoning, our sense of identity. They are also questions of great practical urgency, as the climate crisis has the potential to disrupt if not destroy all our customary ways of living in relation to the earth, and to each other. For millennia we have taken for granted the stability of climates, the fertility and productivity of landscapes, the regular turning of the seasons, even the breathability of the air. This stability influenced some of our oldest religions and philosophies, especially those which posit a characteristic order and harmony for the universe. The ancient Egyptian concept of Ma’at, order and righteousness, to choose one example, was influenced by the regular and predictable annual flooding of the river Nile. The Jewish concept of justice, Tzedakah also depends on the idea that God created an orderly and harmonious universe. This idea was preserved in the Christian concept of charity, and the Islamic principle of Zakat. Because of the climate crisis, we might no longer be able to take the order and harmony of the world for granted as a basic assumption. Less theoretically, but no less meaningfully, some holiday songs like “I’m Dreaming Of A White Christmas” might make less sense in the future, when Christmas in the northern hemisphere comes with rain instead of snow.


Nor are Abrahamic religions the only ones affected. Wicca, Druidry, and related traditions use astronomical and ecological observations to mark the ritual festivals on the Eight-Fold Wheel of the Year. Those traditions have always been adaptable to local situations: Imbolc in Canada, for instance, is not a spring festival as it is in Ireland, because Canada in February is still up to its waist in snow. Nonetheless, the climate crisis will require that many neo-Pagan festival traditions shall have to change their meanings again. Religiously significant flowers, berries, animals, and foods might not be available “on time” for the festival where they once played important ritual roles. Heat waves, cold snaps, floods, and droughts, might make outdoor gatherings and camps more stressful, or impossible to hold at the customary sites. People who celebrated the Wheel of the Year as children or students forty years ago may not be able to pass on the same kind of celebration to their own children and students today. Thus the continuity of practice over time has come under threat, to the point where rituals and traditional practices must be re-invented every ten years or so. This in turn makes it harder to call them ‘traditions’ at all. The voice of the Goddess who says “I, who am the beauty of the green earth…”10 might be hard to hear when the Earth is brown because of a drought, or grey and black from a forest fire.


The evidence of global ecosystem breakdown is readily available. To choose but one salient example: since the year 2000, the global average atmospheric concentration of carbon dioxide has risen by an average of twenty parts per million (ppm) every year; this is the fastest rate of increase in the last 800,000 years.11 In May of 2018, the Mauna Loa Atmospheric Baseline Observatory detected a concentration of 411.25 ppm, the highest ever recorded up to that time.12 In the 19th century, before the industrial revolution, global CO2 concentration was about 280 ppm during warm periods, and about 180 during ice ages; the current rising trend is 100 times faster than any rising trend since the end of the last ice age, around 11,700 years ago.13 The significance of these facts is not only that CO2 has heat-retention properties which contribute to a global greenhouse effect. A human being exposed to CO2 levels of 2,000 ppm or higher will experience nausea, headaches, disorientation, and insomnia. If that level became the global average, then we would lose the cognitive capacity to sustain civilization. At 5,000 ppm or higher, we die. And most air-breathing animals die with us.


Thus the question, ‘How shall we face the earth, under the conditions of the climate crisis?’, is not only of philosophical curiosity. It is also a question of life-or-death seriousness for all humanity, and for almost all life on Earth.


Yet there are several large, well-funded, and well-organised, and highly-visible forces in our society which denies the scientific research, or which casts unreasonable doubt upon it.14 These forces would like us to continue to take the earth for granted, so that international capitalism, especially the oil industry, can carry on as usual.15 Those forces have been so successful in shaping public opinion that four out of ten Americans deny the facts of climate change as a matter of political identity.16 I suspect that this denial effort is also driven by the prospect that any new answer to the question, ‘How shall we face the Earth?’, will require us to change the arrangement of power-relations in our society, not only between human beings and the earth, but also between humanity’s own divisions: wealth, nationality, gender, religion and culture, political identity, and so on. That is to say, any new answer to the root question might threaten those who benefit from the present arrangement of things. Those individuals are thus economically and politically incentivized to deny the reality of the climate crisis. As famously stated by Pulitzer-prize winning journalist Upton Sinclair, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends on his not understanding it.”17


So I’m going to ask you to follow the arguments in this book as if you have nothing to lose by changing your beliefs. This might make it easier for you to evaluate the arguments by their own merits and flaws. As for my side of the bargain: I’ll put forward the most reasonable arguments that I can. Reason, let me remind you, is neither hard, nor cold, nor without imagination; reason is organized curiosity. It tends not to be poetic. It is often uncomfortable, even disturbing. But when employed correctly, it has the great benefit of being right.


I have to get this right. Not “right for me”; not “right from my perspective” or some other empty relativism. No. There’s too much riding on it: ecology, reality, time, space, civilization, and whether humanity will handle the climate crisis like a grown-up adult or whether we will fall, like the blind leading the blind, into stupidity and fascism and ecological disaster.


The Greening Of The Self Did Not Happen


Most college textbooks pin the start of environmental philosophy to the year 1949, when the American forestry professor Aldo Leopold proclaimed The Land Ethic, and the necessity to change “the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it.”18 When I was an undergrad student in philosophy, Leopold’s book, A Sand County Almanac, was taught as if it was the very first appearance of green philosophy anywhere in the history of the world. Of course, that’s not true; people everywhere, and especially Indigenous peoples, had been thinking about the Earth and humanity’s place in it for millennia. But at least in the Western philosophical tradition, the Earth, its place in human life, and our place in its life, was not considered problematic enough to warrant deep thinking until the twentieth century.


Leopold didn’t build an argument for his Land Ethic. Rather, he said that his Land Ethic was inevitable: it was a logical next step in a continuing expansion of the moral sphere which, he said, has been happening for centuries:




The extension of ethics, so far studied only by philosophers, is actually a process in ecological evolution. The first ethics dealt with the relation between individuals… Later accretions dealt with the relation between the individual and society… The extension of ethics to this third element in human environment is, if I read the evidence correctly, an evolutionary possibility and an ecological necessity. It is the third step in a sequence.19





Environmental thought in Europe begins earlier than Leopold, with Albert Schweitzer’s 1923 book Civilization And Ethics, which introduces the principle of ‘Reverence For Life’. This is the idea that “Ethics consists, therefore, in my experiencing the compulsion to show all will-to-live the same reverence as I do to my own.”20 All life, all living creatures and organisms, deserve care and respect, because, like you, they are alive and they express their will-to-life; there does not need to be any other reason. Like Leopold, Schweitzer believed that this expansion of the moral sphere was inevitable:




It is the fate of every truth to be a subject for laughter until it is generally recognized. Once it was considered folly to assume that men of colour were really men and ought to be treated as such, but the folly has become an accepted truth. To-day it is thought to be going too far to declare that constant regard for everything that lives, down to the lowest manifestations of life, is a demand made by rational ethics. The time is coming, however, when people will be astonished that mankind needed so long a time to learn to regard thoughtless injury to life as incompatible with ethics.21





Another European, Hans Jonas, added that it is not only life and living organisms that deserve this reverence. It’s also the environmental systems they live in. In The Phenomenon of Life (1966) he wrote that:




Organism is seen as primarily determined by the conditions of its existence, and life is understood in terms of the organism-environment situation rather than in terms of the exercise of an autonomous nature. Organism and environment together form a system, and this hence-forth determines the basic concept of life.22 





Since life is a complex system as opposed to a merely complicated one,23 we cannot always predict what consequences will follow from our interference with life. It follows, Jonas argued, that we ought not to interfere, or if some interference cannot be avoided then it must be as light as possible. Jonas thought the logical foundation of ethics lay in the claim that humanity deserves a future. His ultimate moral norm, in this regard, is that we all ought to “act so that the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence of genuine human life.”24 Yet he still considers this goal an environmental one, because it is “grounded in the breadth of being, not merely in the singularity or oddness of man”; it requires that “we must learn from an interpretation of reality as a whole, [or] at least from an interpretation of life as a whole”.25 In terms of the expansion of the moral sphere into ecology, Jonas is a lateral step, rather than a forward advance; but it’s a helpful step, nonetheless.


In 1970, American law professor and polemicist Charles Reich announced The Greening Of America. “There is a revolution coming”, he said, and that this revolution would involve the “recovery” and “greening” of the individual self, then local communities, then larger and larger groups, and finally the whole body-politic of America. He argued that industrial, technology-intensive, and consumer-conformist society, which he called “the Machine” and “the Corporate State”, produced in young people of his time a loss of self: “Beginning with school, if not before, an individual is systematically stripped of his imagination, his creativity, his heritage, his dreams, and his personal uniqueness, in order to style him into a productive unit for a mass, technological society.”26 The escape from the Machine, Reich says, is “the full hippie life, an attempt to live as if the Corporate State did not exist and some new form of community was already here,” and that this new form of community was:






…an effort to restore, protect, and foster human consciousness. It [this effort] is most important because its aim is nothing less than to restore man’s awareness of himself, of other people, of nature, of his own life. It seeks to make man, in everything that he does or experiences, more alive.”27





Reich may not have been the first to frame environmental and cultural problems as having to do with selfhood and identity. Nonetheless, his particular way of framing those problems became the touchstone in the discourse. Before Reich, the questions were: ‘What should I do? How should I live?’ After Reich, they became, ‘Who am I? What kind of person do I want to be? What kind of world will allow me to be truly myself?’


Thus in 1986, Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess declared that the ultimate ethical norm of Deep Ecology was “Self-realization!”. The ecological processes which create the oxygen we breathe, grow the food we eat, purify the water, and absorb our waste, are so integrated into the functioning of a healthy human body that they can be conceived as extensions of the body, and therefore extensions of the self. So, when Naess declares “Self-realization!” as an ultimate moral value, he means this extended self, this ecological self. That’s not only your body and your mind. It’s also everything around you that makes it possible for you to be you: the recycling of your air and water, the growth of the plants and animals you eat, the growth of the things they eat, and so on, extending across all the land, the sea, and the sky. The realization of this extended self is, for Naess, both a moral postulate in its own right, and also a basic premise to support the argument that the destruction of the environment must end. For if we damage or disrupt the functioning of the extended self, we will damage or disrupt our own lives in turn. Ecological knowledge and environmental protection, he argued, is thus a kind of self-interest. The Greening of the Self was a process of individuals and societies coming to understand those principles, and entering a healthier relationship with the environment.


Philosophers also asked: what justifies cutting down all the trees from their hillsides, or sucking up all the water in the aquifers, or otherwise taking more from the Earth than the Earth can replenish? And is that justification sound? From Lynn White Jr’s analysis of Christian dominionism and the Western obsession with technological progress,28 to Arne Naess and the eight Platform Principles of Deep Ecology,29 to John McMurtry and the analysis of the Value Program,30 philosophers found that the roots of our ecological crisis lay in a faulty world view. To summarize it: people simply believed that they had the right to take what they wanted, without regard for nature’s own needs. They held that belief for a variety of reasons. Some thought God had given us the Earth for the taking. Some thought human beings were somehow superior to all other forms of life. Some thought economic growth, with its demand for ever-increasing resource extraction, was the only way to lift the poor out of poverty. Some thought economic growth was an end in itself. All of these beliefs, so the philosophers claimed, were too anthropocentric, too much centred on the human point of view. We had to learn to see things from an ecocentric point of view. Paul Taylor, a major voice for ecocentrism in the 1980s and 90s, said that all environmental thought must be grounded in “a total rejection of the idea that human beings are superior to other living things”; this claim is “the most important as far as taking the attitude of respect for nature is concerned.”31 Francoise d’Eaubonne in 1974, and Karen J. Warren and Vandana Shiva in 1990, taught that patriarchy is also part of the anthropocentric view. As they saw it, the oppression of women and the domination of the environment follows the same logical structure and the same substantive value program.


These were some of the bold and forthright ideas in the air from the very beginning of the environmentalist movement in most Western countries. They were serious, action-oriented, pervasive, and even optimistic, although the latter quality was perhaps not obvious at first. Speaking personally: these ideas configured the vocabulary of most spiritual people I knew during my formative years. Most of them felt their sense of oneness with the Earth so deeply and profoundly, that they were convinced the greening of the self, and then of the world, was inevitable.


Nor were these ideas all theory and no practice. In fact, they produced at least two practical principles which some politicians and some corporations did, at least for a while, adopt in their policies. The first was the principle of Sustainable Development, proposed by the authors of a UN-commissioned report in 1987. The report defined the principle as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.32 The second was the Precautionary Principle, proposed by Hans Jonas.33 The most common version of the principle runs like this: “When an activity raises threats of harm to human health or the environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some cause and effect relationships are not fully established scientifically.”34 By the turn of the millennium, the idea of the Green Self and these two practical guides for high-level policy seemed to form a global consensus about how all humanity could respond to the climate crisis.


It’s been nearly seventy years since the first proclamation of “the greening of the self” (well, according to that little list). Yet all the major indicators of planetary biosphere health continue to decline. Species extinction rates continue to rise. Biodiversity continues to decline. Deforestation and desertification increases. Temperatures rise. Storms are more destructive and more frequent. The acidification of the ocean progresses. Floating garbage patches in the oceans grow. More and more people die from air pollution and heat waves. The problem is not that the idea of the Green Self lacked logical coherence or explanatory power. Nor is it that it couldn’t be translated into political action, or into artistic and spiritual inspiration. Rather, the problem has to do with the practical and observable fact that despite more than half a century of promoting the Green Self in schools and universities, in films and television, in government and corporate policy, and the like, nonetheless the climate crisis carried on. The greening of the self did not happen. The argument can be expressed in a straightforward modus tollens, as follows:




	1)If people adopt an ecocentric world view, then they will do what needs to be done to abate the climate crisis.


	2)People did not do (enough of) what needs to be done to abate the crisis.


	
3)Therefore, people did not adopt an ecocentric world view.35






Premise 1, as you can see, is the basic proposition advanced by Schweitzer, Leopold, Naess, Warren, Shiva, and virtually all the important progenitors of contemporary environmental philosophy. Premise 2 is the measurable result expected to follow from the ‘inevitable’ expansion of the moral sphere and the adoption of the Green Self. The self did, perhaps, go green among people who are already disposed to it. Perhaps you are one of them. But it has certainly not occurred among the majority of wealthy and powerful parties who are in any kind of position to stop the climate crisis on a global scale.


I suspect the Green Self didn’t catch on because its first requirement, to reject the idea that human beings stand superior to all other life on Earth, produces too much cognitive dissonance. We already tacitly accept the idea that some human beings are superior to other human beings, in terms of entitlement to wealth, fame, and power. Some people openly reject the view that all human beings are equal in rights and dignity; some assert the superiority of one (fictitious) race over others, or one gender over others. But let us leave aside for now the question of why it didn’t happen. It’s enough right now to observe that it didn’t happen. And so the climate crisis carried on.


We could try new methods to influence people to adopt the Green Self. But I would like to consider whether we need a new big idea, a new way of thinking and seeing. What might that be?


Pure Anthropocentrism Didn’t Work Either


The field of environmental philosophy provides some obvious answers to one of the root questions of philosophy: ‘what, if anything, is intrinsically good?’. To make things simple, let’s set aside, for the moment, any discussion about how landscapes may have intrinsic value, or how animals and plants might have rights, or how an expanded concept of the self could include our surrounding landscapes and ecologies. Let’s look at only the answers that come from a purely utilitarian, purely human-centred view, of environmental ethics.


It should be obvious that clean air to breathe, and clean water for drinking, cleaning, and cooking, are instrumental goods. Life is the intrinsic good. I’m following philosopher John McMurtry’s conception of ‘objective good’ here, in which something is good insofar as deprivation of that thing leads to loss of life-capacities for thinking, feeling, and acting, up to and including loss of life itself.36 There might be more things to go on that list, but I’m keeping it simple for now. Given that definition, we can draw the conclusions that:




	1)An ecology and biome surrounding one’s community, of sufficient richness and stability and biodiversity to provide a reliable supply of clean air and water, is an objective good. They are necessary for our continued possession of life. Without them, we are all dead.


	2)A system of economics and politics which regulates the community’s extractions-from and impacts-upon those ecologies and biomes, to keep them within local and global carrying capacities, is, at the very least, an instrumental good.





Conclusions like those might be enough to motivate us to face the crisis. But our politics and economics, and indeed our culture, on the whole, behaves as if people believe a functioning biome is merely a nice thing to have, and that no serious consequences follow from harming it. Why do people believe that? It is not simply, nor only, that people think human beings are superior to the rest of life on Earth. For it is likely that most people don’t think much about the rest of life on Earth, most of the time. Rather, it is that people believe there will always be enough air and water, and that ecologies and biomes can always bear the loss of whatever we take from them, and always carry the load of whatever waste or pollution we send back to them.


But as anyone who has studied ecology will know, that belief is false. That belief, which I shall call the illusion of infinite carrying capacity, was not seriously examined or doubted in the whole history of urban civilization until the rise of mathematical ecology in the mid nineteenth century. Plenty of people today, perhaps yourself among them, understand that the Earth’s carrying capacity is limited. But plenty more people behave as if they believe it is infinite. Or, perhaps more accurately, they behave as if they don’t think about the Earth at all. So it is not a matter of feeling superior. Rather, it is a matter of willed ignorance. Pure anthropocentric reasoning does not take the circle of life seriously enough. Were it to do so, it would soon cross a threshold after which it is no longer pure anthropocentric reasoning. Hence, it has also failed, so far, to deliver a solution to the climate crisis.


And God Is Not Coming To Save Us


Many people believe that they don’t have to care about global warming and the climate crisis because they expect to be saved by God.37 For example: Tim Walberg, a conservative politician from Michigan, told his constituents at a public meeting in 2017:




“I believe there’s been climate change since the beginning of time. I believe there are cycles. Do I think man has some impact? Yeah, of course. Can man change the entire universe? No. Why do I believe that? As a Christian, I believe that there is a creator in God who is much bigger than us. And I’m confident that, if there’s a real problem, he can take care of it.”38 





Let’s call this view theological quietism – the view that we need do nothing about the climate crisis; we need only live pious lives and wait for God to do the rest. Christian leaders including Pope Francis,39 Orthodox Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew,40 and two different Archbishops of Canterbury,41 have rejected this view. But it remains widespread. It is one of the reasons why some politicians resist efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, or resist regulations on pollution and waste. If God is coming to save us, then we need only wait for him; we waste time, and postpone His arrival, if we try to save ourselves. Indeed, some Christians believe that we should want the condition of the world to grow worse, in order to accelerate the return of the Messiah.42 Such is the broad concept I’m considering here.


There are some obvious objections to it. For instance, there might be no God. Or, theological quietism improperly denies our (God-given) human agency and freedom. Or, there are other conceptions of God which show that God gave the Earth to us as a responsibility. Perhaps we are the stewards of the Earth, not the owners, and we are in some sense commanded to take care of it. Or, seeing as there are plenty of calamities in history where God did not intervene to save anyone, it is therefore reasonable to suppose God might not save us from this one either. Or, there might be many gods, not just one, and therefore all the presuppositions of monotheism are wrong. Perhaps the gods are not in the salvation business: perhaps they relate to us in other ways.


But let us take theological quietism at face value. Then we should ask: what must you do to deserve God’s saving intervention? You must “follow justice and justice alone, so that you may live and possess the land the Lord your God is giving you.” (Deuteronomy 16:20).43 The most important moral teachings of Abrahamic monotheism concern justice. We are called upon to “loose the chains of injustice… share your food with the hungry, and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter…” (Isaiah 58:6-8), to regard “whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for [God]” (Matt 25:40), and to avoid the cardinal sin of pride: “Those who behave arrogantly on the earth in defiance of right – them will I turn away from My signs…” (The Holy Quran, 7:146). If the climate crisis is left to continue, and the powerful and influential of this world decide to do nothing and wait for God to clean up the mess: such people will have forged the chains of injustice, withheld food from the hungry (who starve due to droughts and crop failures caused by the climate crisis), abandoned the poor wanderers (who today include climate refugees escaping famine and desertification), treated the least of God’s brothers and sisters with contempt, and behaved arrogantly on the earth in defiance of right. Those who preach the virtues of doing nothing in the face of calamitous preventable human suffering have already had their reward. They’re not getting another one, in this life or the next. Theological Quietism thus descends into hubris.


Some might think I’ve cherry-picked the scriptures to suit my purposes. After all, the same scriptures also say, “Do not store up for yourselves treasures on Earth… but store up for yourself treasures in Heaven” (Matt 6:19-20). In other words, we should gamble our lives (and everyone else’s lives) on the chance that life on Earth is worthless compared to life in the hereafter. I suppose it’s possible that the God of monotheism exists, and that he could save the world as soon as tomorrow. However, seeing as no one may know when that might happen (1 Thessalonians 5:2), we should not plan for it. And we would be foolish, if not also sinful, to assume that anything we do would either accelerate or postpone it. Perhaps God will reward those who help individual people who have been harmed by the climate crisis. But that is not as good as preventing the crisis in the first place, as far as you are in a position to do so. Ah, but that requires us not to wait! That requires us to change the world!









First Root Question


What Is The Circle Of Life?


The climate crisis is not a normal kind of problem. It’s not like a larger-scale version of a leaky bathtub or a broken furnace. It is the kind of problem which calls for a new way of thinking about the world. The Green Self was one such new way of thinking. In these meditations I shall search for another. But to create new ways of thinking about the world, we must first pose new questions, so to arrange what we know into new orders and new revelations.


Let’s begin with a straightforward and mostly factual kind of question: What is the circle of life?


You probably remember the answer you were taught when you were a child. The circle of life is the food chain, or as most ecologists call it now, the food web. It’s the system by which solar energy enters the biosphere of the earth, gets taken up by plants, microbes, and heat-retaining materials like water vapor and greenhouse gases. The microbes build up the soil, the plants eat the soil, the herbivores eat the plants, the carnivores eat the herbivores, and the apex predators eat the carnivores as well as some of the herbivores. So, the energy of the sun, having been transformed by primary producers into various sugars, proteins, and lipids, makes its way up to the top of the food web. Then it returns to the bottom of the web when the apex predators die, and their bodies feed the scavengers, the detritivores, and the microbiome of the soil. The microbiome feeds the plants, which get eaten by the herbivores, and so the energy cycles back into the system.


You might have learned that the food web overlaps with several biogeochemical cycles. For instance, there’s the water cycle, in which sunlight causes water to evaporate from lakes, rivers, and oceans, form into clouds, travel, and fall again as rain or other precipitation. There are two different carbon cycles. In one, carbon dioxide is taken up by plants, turned into oxygen, and released into the atmosphere, where it is breathed by animals, turned back into carbon dioxide, and released again. In the second, carbon dioxide is released into the atmosphere by volcanic eruptions, dissolved into water when it rains, deposited on the ocean floor, and returned to the mantle as the Earth’s tectonic plates subduct under each other. From there it can burst forth again in another volcano: a cycle taking millions of years to complete. There are similar cycles for phosphorus, methane, and oxygen: the basic chemical elements of life.
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